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Abstract 


Internationally, policies for householder and community preparedness for natural hazards 
are not well communicated and (perhaps consequently) evaluation of relevant activities and 
programs is infrequent and sporadic.  In Australia, a major source of policy guidance to 
government and its agencies are the recommendations and discussion in a series of 
Commonwealth and state inquiries following significant hazard events, particularly bushfire. 


A detailed analysis of six recent inquiry reports was conducted to support the development 
of a comprehensive framework for the evaluation of public education, awareness and engagement 
(EAE) activities and programs for bushfire.  The reports were characterised by a developing 
transformation in thinking from bushfire response to householder and community responsibility and 
preparedness that parallels similar international thinking in emergency management, crime 
prevention and public health (the so-called ‘community safety approach’). 


The results of this analysis were integrated with descriptive information on a large number 
of programs and data from an extensive concept mapping exercise to yield policy-oriented and 
generic program theory models. The models provide a coherent and detailed characterisation of the 
Australian community safety approach to bushfire. The program theory model also gives an 
overview of possible causal relationships between emerging community safety policy, the activities 
and programs designed to implement it, and the potential short and medium-term outcomes that 
lead to community resilience and a decrease in the loss of lives and property from bushfire. 


Following this overarching model development, a ‘theory-based’ analysis and synthesis of 
published evaluation research on seven Australian community EAE initiatives for bushfire safety 
was conducted, largely following the approach to ‘realist synthesis’ developed by Pawson and 
colleagues.  A short summary description of the research on each initiative was compiled under 
headings that emphasised the contexts in which the initiative was implemented, the causal 
processes that were activated and the outcomes and impacts achieved.  A theory model was then 
constructed for each initiative.  Finally, an integrated summary of the contexts, causal processes 
and outcomes described or hypothesised for the initiatives was developed. 


The synthesis highlighted the diversity and complexity of the contexts that EAE programs 
are implemented in and identified four broad causal processes that appear to be critical for the 
generation of the desired community safety outcomes (household and community level planning, 
physical and psychological preparation for a bushfire, and a safe response if and when a fire 
occurs).  These causal processes are: Engagement, Trust and Self-confidence, Confirmation and 
Re-assessment, and Community Involvement and Collaboration.  


                                                 
1 Paper presented at the Biennial Conference of the European Evaluation Society, Lisbon, October 
1-3, 2008 
2 The research described in this report was supported by a grant from the Bushfire Co-operative 
Research Centre (Project C7 – Evaluating bushfire community education programs).  Development 
of the inventory of programs and the review and synthesis of the EAE evaluation studies was also 
supported by a grant from the Australian Emergency Management Committee (National Community 
Safety Working Group). 
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1. Introduction 


Among the natural hazards, bushfire (wildfire) is a major source of loss of life and 
property in Australia (McAneney, Chen, Crompton, & Pitman, 2007; Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2004, 2008) and a number of recent fires have taken a heavy toll (most 
recently in Canberra in 2003 and the Lower Eyre Peninsula, SA in 2005).  Government 
initiated inquires in recent years have addressed a range of common themes relating to 
improved bushfire safety, many embracing the broad premise of community 
responsibility and self-reliance. Bushfire agencies also increasingly state openly that they 
do not have the resources to defend every property that may be in danger when a major 
event occurs. Thus in the past decade or so there has been an explicit shift in thinking to 
acknowledge that reducing the risk from bushfire will be enhanced by the willingness and 
ability of individuals, households and community groups to respond effectively. As a 
consequence, many fire and other emergency service agencies in Australia have adopted 
a risk management approach with a greater emphasis on prevention, mitigation and 
community preparedness (Smith, Nicholson, & Collett, 1996). 


This transformation in Australian thinking from bushfire response (including 
recovery) to preparedness has parallels with similar international shifts in emergency 
management, crime prevention and public health and has become known as the 
‘community safety paradigm’ (or ‘community safety approach’). Defining characteristics 
include the general themes of shared responsibility, identifying and protecting those at 
risk, securing sustainable reductions in the source of the danger and the unreasonable 
fear of it, and the development of community-based programs and multi-agency 
partnerships (Hughes, 2002; Squires, 1997; Steelman & Burke, 2007). Community-level 
engagement, responsibility and empowerment are emphasised, and residents are seen as 
being responsible for coordinated action within their own localities in partnership with 
statutory agencies and the voluntary sector (Chess, Salomone, Hance, & Saville, 1995; 
Labonte, 1994). Writing on recent thinking about crime prevention in Great Britain, 
Hughes (2002, p.3) summed up the general conceptual shift towards “crime prevention, 
risk management and safety politics” in a manner that equally applies to the emerging 
policy response to bushfire in Australia. 


Overall, the promotion of crime control in and by the 
community, and by means of multi-agency partnerships of 
both the state and civil society, represents a major shift in 
how we think of the governance of crime specifically and 
social order more generally. With ‘partnership’ now inscribed 
as the primary symbolic and organizational means of 
delivering community safety politics, a broader rearticulation 
of the responsibilities between national and local 
government, public and private agencies and groups in local 
communities has begun to occur (emphasis in original). 


The community safety approach thus represents a critical shift away from those 
perspectives that have been characterised as relying on the “professionalisation” of 
responsibility for hazard management and the consequent vesting of “accountability for 
community safety within a professionalised bureaucracy” (Barnes, 2002), p. 15).  In 
contrast, a central component of the community safety approach is active engagement 
with and empowerment of the community to investigate its own risks and develop its 
own solutions. In this sense, the conceptual shift in emergency management is similar to 
the approach in public health that aims to realise, in practice, the ideals of community 
empowerment and ‘ownership’ of problems and possible solutions within the context of 
national, state and local government planning and provision of professional services 
(Labonte, 1994; Laverack & Labonte, 2000). 


Page 2 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


Reflecting this new approach to the management of the risk of bushfire in 
Australia, a safe community has been defined as “locally organised and resourced, well 
informed about local risks, proactive in prevention, risk averse, motivated and able to 
manage the majority of local issues through effective planning and action” (Hodges, 
1999).  Increasingly, bushfire agencies are seeking ways to work more effectively with 
communities by promoting increased involvement through a diverse range of education, 
awareness and engagement (EAE) programs that emphasise risk appreciation, forward 
planning and preparedness. There is also a wide variety of communication products and 
media-based campaigns intended to raise awareness and provide advice. During a 
bushfire event, information about the incident is also provided in community meetings 
and through the media to assist the public to make appropriate decisions about how to 
respond to the threat. 


Three studies designed to elaborate the policy setting, programmatic response and 
expected outcomes of the community safety approach to bushfire have recently been 
completed (Elsworth, Anthony-Harvey-Beavis, & Rhodes, 2008; Gilbert, 2007; Stevens, 
2007).  The results have been integrated into a policy theory model and generic program 
theory model to provide a conceptual overview of the approach.  The three studies and 
resulting models will be briefly summarised here to provide the framework for a theory-
based synthesis (Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, & Walshe, 2004) of published evaluations 
of community EAE programs for bushfire in Australia.  Subsequent work will integrate 
into the synthesis the results of published overseas research and more recently 
completed case studies conducted by the present research team. 


2. Bushfire Community Safety in Australia – Foundational 
Values and Operational Principles  


Six recent commonwealth and state government reports were examined for 
recommendations and analyses that related to the general themes of community 
education, awareness and engagement (House of Representatives Select Committee into 
the Recent Australian Bushfires, 2003; Cameron, 2003; Ellis, Kanowski, & Whelan, 2004; 
Esplin, Enright, & Gill, 2003; Australian Government Department of Transport and 
Regional Services, 2004; McLeod, 2003). The reports differed in their focus; one was 
concerned with all natural disasters and had a national focus, one was an audit of 
prevention and preparedness measures in one state, and four were post fire reviews that 
focussed on different geographic areas. The last report to be published (Ellis et al., 2004) 
took a national perspective on the mitigation and management of bushfires and drew on 
all of the other reports.  In its response, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) 
noted the consistency of the themes developed in the Ellis report with those of the more 
general “Natural Disasters in Australia” report (Australian Government Department of 
Transport and Regional Services, 2004) and indicated clear agreement with its 
arguments and recommendations (Council of Australian Governments, n.d.). 


The purpose of the analysis of the reports was to chart the recent evolution of 
policy thinking about community safety for bushfire in Australia and to make explicit the 
multiple (contrasting and possibly conflicting) values that might underpin this approach.  
Following the analysis by Morris-Oswald and Sinclair (2005, p. 10) in the context of 
flood-plain management, values were thought of as socially shared and enduring beliefs, 
preferences and/or principles that are shaped by existing physical and social systems, 
communicated by and between people within these social systems, and that show a 
commitment to existing (or, in the present case, emerging) social and political 
arrangements.  Additionally, for the present analysis, we saw values as constituting 
beliefs that were either ‘foundational’ (justified not by other values but, for example, 
directly by perception, observation or empirical study) or ‘second-order’ (derived from 
other values - Audi, 1993) that could be organised into ‘valuational chains’ that logically 
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entailed principles of good practice and general recommendations for the design of social 
programs. 


The methodology for identifying values and principles was iterative and unfolded 
during the review process. Initially the recommendations from each report were reviewed 
to identify those that related to community education, awareness and engagement and 
the consolidated list of relevant recommendations was then grouped into themes. The 
limitations of this approach soon became obvious however; recommendations often 
didn’t reflect the depth and substance of discussions nor the range of findings presented 
in the reports, and if current practices were not found to be problematic no 
recommendations for improvement were made. 


The reports were re-analysed to expand and build on the themes identified in the 
initial analysis of the recommendations. The re-examination of the reports started with 
the sections that focussed on community EAE activities and programs and was expanded 
to include factors in the context of national policy and planning that influenced 
community safety as well as relevant operational and recovery issues. At this stage the 
pertinent concepts were also sorted into whether they related to planning or activities 
that occurred before, during or after a fire.  The final step in the review was to identify 
the foundational and second-order values and principles as outlined above that guide 
policy development and planning of community fire safety programs. 


Six foundational values were identified from the analysis.  They were that: 
 


• Community safety in bushfires is a shared responsibility between householders, 
communities, agencies and governments; 


• While responsibility is shared, individuals and households have a specific 
responsibility for taking action to mitigate their own bushfire risks; 


• People and communities differ in terms of their risks, assets, and capacities;  
• Priorities differ between individuals and communities, they include environmental, 


social and economic considerations that may be competing or interrelated; 
• Increasing community safety requires a risk management approach; 
• Bushfire policy and practice should be evidence-based. 
 


Seven general second-order values or operational principles derived from the 
foundational values that, we argue, directly inform policy development and planning for 
community fire safety interventions were also identified: 


  
• Adopting a comprehensive emergency management approach; 
• Working in partnership; 
• Understanding local people and communities; 
• Identifying and prioritising risks and assets; 
• Planning locally to mitigate risks; 
• Household planning to stay and defend or leave early;3 


                                                 
3 A unique element of the Australian approach to bushfire that has wide-reaching implications for 
fire management and community safety is the formal recommendation by the Australasian Fire 
Authorities Council (2005) that householders should ‘stay and defend or leave early’. The 
recommendation is now “widely endorsed, at least on paper, by most Australian fire authorities and 
other emergency services” (Handmer & Tibbits, 2005, p. 82). It is based on the view that in the 
event of fire, residents are less vulnerable if they stay with their prepared property and defend it, 
or leave well in advance of the fire front arriving. Australian research has shown that most fatalities 
in bushfires have been the result of people fleeing at the last moment, either in vehicles or on foot, 
and succumbing to the intense radiant heat (Krusel & Petris, 1992). Research has also shown that 
a well prepared home that is actively defended by able-bodied residents before, during and after a 
bushfire has a high probability of survival and provides a safe refuge while the main fire front 
passes (Wilson & Ferguson, 1984). Given that not everyone is capable, either physically and/or 
mentally, of actively defending their property, leaving well in advance of a bushfire is a necessary 
alternative strategy and for many is a far safer option. The message is complex and success is 


Page 4 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


• Building and using knowledge through research, monitoring, evaluation and 
improved information management. 
 
Finally, the analysis uncovered a small number of general recommendations for 


good practice that were closely linked to the operational principles.  These 
recommendations suggested that programs and other activities should be: 


 
• Targeted to residents and communities at high risk; 
• Characterised by diverse approaches that are tailored to the priorities and 


capacities of local individuals and communities; 
• Flexible and responsive to differences and changes in individuals and 


communities; 
• Evidence-based but innovative; and 
• Monitored and evaluated and thus able to add to an accumulating knowledge 


base about effectiveness for different communities in different contexts. 


The links between the foundational values, second-order operational principles and 
broad recommendations for good practice were not simple, one-to-one linear 
relationships. The operational principles and practice recommendations were often 
informed by two or more foundational values. In some cases foundational values 
appeared to inform not only what should be done, but also the process for doing. For 
example, applying the viewpoint that community safety requires a risk management 
approach, and the values of shared responsibility and differences between people and 
communities informs how emergency management planning should be implemented. 
Identifying, prioritising and subsequently managing risks results in an inclusive process 
that involves a range of stakeholders and takes into account the fact that priorities differ 
between and within communities.  This inclusive process would, in turn, result in 
programs and activities that were diverse, flexible and responsive to differences and 
changes in individuals and communities. 


Similarly, improved knowledge by building the evidence base about what works 
can be viewed as a mechanism for supporting both a shift to an integrated emergency 
management approach and the development of partnerships, and shared decision-
making about local risks and priorities for action.  This should then result in effectively 
and efficiently targeted programs that were also flexible and responsive to local needs 
and, when evaluated, to successive improvements in the evidence base of what works 
best for different individuals and households in different localities and communities. 


While the principles were common across the reports there were also differences 
in the detail of how they were discussed and their suggested application. For example, 
the views that responsibility should be shared and that individuals have primary 
responsibility for mitigating their own risks were often expressed in the reports. 
Perspectives on primary responsibility varied between the reports and in different 
contexts within reports however. Statements about the need for agencies to support 
individuals and communities to take responsibility for managing their own recovery from 
bushfires contrasted with discussions about the need for individuals to support the 
responsive work of fire agencies by undertaking preparedness measures. 


3. An Inventory of Australian Bushfire Community Safety 
Programs 


In a similar manner to recent work in the United States (Reams, Haines, Renner, 
Wascom, & Kingre, 2005; United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service) the 


                                                                                                                                                         
likely to depend on a mix of factors including an understanding of what ‘stay and defend or leave 
early’ actually means, being able to plan accordingly, and the nature of the particular 
circumstances that are confronted before and during a fire. 
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present research team has assembled an inventory of community safety activities and 
programs for bushfire in Australia. Currently, approximately 90 distinct programs are 
represented. Program development has been rapid and, in many instances, little 
systematic information beyond website descriptions and examples of media materials is 
readily available from public sources. The manner in which community safety initiatives 
are implemented ‘on the ground’, the causal processes activated, and the householder 
and community-level outcomes desired or achieved are rarely researched and reported. 


Employing an iterative approach similar to that used to develop the emerging 
values and principles described above, the content of the available program descriptions 
was analysed and synthesised to develop a classification scheme.  In developing the 
scheme it quickly became apparent that a wide range of types of initiative exist.  The 
strategies used by fire agencies across Australia have a lot of similarities but there are 
also many differences, which frequently reflect differences in localities and the bushfire 
threat around Australia. Where there are similarities it has often been the case that 
programs developed by one fire agency that have been perceived to be successful are 
replicated by other agencies and adapted to the new administrative structure and specific 
high-risk localities. 


This wide variety of programs was usefully organised along a continuum that could 
be roughly described as ranging from ‘top-down’ information dissemination approaches 
to ‘bottom-up’ community engagement and development strategies.  Thus general alert 
and warning systems together with the communication strategies designed to inform the 
public about their meaning and encourage appropriate response were located at the ‘top-
down’ end of the continuum (the category was named Warning Systems).  A wide range 
of information dissemination strategies was also identified including media campaigns, 
printed materials and an increasing use of interactive media such as DVDs and public 
information ‘phone lines (Public Information Provision).  These generic information 
provision strategies were also found to exist in a variety of locally developed and adapted 
forms, suggesting another category (Localised Information Provision).  Next was a 
diversity of Localised Community Engagement/Education Activities and Programs.  Face-
to-face presentation and/or interaction was the common element in this group of 
activities, which could also be segmented into ‘one-off’ (street and community hall 
meetings, and, occasionally, one-on-one consultations with households) and ‘continuing’ 
activities.  Continuing activities consisted of on-going community fire-safety groups and 
recently developed ‘community briefings’ that may be held regularly in the same 
locations for the duration of a fire.  Finally, towards the ‘bottom-up’ pole of the 
continuum various Community Consultation, Collaboration and Development Approaches 
were identified.  Along with the community briefings, this group of activities represent 
the more recent and emerging strategies.  They include integrated planning systems that 
contain (sometimes mandate) community consultation as a critical element and much 
more localised community development activities, including those that seek to capitalise 
on existing community strengths and organisations. 


4. A Concept Map of the Desired Outcomes of Community 
Safety Programs 


One general way to surface and articulate (reconstruct) the implementation logic 
and/or causal theory of a social program is to select from a variety of approaches to 
generating ‘mental models’ or ‘cognitive maps’ of program processes and outcomes by 
working with program staff and/or recipients (Leeuw, 2003).  The use of structured 
concept mapping (Trochim, 1989a, 1989b; Trochim & Kane, 2005; Trochim & Linton, 
1986) has been suggested as one possible source of these mental models (Anderson et 
al., 2006; Rosas, 2005; Shern, Trochim, & LaComb, 1995; Yampolskaya, Nesman, 
Hernandez, & Koch, 2004).  An evident strength of this approach to program theory 
development is that the activities and implicit theories of practitioners provide a 


Page 6 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


potentially rich source of ideas and hypotheses about program processes and outcomes 
and the ways they might usefully be classified and linked. 


The present concept mapping study, described in detail elsewhere (Elsworth et al., 
2008), was designed to elicit ideas about the changes that engaged and knowledgeable 
informants believed should occur ‘to make households and communities safer from 
bushfires’.  Fire agency personnel with general responsibilities for community safety, and 
community members who were participants in local bushfire safety groups took part in 
one of 11 concept-mapping workshops; six of which were held with fire agency personnel 
and five with members of community groups. Workshops were held in each of the five 
more southerly states in Australia; those where bushfire is most likely to result in loss of 
life and/or significant property damage.  Statistical analysis of the data generated in the 
workshop yielded 11 separate concept maps that were subsequently consolidated into a 
single list of constructs by the project team in a process that involved both individual 
classification and a consensus-seeking workshop.  This synthesis of the results from the 
11 workshops yielded 14 general desired outcomes of the community safety approach; 
12 from the results of both community and agency workshops, and one from each of the 
community and agency workshops only. Thirteen of the 14 general concepts were 
derived from the results of more than one workshop. 


A salient feature of the 14 generic community safety concept clusters is that they 
extended across at least three ‘levels’ of desired change: (a) individual, household and 
immediate locality; (b) community and local bushfire and other agencies; and (c) central 
agency and policy institution. While there is some overlap, the concepts are sorted into 
these three levels in Table 1. Workshop participants also appeared to take a very 
comprehensive view of the desired changes in community safety practice; concepts were 
identified at clearly different points along a policy and program development, 
implementation, outcome continuum. A small number described aspects of the policy or 
program implementation context (Policy Framework for Organisational and Institutional 
Roles, Principles Underpinning Program Development and Adult Learning and [existing] 
Neighbourhood and Community Networks and Partnerships). Other concepts identified 
specific program strategies (e.g. Use of Incentives to Increase Preparedness, Appropriate 
Information/Education Activities) while relatively short-term and longer term outcomes 
were also highlighted (e.g. Individuals/Communities have a Realistic Understanding of 
Risk, Deciding and Planning for ‘Stay-Go’, Householder/Neighbourhood Planning and 
Preparation). 


As part of the concept mapping process, participants were asked to rate each 
concept generated in their workshop according to the “importance of the issue in making 
households and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires” and according to how easy or 
difficult it would be to achieve to achieve the change “among a group of people or in a 
particular neighbourhood”. Focussing specifically on the ‘Importance’ ratings, both 
agency and community participants, on average, viewed the concept Greater Community 
Ownership and Responsibility for Bushfire Safety as the most important change they 
believed should occur. The workshops with agency personnel also viewed the concepts 
Individuals/Community Have a Realistic Understanding of Risk, Neighbourhood and 
Community Partnerships, and Household/neighbourhood Planning and Preparation as 
being of considerable importance. Interestingly, there were two other concepts that were 
accorded moderately high importance by agency personnel: Appropriate 
Information/Education Activities and Principles Underlying Program Development and 
Adult Learning. Their view of important community safety outcomes thus appeared to be 
sharply focussed on the potential direct household and neighbourhood outcomes of the 
programs they are associated with together with the means for achieving these 
outcomes. 
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Table 1: Desired Community Safety Outcomes for Bushfire 


Concept Name Concept Description 


Central Organisation and Policy Level 


Principles Underpinning Program 
Development & Adult Learning 


The importance of creating an environment conducive to 
effective learning by adults 


Policy Framework for Agency & 
Organisational Roles 


Ensuring the fire agencies implement appropriate policies 
and procedures to support community safety initiatives. 


Use of Incentives to Achieve 
Preparedness 


The use of incentives to encourage preparedness or, 
conversely, the use of penalties to discourage inappropriate 
or risky behaviour. 


Understanding/Application of 
Regulations for Bushfire Safety 


The need for appropriate legislation to be put in place and 
enforced as well as ensuring community members and local 
governments understand why those laws are necessary. 


Community and Local Agency Level 


Neighbourhood & Community 
Networks & Partnerships 


The majority of people are, in some way part of community 
networks. These networks will influence the capacity of 
communities to self-organise, and to work effectively with 
fire agencies, and other authorities. The networks will also 
influence community resilience and sustainability of 
community safety efforts. 


Agency/Inter-Agency 
Responsibilities & Co-ordination 


Within this cluster two related, yet distinct concepts were 
identified. The first relates to agency responsibilities for the 
community. The second relates to the intra-agency 
relationship between the operational branches of an agency 
and those concerned with community safety initiatives. 


Appropriate 
Information/Education Activities 


The provision of education, to a range of groups and using a 
number of different methods. 


Community & Agency 
Responsibilities to Address 
Specific Needs 


Statements in this cluster are related to very specific, local 
issues, offering practical solutions to identified problems. 


Agency/Community Interaction The flow of information between agencies and the public, 
before an incident occurs, with the aim of increasing 
resident awareness of the risks posed by bushfire as well as 
encouraging preparation to mitigate those risks. 


Effective Communication of 
Information during Bushfire 


The majority of statements in this cluster are concerned 
with the way in which fire agencies deliver information to 
community members during a bushfire. Another element 
expressed in cluster 12 is that to improve community safety 
from bushfire, systems need to be implemented that enable 
community members to communicate information to fire 
agencies, making use of local knowledge. 


Greater Community Ownership & 
Responsibility for Bushfire Safety 


The statements in this cluster are about community 
members taking increased responsibility for their own 
safety, planning for themselves and the communities they 
belong to. 


Individual Households and Neighbourhoods 


Individuals/Community have a 
Realistic Understanding of Risk 


The focus of the statements in this cluster is on the 
importance of community members understanding the range 
of factors that influence risk. 


Deciding & Planning for ‘Stay or 
Go’ 


Understanding of the issues surrounding the ‘Stay or Go’ 
message as well as making decisions about what individuals 
or households will do when threatened by bushfire, based on 
accurate information. 


Household/Neighbourhood 
Planning & Preparation 


The formulation of a plan that outlines an appropriate 
response to a bushfire and preparation that enables the 
chosen plan to be implemented. 
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In contrast, the community workshops gave high importance ratings to 
achievement of a Policy Framework for Agency and Organisational Roles and 
Agency/Community Interaction while the more householder and neighbourhood level 
outcomes Household/Neighbourhood Planning and Preparation and Deciding and Planning 
for ‘Stay or Go’ were accorded somewhat less importance. Community members, it 
seems, were more conscious of the need for policy and community level change than 
were agency personnel. 


5. Generating Policy and Program Theory Models for the 
Community Safety Approach 


In an original and challenging paper McClintock (1990, p.1) urged evaluators to 
become “applied theorists” as well as applied methodologists by 


… advancing understanding of how programs function in a 
specific context, and how generalizations of program effects 
are contingent upon organizational, community, and cultural 
settings. 


But as well as emphasising the importance of context and causal process the 
‘evaluators as applied theorists’ approach made the values that informed program 
practices explicit and prominent, and program practices and outcomes contingent on 
these values. McClintock presented a “concept map” for a multi-site hospice program 
that recognized the distinctive “guiding philosophy” of hospice programs generally as well 
as detailing the service providers, program components and causal processes that were 
believed to result in positive benefits for clients and to realise the final goal of “improved 
quality of life” for clients and their families. McClintock’s concept map provided a 
template for integrating the results of the policy analysis, program classification and 
concept mapping studies described above into a comprehensive theory model of the 
community safety approach (see Figure 1). 


In building the model, we found a high level of coherence between the values and 
principles derived from the analysis of government reports, the descriptions of practices 
and programs, and the desired outcomes generated by the concept mapping workshops. 
Perhaps this is not surprising as submissions and evidence from community members 
and agency personnel informed most of the government inquiries. It does suggest, 
however, that there is clear understanding and acceptance among engaged community 
groups and agency personnel of the values and principles that inform the community 
safety approach, even if they are accorded different levels of importance. 


These values and principles are arranged in the first two rows of Figure 1. They 
are seen to inform the development of activities and programs that utilise a small 
number of general practices (third row).  Analysis of the inventory of specific bushfire 
EAE programs provided the classification scheme for the wide range of activities 
developed across Australia that forms the fourth row of Figure 1.  A selection of the more 
important desired processes and outcomes of these activities and programs as revealed 
in the concept mapping study are represented in the next two rows.  Those relating to 
neighbourhoods, communities and fire agencies are listed first, followed by those relating 
to individuals and households.  The desired long-term impacts of increased community 
resilience leading to a reduction in the loss of life and property, general themes that 
underpin the discourse in all the government reports analysed, form the final two steps 
in the policy theory. 


The model represented in Figure 1 yields an explicit characterisation of the 
coherence of the Australian community safety approach to bushfire and provides an 
overview of the possible causal relationships between community safety policy, the 
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activities and programs designed to implement or support the policy, and the potential 
short-term and longer duration outcomes and impacts that lead to a decrease in the loss 
of lives and property from bushfire. It thus provides one important source of values 
informed and policy relevant criteria for the evaluation of specific community safety 
activities and programs 


 


 


Differing priorities 
environmental, social, 


economic
 complementary or 


competing


Shared Responsibility
individuals, communities, 


fire-agencies, 
governments


People & communities 
differ


  what motivates action
  risks, assets and 


capacities


Evidence based policy and 
practice


 varied sources of evidence
  cost effectiveness


national reporting framework


Guide the specification of Principles of Effective Planning for community bushfire safety


Comprehensive 
emergency 


management
agreed national 


principles, whole of 
government,


PPRR all hazards, 
all agencies 


approach 


Identify and prioritise 
risks & assets


Inclusive process that 
identifies risks for all 


stakeholders, 
acknowledges 


differences, builds shared 
understanding, draws on 
evidence and prioritises 


risks


Understand local people 
and community 


Community profile draws 
on a  range of data 


sources, understanding of 
social and psychological 
factors involved in risk 


perception and 
preparedness


Local planning to 
mitigate risks


Inclusive, evidence 
based, vertically and 


horizontally integrated, 
driven by senior local 
government officers, 
includes planning for 


community ed & 
engagement


Research, 
Monitoring, 


Evaluation & Info 
management
Learning and 
information 


management built into 
processes –


information accessible 
to all stakeholders


That inform the development and implementation of Community Awareness, Education and Engagement policies, programs 
and activities for bushfire having these general characteristics


Targeted to people and 
communities at high risk


Effective agency/community 
interaction in planning and 


preparing for bushfire


Increased community 
ownership and responsibility 


for bushfire safety


Strengthening and 
development of 


neighbourhood and 
community partnerships


Effective policy framework for 
agency and organisational 


roles


And thus support the development of


A reduction in lives and properties lost in bushfires and thus improved community safety


Individuals, households and communities accept 
and have a realistic understanding of bushfire risk


Households make an informed decision to 
‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’


Households make appropriate plans and 
preparations


Risk management
 saving lives is highest 


priority


Working in 
partnership 
Individuals, 


communities, fire 
and other 
agencies, 


integrated roles 
across all levels of 


government


Flexible programs - responsive
to differences and changes 


within and between communities 
and individuals


Diverse approaches tailored to 
take into account the priorities 


and capacities of local individuals 
and communities


The design and delivery of 
polices and programs are 


evidence based 
(and also risk being innovative)


Programs add to the evidence 
base through monitoring, evaluation 
and sharing lessons learnt with all 


stakeholders


Foundational Values


Individual 
Responsibility


for taking action to 
mitigate risks


Promoting 
household 
planning


to stay and 
defend or leave 


early 


Programs encompass the 
spectrum of prevention, 


preparedness, response and 
recovery


That activate the following Causal Processes within households, neighbourhoods, communities and agencies


And result in the following general types of Activities and Programs


A resilient community – informed and prepared for bushfire hazard risk, able to respond effectively and recover well


Ultimately achieving


Localised Information Provision
(incl. tailored publications, brigade 


activities, locally targeted telephone 
information and warnings)


Community Consultation, Collaboration 
&  Development Approaches


(incl. integrated risk management planning, 
localised activities that utilise existing 


community strengths)


Public Information Provision (incl. 
media campaigns, publications, multi-


media, information ‘phone lines, 
programs for children)


Localised Community Engagement/
Education Activities and Programs


(e.g. hazard focussed community 
groups, community metings, one-on-one 


consultations)


Warnings
(incl. BoM Fire Weather Warnings, Total 
Fire Ban, radio/TV, roadside signs, opt-in 


electronic warnings)


Development of appropriate 
engagement/education activities 
following adult learning principles


 


 


Figure 1:  A Policy-theory Model of the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire in 
Australia 


Yet the theory model doesn’t provide a sufficiently explicit view of how the values 
informed programs might generate the anticipated outcomes and impacts portrayed in 
the model.  Drawing on some analysis in the policy reports, a small number of concept 
mapping results where the workshop group interpreted the concept map in causal terms 
(Elsworth et al., 2008) and on-going discussions and program-theory workshops with 
program personnel (Rhodes & Gilbert, 2008) a preliminary program theory model was 
developed for community EAE interventions for bushfire safety (Figure 2).  The model 
follows ‘realist’ program theory principles (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Tilley, 2004) in 
distinguishing the ‘macro-mechanisms’ potentially operating at the 
community/organisational level that might be provided by (or drawn on to support) the 
program or activity from the ‘micro-mechanisms’ potentially operating at the 
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individual/household level.  Also portrayed are a ‘primary’ causal pathway (from, as we 
understand it, the perspective of many bushfire agency personnel) represented by the 
solid-lined arrows, and alternative ‘secondary’ causal pathways represented by arrows 
with dashed lines. 


The primary causal pathway portrays what Tilley (2004) has designated ‘Supposed 
to do’ (STD) theory.  The programs and activities are hypothesised to provide the 
‘opportunities’, ‘resources’ and (possibly on-going) ‘support’ to individuals and families 
that activate changes in the thinking and choices they make and initiate specific actions 
(e.g. discussions with family and neighbours, drawing up a ‘to-do’ check list etc.).  These 
changes, in turn, result in effective planning, property preparation, a safe response 
during a bushfire emergency, and resilient recovery, finally resulting in increased overall 
resilience to the threat and actuality of bushfire, a reduction of lives and property lost, 
and improved community safety (Stevens, Gilbert, & Elsworth, 2008). 


 


Natural Hazard 
Awareness, 


Engagement & 
Education Programs 


& Activities


Opportunities, 
Resources, 


Support


Thinking and 
Choices of 


Residents and 
Visitors


Effective 
Householder 
Planning & 


Preparation, Safe 
Response & Good 


Recovery


Increased 
Resilience to 


Natural Hazard 
Threats


Provide


That Activate


And Help  
Achieve


That Result in


Reduction in Lives 
& Properties Lost to 


Natural Hazards 
and thus Improved 
Community Safety


Ultimately 
Leading To


Community 
Processes e.g. self-
organisation, using 
local knowledge, 
mutual support


Or Also/
Otherwise Initiate


That Also Help to 
Achieve


Context – People and 
Settings


e.g. level of prior 
knowledge, interest, 
commitment; recent 
experience of event; 


livelihood/lifestyle 
patterns


And Otherwise 
Facilitate


Natural Hazards 
Policy Institutions 


(c’wealth, state local 
gov’t. & peak 


‘industry’ councils 
etc.), Central 


Response Agencies


Hypothesised ‘Primary’ (STD) causal pathway


‘Secondary’ (OAD) causal pathways


Or Utilise


 


 


Figure 2:  A Program-theory Model of the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


Alternatively, the opportunities, resources and support may initiate (or further 
encourage) existing community processes such as self-organisation, sharing and/or 
further development of local knowledge, and neighbourhood support that may, in turn, 
also lead to improved householder planning and preparation and thus to the longer-term 
desired impacts of the community safety approach.  There may also be feedback to 
government and agency policies from successful programs and activities which, in turn, 
can be expected to influence further program development.  These ‘secondary’ causal 
pathways represent aspects of Tilley’s (2004) ‘Otherwise/also does’ (OAD) theory.  
Additionally, the model recognises the critical influence of context (persons, households, 
communities and neighbourhood settings) on program implementation, and the strong 
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possibility that programs and activities will be adapted as they are implemented within 
these local settings. 


6. A Theory-based Synthesis of Australian Community Safety 
Evaluations 


Realist synthesis, developed in recent years by Pawson and colleagues (Pawson, 
2002, 2003, 2006; Pawson et al., 2004), is a new approach to research and evaluation 
review that is based on the philosophy of scientific realist inquiry as applied to the social 
sciences (e.g. Bhaskar, 1989) and is focused on the provisional theories (frequently un-
stated) that underpin social programs and other change activities.  This approach, with 
some modifications, is being used to develop a preliminary review of publicly available 
evaluation studies of Australian programs for bushfire safety.4  


As outlined by Pawson et al. (2004 p. v) realist synthesis comprises a number of 
critical steps that differentiate the process quite sharply from either the statistical 
approach of meta-analysis and the (perhaps more closely related) procedures of 
narrative literature review.  The steps are, in summary: 


 Define the scope of the review, typically with the commissioners of the study or 
the decision-makers who are its intended audience. This step also involves “… a 
careful dissection of the theoretical underpinnings of the intervention, using the 
literature in the first instance … to map out in broad terms the conceptual and 
theoretical territory”. 


 Search the literature for “… evidence to ‘populate’ this theoretical framework with 
empirical findings, using the theoretical framework as the construct for locating, 
integrating, comparing and contrasting …” the evidence. 


 Use an iterative process such that new evidence is allowed to change the “direction 
and focus” of the review and open up new areas of theory. 


 Combine both theoretical thinking and empirical evidence in the final review, and 
closely involve decision-makers in shaping the conclusions and recommendations 
to be drawn. 


Further, realist synthesis follows a number of principles derived from the viewpoint 
that programs and other initiatives designed to bring about social change are, 
themselves, theories that actively engage with individuals (and families, households etc.) 
and involve long and complex causal chains.  The principles are that: 


 Realist reviews should be expected to pick up, track and evaluate the program 
theories that implicitly or explicitly underlie families of interventions; 


 That, in tracking the successes and failures of interventions, the review will find at 
least part of the explanation in the reasoning and personal choices of different 
participants; and 


 Realist reviews should inspect the integrity of the implementation chain, examining 
which intermediate outputs need to be in place for successful outcomes to occur, 


                                                 
4 As specific aspects of realist synthesis were modified somewhat to suit the purposes and context 
of our project, we use the more general idea of ‘theory-based synthesis’ to characterise the work 
reported here.  In particular, in contrast to Pawson et al. (2004, p. 3) while the goal of our 
research is indeed explanatory and directed towards understanding the process chains that lead to 
desired outcomes and impacts of community safety programs and activities within particular 
contexts, it has also been designed to yield principles and guidelines for good practice that fire 
agencies might adopt, a goal eschewed by realist synthesis.  Additionally, the search for relevant 
literature was, as far as could be achieved, exhaustive and ‘systematic’ in that, as a starting-point, 
a common set of search terms was used to search a wide range of appropriate on-line bibliographic 
data bases.  The results were then augmented from search-engine searches for ‘grey’ literature 
and by scanning the reference lists of retrieved studies.  Thus the recommended iterative process 
occurred within the group of studies that was finally assembled rather than extending outside it to 
locate new studies. 
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and noting and examining the flows and blockages and points of contention 
(Pawson et al. 2004, pp. 4-6, paraphrased a little from original) 


Approximately 15 separate documents that describe evaluation studies of 7 
distinct Australian programs were intensively reviewed for this report.  Following the 
above general outline and principles of the realist review process the policy and program 
theories for the community safety approach were used to provide the conceptual starting 
point of the review.  Evaluation reports were searched for information on: 


 The context of the intervention; 
 Outcomes and impacts at the level of the individual and household; 
 Outcomes and impacts at the level of the community, local (implementing) 


organisation and policy institution; 
 Causal processes at the individual/household level – both enabling and 


constraining; 
 Causal processes at the community and/or agency levels - enabling and 


constraining; and 
 Evidence that these causal processes may have operated successfully in some 


contexts rather than others, or constrained successful implementation in some 
contexts rather than others. 


Summaries of this assembled information on each intervention were written up in 
the form of a brief case study. The major causal chains that appeared to be operating in 
each program or activity were represented in a program-theory diagram that also 
included any evidence for context-process interaction. Finally a synthesis of the 
important context - causal process - outcome/impact relationships discovered was 
developed, including an overall program-theory model. 


The activities and programs included in the review are sorted into the five broad 
categories of program outlined above in Table 2.  As the Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren 
originated from a community engagement and consultation process it is located in this 
category but also included in the table under ‘Warnings’. Subsequent sections of this 
report provide a summary account and individual theory model for each initiative.  Finally 
an initial overarching theory model for community EAE programs for bushfire that 
provides a summary of the salient contexts, causal processes and outcomes described in 
the individual reports and theory models is developed. 


Table 2: Programs Included in the Review 


Warnings Public 
Information 


Provision 


Localised 
Information 


Provision 


Localised 
Community 


Engagement/ 
Education 


Activities and 
Programs 


Community 
Consultation, 
Collaboration 


& 
Development 
Approaches 


(Ferny Creek 
Fire Alert 
Siren) 


Media 
materials, 
including the 
internet 


Moondarra Fire 
Information 
Unit 


 Operation 
Bushfire Blitz 
(Fire Ready 
Victoria street 
meetings) 


Street FireWise 


Community 
Fireguard 


Community 
Fire Units 


Ferny Creek 
Fire Alert Siren 
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7. Studies of Bushfire Safety Media Materials, Including the 
Internet 


Rohrmann (2000; 2002) reported the results of a number of separate studies of 
the effectiveness of Public Information Provision (Figure 1) including various media (e.g. 
printed materials, videos and the internet) in communicating information on bushfire risk 
and preparedness. 


Evaluation Methods 


Rohrmann’s studies (including his evaluation of Community FireGuard described in 
a subsequent section of this report are noteworthy in that they are explicitly based on a 
coherent and detailed evaluation framework derived from risk communication theory 
(Rohrmann, 1992, 1998).  The framework includes an analysis of the risk communication 
process (including a program theory model) an examination of criteria for content, 
process and outcome evaluation and discusses methodological considerations 
(measurement, study design) while advocating a multi-method approach. 


Rohrmann’s (2000) studies of printed media materials and videos used data 
derived from a longitudinal survey study of residents of a fire-prone area (a pre-test 
followed by two post-test waves with intervening exposures to selected bushfire 
information materials; N = 120, 113 and 57 respectively), a focus group discussion with 
residents and fire experts, and expert appraisal of the materials.  His first study of the 
utility of the internet (2002) was based on systematic assessment of six fire agency 
websites (four from Australia, one each from Canada and the United States) by a group 
of 16 fire experts, disaster researchers, psychologists, website experts and residents 
(Rohrmann, 2002, p. 1).  Rohrmann’s second study of the internet (2007) also involved 
systematic assessment by a panel knowledgeable about bushfires.  This panel comprised 
six students from diverse cultural backgrounds (Australia, Hong Kong, China, Germany 
and Netherlands).  The panel assessed the information available in three Australian rural 
fire agency websites over a one month period during summer and compared the 
available information with that in two newspapers published during the same period.   


Program Background and Rationale 


Print materials examined in Rohrmann’s 2000 study included two leaflets and 
three brochures.  Some difficulty was experienced in retrieving the documents that were 
examined in this study.  Only one – “Living in the bush – bushfire survival plan 
workbook” could be unequivocally identified, while another was probably correctly 
determined (“Will you survive? A guide to lowering you risks before and during 
bushfires”).5  These two documents both address bushfire risk and preparedness issues 
in general.  Both have comprehensive text and graphics (photographs and diagrams/ 
illustrations) that portray in some detail the nature of a bushfire event and appropriate 
responses to it.  In addition, the “Living in the bush” workbook has a three-page self-
completion planning worksheet that takes the householder though a planning sequence 


                                                 
5 Rohrmann (2000, p. 16) indicated that all pamphlets and brochures with one exception (a 
modification of another in the list) were “provided by the CFA, the Victorian Country Fire 
Authority”.  A simple printed document with a name similar to “Wildfire evaluation – it’s your 
decision” disseminated by the Orcas Highlands Homeowners Association (Orcas Island, Washington 
state, USA) was located.  While the format is that referred to by Rohrmann it is unclear that this 
was one of the documents evaluated.  A document titled “Will you survive – a guide to lowering 
your risks from bushfire” was also located.  This document has the title and length referred to by 
Rohrmann, but it was produced by the Tasmania Fire Service, not the CFA.  It is, however, 
probable that this was the document evaluated.   
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including hazard identification and associated maintenance/modification activities, and 
action plans for staying and defending or leaving early if threatened by an event. 


Along with the printed material, two video presentations were investigated.  These 
videos were titled “Bushfire Hazard” (EMA/DNDR, Canberra 1998) and “Living with 
Bushfire” (CFA, 1998).  Their features are described (Rohrmann, 2000, p. 16), 
respectively, as follows: “Residents and a fire officer present information; strong footage 
of fires; text listing key points” (15 minutes); and “Several residents report their 
personal experiences; strong footage of fires; some use of computer simulation graphics” 
(20 minutes). 


The websites examined in the first Internet study were reported to “differ 
considerably in their style and purpose” (Rohrmann, 2002, p. 6).  None was “solely or 
explicitly” focussed on the general public but all included information relevant to 
residents and employees.  Of the Australian websites, two were the official sites of rural 
fire services, one was operated by an association of volunteer rural fire brigades in the 
Australian Capital Territory and one was the website of a metropolitan fire brigade.  The 
Canadian site investigated was the ‘forest fire’ section of the Canadian Forest Services 
website while the US site was the fire pages of the American Red Cross.  The three 
websites investigated in the second (2007) study were all those of Australian state rural 
fire services.  While not solely focussed on fire information for residents and communities 
these sites all feature explicit links on their home page to relevant information.  


Context 


Media materials (including internet sites) from the main high fire-risk states in 
eastern and southern Australia were studied.  


Individual/householder Level Outcomes and Causal Processes  


Rohrmann (2000, p. 17) provides a consolidated list of 15 “viewpoints” raised by 
respondents who were exposed to the bushfire materials in the longitudinal survey study 
and focus group.  The points covered issues associated with the content and length of the 
communication material, the presentation layout and style of brochures, the usefulness 
of videos when viewed at home, attitudes to the use of the public media (television, 
radio, newspapers) and information derived from the Internet.  Broadly, the respondents 
preferred: (a) factual, concise, ordered lists of information that was relevant to the 
specific audience; (b) information relating to personal safety, evacuation, animals, 
emergency phone numbers and to the particular community; and (c) compact 
leaflets/brochures. There was also a suggestion for booklets with detachable brochures 
on specific topics (so that materials of particular relevance could be retained while the 
rest was discarded).  In printed material, coloured illustrations, diagrams and drawings 
were seen as very important.  Pictures and photographs (to attract attention and add 
“emotional tone”) were seen as “essential” but diagrams and drawings were often 
regarded as more instructive that photos.  There appeared to be a mixed response to 
videos.  On the positive side videos were seen to be more instructive and easy to 
understand than brochures (concepts presented both orally and visually), that it was 
possible to include a range of information (general to in-depth and technical) and that 
‘real-life’ footage achieved a greater impact than photographs.  On the negative side 
videos were seen to be potentially time-consuming and had the disadvantage that 
information couldn’t be referred to instantly in an emergency. 


Residents reported a positive attitude to television advertisements relating to 
bushfire safety and expected to see a range of media used.  Short information 
presentations on radio to remind residents to prepare for the fire season were 
appreciated.  Finally, responses to the use of the Internet appeared to be generally 


Page 15 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


negative; residents who were not connected could not imagine how the Internet could be 
used and those who were appeared to be sceptical about its possibilities. 


When asked to rate the printed materials, residents regarded all the materials 
presented positively, but the longer workbook-style brochure was clearly the most 
strongly preferred.  It was seen as the most interesting and reliable of those appraised 
and also stood out, particularly, on the criteria of ‘answered questions of concern’, and 
‘enjoyable to look at’.   This brochure was also the most strongly preferred by the expert 
panel.6 


In the first reported study of the Internet, Rohrmann (2002, p.8) concluded that 
“… the appraisal substantiates the potential of WWW-based fire preparedness programs”.  
There was reported to be a considerable range in the average ratings given to the six 
websites that were appraised, however, and the experts were quite critical of the 
suitability of the sites for the relevant target groups.  Reasons given for preferring the 
most favoured website included (Rohrmann, 2002, p. 10): comprehensive; good visual 
appeal; clear, concise, understandable; addresses necessary actions for fire 
preparedness; easy to navigate; links well organised; and up to date.  Reasons given for 
disliking the least favoured included: information not relevant to target groups; 
information on important issues lacking; too much, too technical information; language 
difficult to understand; not visually appealing; difficult to navigate; outdated sections. 


The following broad conclusions were drawn from second reported internet study 
(Rohrmann, 2007, p. 11-12): 


 All three sites were generally rated positively, including navigation features, 
however some basic information such as the agency name and contact provisions 
were not always transparent; 


 All sites were generally found to be helpful and informative – particularly positive 
evaluations were reported for “understandability”, “comprehensiveness”, “good 
examples given” and “clarity of fire safety actions”; 


 All sites were also seen as a “reliable source of information”, as meeting “own 
information need” and could be “recommended to lay people”. 


Notwithstanding the positive appraisals listed above all participants identified 
shortcomings in the websites and suggested improvements (Rohrmann, 2007, p. 13).  
Shortcomings included (paraphrased from report): 


 Some information etc. too ‘texty’; 
 Information about present fires not as current as newspapers; 
 Some sections difficult to understand by linguistically and culturally diverse (CALD) 


recipients; 
 Technical terms sometimes hard to understand; 
 ‘.pdf’ attached information inconvenient if printer needed. 


Suggested improvements included: 


 Materials should reflect the (restricted) awareness and knowledge of residents; 
 More maps, pictures, charts, diagrams etc. should be used to convey information; 
 Downloadable videos highlighting risk and preparedness information could be 


incorporated into website; 
 Facilities for those with poor vision should be provided; 
 Material for children should be included; 
 Up-to-date information on current fires should be prominent; 


                                                 


6 This brochure is available (September ‘08) at 
http://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/residents/living/litb-workbook.htm 
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 Core information should be made accessible by those with limited internet facilities 
(restricted download; no printer, no flash player); 


 Access for wider potential audience should be enhanced by providing information 
in translation. 


Rohrmann (2007, p. 13) concluded (perhaps arguably for some points) that 
“WWW-based risk communication has considerable advantages: The information to be 
provided can be updated regularly and quickly; users can bookmark and store relevant 
hazard info.; access is fast; and blockage is unlikely (unlike telephone contacts).”  The 
potential value of hazard websites for CALD residents and those living in remote regions 
was highlighted.  


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes and Causal Processes 


Rohrmann’s studies of media-based bushfire preparedness information sources are 
clearly focussed on the individual and household.  There is little mention of the possible 
use of these information sources in group settings or their potential impact on 
community-level processes.  While Rohrmann (2000, p. 15) recognises in one research 
question the potential use of materials of this kind in fire-safe group activities this issue 
does not appear to have been systematically followed up in his work.    


Theoretical Models of Risk Communication 


Rohrmann’s studies of the effectiveness of media materials are based on complex 
causal models of the risk communication process including a detailed model of the 
proposed link between information and behaviour (Rohrmann, 2000, p. 15).  Steps in 
this linking process include: exposure (‘actually getting it’); attention (‘attending and 
reading it’); comprehension (‘understanding the message’); confirmation (possibly, 
‘searching for complementary information’); acceptance (‘adopting message as 
personally relevant’); retention (‘memorising content, eliciting information/material when 
needed’); and realisation (implementing advised action or behaviour change’).  In 
summary, the following desirable characteristics of media materials were identified in his 
surveys and consultations: concisely presented factual information, relevant to a local 
community; containing meaningful information on personal safety, evacuation, animal 
issues; attractively presented with engaging ‘real-life’ video footage or photographs and 
instructive graphics; and a ‘workbook-style’ format with the opportunity to ‘fill-it-in-
yourself’ (although it is noted that this option may not be frequently utilised).  The 
necessity for material to be accessible to a culturally and linguistically diverse audience 
and others from specific groups (older residents, children) was also highlighted. 


This list of desirable characteristics suggests attributes of materials that operate at 
different points in the ‘process-chain’ between initial exposure to the communication and 
subsequent action.  These links are summarised in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: A model of the relationship between media materials and the risk 
communication process 
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Attention to Communication 
Visually attractive materials; ‘real-life’ 
images; accessible to diverse groups of 
residents (CALD, older persons, 
children) 


Comprehension 
Concise information, presented in point 
form; simple instructive graphics 


Confirmation 
Work-book style materials; links to 
other information sources 


Acceptance 
Credibility of source; personal and local 
relevance of information and advice 


Retention 
Range of media presenting consistent 
information 


 


Realisation 


Point-form, easy-to-follow action-
oriented advice; readily accessible in 
emergency; ‘success’ stories in 
presentations (?) 


Context – heterogenous groups of message ‘recipients’ – culturally and linguistically 
diverse, children, older persons 
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8. The Moondarra Fire Information Unit 


A Fire Information Unit (FIU) was established for the duration of a long-running 
bushfire in January/February 2006.  The FIU is classified as a Localised Information 
Provision project (Figure 1).  A case study of the Moondarra Fire Information Unit 
(Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d.) is available 
(http://www.dse.vic.gov.au/dse and search for ‘Case Studies’) and the unit is also 
mentioned in a debriefing report on the 2005/06 fire season to Victorian agencies (Smith, 
2006). 


Evaluation Methods 


No detail provided.  The DSE case study report appears to have been written by a 
member of the FIU.  It is noted that the FIU established a database to log 
communications with the community.  As the report contains a number of direct 
quotations it is possible that this database was the source of some of the information 
used.  The debriefing report (Smith, 2006) was prepared by an independent consultant. 


Program Background and Rationale 


The case study report noted that experience gained by relevant agencies during 
an extended period of fires in the alpine regions of the state in 2003 was used to develop 
“a number of new tools, processes and concepts” relating to information flows during a 
fire incident (Department of Sustainability Environment, n.d., p. 1).  The report appears 
to suggest that the units were in operation prior to the 2005/06 fire season but this could 
not be verified.  However, the de-briefing report on the 2005/06 fire season does explain 
that 


Trained and effective Information Units are now an integral 
component of the community engagement process and are 
based in incident control centres during incidents.  Their 
roles include collation and distribution of pertinent 
information to a range of outlets, including media, VBIL7 … 
and direct to communities either during community meetings 
or through recognised information centres where residents 
could either view information sheets or collect a copy 
(Smith, 2006, p. 22). 


It is also apparent from the debriefing report that the FIU was part of a rapidly 
evolving development in community engagement activities during fire events in Victoria. 


The 2005/06 campaign saw the emergence of the next 
phase of community engagement in the form of direct and 
regular contact with threatened communities either through 
the Victorian bushfire Information Line, access to internet 
websites maintained by CFA and CSE of directly by Incident 
Management Teams, in a bid to keep residents as aware as 
possible about fire movement, behaviour and potential 
threats.  Much of the direct engagement occurred between 
ignition and when fires rapidly went out of control with 
arrival of adverse weather (Smith, 2006, p. 4). 


                                                 
7 The Victorian Bushfire Information Line, a telephone information service providing both personal 
advice from operators and recorded information.  
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The Moondarrah FIU was designed to go beyond “just providing for the flow of 
information to the community” to adopting “community engagement principles to assist 
in the development of positive and lasting relationships beyond the immediate event” 
(Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 1).  Three objectives were 
adopted for the FIU: 


 Inform the community by providing timely, relevant, accurate and authorised 
incident information relating to risks, fire safety messages, firefighting strategy, 
weather predictions, relevant local community messages, rehabilitation and 
recovery processes.  


 Seek relevant local knowledge from the community by consulting with them about 
the fire, its effect and impacts to better inform the Incident Management Team. 
Listen, record and respond to community needs and concerns.  


 Empower the community to respond and implement personal fire plans through 
provision of relevant, timely and accurate information to assist them in their 
decision making (Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 2). 


Strategies used to inform and engage with the community included: 


 Core advice and immediate threat messages; 
 Media community updates; 
 Community meetings – 31 separate community based meetings held at 7 different 


locations during the fire period (Smith, 2006, p. 80); 
 Daily visits to local communities (including street walks and organised times for 


one-on-one meetings in one township); 
 School visits; 
 Community bus shopping trips (through traffic controls to assist isolated residents 


access supplies). 


Context 


The Moondarra FIU was established in the township of Erica, one of three 
townships in the close vicinity of the State Park.  The deliberately-lit fire burnt for 3 ½ 
weeks over an area of 15,000 hectares.  While the area burnt was very largely state-
owned and administered forest and there was little eventual impact on private land, 
community interest in the fire was high due to the potential threat it posed to private 
land and assets (Smith, 2006).  The Moondarra State Park where the fire started is 
situated approximately 160 k east of Melbourne and approximately 20 km north of the 
main eastern highway.  The park has extensive areas of open forest and provides a 
variety of recreational facilities for camping, bushwalking, fishing etc.  The surrounding 
areas include actively logged state forest, private forests and farm land.  During the early 
stages of the fire the roads that lead south (towards the highway) from the main 
townships in the region were closed.  This required residents to make an early decision 
whether to stay on their property or leave.  Additionally, absentee land owners were 
unable to return to access and defend their properties.  Local businesses were also 
unable to replenish stocks. 


Individual/householder Level Outcomes and Causal Processes 


Causal processes at the individual/household level highlighted in the report can be 
classified under three headings: 


Community information provision 


 Coordinating information from different fire agencies (DSE and CFA); 
 Providing this information in a form that was understandable; 
 Utilising a variety of channels including community meetings, community updates, 


presentations, notice boards etc.; 
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 Where possible, considering physical and social barriers that inhibited residents 
from receiving information; 


 Logging all requests for information and contacting resident within an agreed time-
frame with an answer, details of who the matter had been referred to, or re-
scheduling if answer not available. 


Community support 


 Maintaining a presence in the community; 
 Listening to and supporting local residents; 
 Providing access to incident controllers at community meetings (‘putting a face’ on 


decision-makers); 
 Being honest (about the course of the fire, availability of response teams etc.) and 


empathetic; 
 Helping community find needed support; 
 Assisting residents in transition from the fire event to recovery, balancing need to 


support those entering the recovery phase while others were still being impacted 
by the event. 


Seeking local knowledge and feedback 


 Establishing community contacts, networks and processes to give and receive 
information; 


 Listening to community knowledge to help inform decisions in the Incident 
Management Team; 


 Senior officers attended a community meeting to discuss options to control a 
specific aspect of the fire. 


Comments from residents provided in the report suggest that a number of these 
putative mechanisms were effective.  The comments ranged across: the value of advice 
provided at the community meetings; the value of face-to-face contact and the 
opportunity to talk and ask questions on an individual basis (as community meetings 
were felt to be overwhelming for some residents); residents feeling listened to, taken 
seriously, cared about, and supported; the value of up-to-date knowledge about the fire 
(in one comment to support a stay-go decision, while another highlighted the value of 
information provided at community meetings, on the internet, and, particularly, on ABC 
radio – the official broadcaster – for “those of us who were feeling vulnerable and 
isolated …”). 


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes and Causal Processes 


An early decision was made to take a community engagement approach to the 
operation of the FIU to encourage the development of lasting positive relationships with 
the community.  The case study suggests that the community meetings were a critical 
link with the community and that the portrayal of the fire as a ‘community fire’ (and not 
an ‘agency fire’) was “a very powerful message” (Department of Sustainability and 
Environment, n.d., p. 3).  Early in the fire period it became apparent that the community 
at one township (where the FIU was based) was “using the meetings to check on 
community wellbeing after difficult nights and pass on local messages”.  It is noted that 
members of a community who are not volunteer or professional fire fighters may feel 
helpless during an event.  At the meetings, residents were encouraged to look out for 
others, to visit neighbours to see if they needed help, and to share information gained at 
the meetings as a way to contribute.  A shopkeeper from one of the townships 
commented that “The community updates helped me to help others” (Department of 
Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 4) 
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It was also reported that the strategy of logging concerns, information requests 
etc. and providing timely feedback overcame initial community scepticism (“why bother 
talking to you, no one ever gets back to us”). 


People were genuinely pleased and thankful even when we 
hadn’t been able to help them.  This process enabled a lot of 
issues to be resolved immediately rather than allowing them 
to linger.  Consequently community concern in the weeks 
and months following the even was low (Department of 
Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 4, emphasis added) 


While a large number of ‘stakeholders’ in the FIU are mentioned in the report it is 
apparent that the FIU was a partnership jointly staffed by DSE and CFA officers.  The 
state Department of Human Services (DHS) was also reported to be involved during the 
recovery phase.  Smith (2006, p. 80) noted that 


One of the most remarked issues by the community was 
having a “face” to DSE, as usually an IMT representative and 
a DSE representative attended each meeting. The 
community focus changed quickly from a negative to a 
positive note when IMT representatives attended meetings 
and were able to explain what was happening. Communities 
were pleased to get input from the “decision-makers”. 


Smith (2006, p. 80) also commented that the FIU contained a  


Great mix of skills between DSE and CFA Information 
Officers resulting in dynamic team working in Information 
Unit. Information Unit was well resourced with equipment to 
do the job and was supplied with quality maps that were an 
excellent resource for Community Briefings and Information 
Points set up in localities. 


It is apparent from these comments that the collaborating agencies resourced the 
FIU well and that the partnership arrangement, particularly the link with the IMT, 
facilitated the attendance of incident controllers at the community meetings, a feature of 
FIU activities that was positively regarded by residents. 


A Theory Model for the Moondarra Fire Information Unit 


The Moondarrah FIU was a complex partnership initiative between community 
education and information officers from two responsible fire agencies and an Incident 
Management Team of officers from the same agencies.  Through a strategy of listening to 
and acknowledging as legitimate the concerns and knowledge of members of the local 
community, the FIU endeavoured to, in effect, incorporate residents into the partnership 
and thus develop “positive and lasting relationships beyond the immediate event …”.  An 
attempt is made to capture the important elements of the causal processes activated by 
this partnership and the anticipated outcomes of the process in the theory model below 
(Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: A provisional model of the causal processes activated by a fire information unit 


Context 
Long running bushfire in a state forest – three townships and residents of 
outlying properties in the vicinity – early in event residents cut off from access 
to main highway and associated towns 


Fire Information Unit (FIU) formed: 


 As a partnership between two responsible agencies 
 Located with Incident Response Team in a township close to the event 
 Information Unit endorses a community engagement process (in addition to 


an information communication strategy) 
 Agencies provide adequate resources to FIU  


FIU carries out the following activities: 
 Provides ‘core advice’ (on bushfire awareness and preparedness) and 


immediate threat messages to community meetings and ‘information points’ 
 Regular media updates 
 Hosts 31 community meetings in 7 locations over duration of event 
 IMT officers attend community meetings 
 Fire portrayed as a ‘community fire’ 
 FIU officers make daily visits to townships, street walks and have face-to-


face meetings with residents at stated times when officers are available (in 
one township) 


 School visits 
 Community-bus shopping trips for isolated residents 


That initiate the following causal processes: 
 Residents able to identify agency decision-makers and appreciate honesty of 


information presented 
 Rapid change to a positive attitude towards and acceptance of agency 


personnel 
 Residents feel they are taken seriously, supported, cared about 
 Timely information through multiple channels assists residents in day-to-day 


decision-making about response to event 
 One-on-one meetings support residents who are diffident about asking 


questions in public meetings 
 Intra-community support activities develop – local messages passed on in 


meetings, residents encouraged to check on others 
 Community-bush shopping trips strengthened rapport with residents 
 Networks established to feed-back local knowledge to IMT 


That result in: 
 Residents implement fire plans during event 
 Reduction in community concern in period following event 
 Positive on-going agency-community relationships (?) 
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9. Operation Bushfire Blitz 


Bushfire Blitz community street meetings (now known as Fire Ready Victoria street 
meetings) were classified as a Localised Community Engagement / Education Activity / 
Program (Figure 1). 


Evaluation Methods 


The project manager published an evaluative report on the first year of the 
program (Hill, 1998).  Subsequently, Rhodes (2001) summarised the results of a number 
of unpublished internal agency research studies and developed a program theory for the 
initiative.  The unpublished studies reported the results of: (a) a nominal group 
consultation workshop with 10 fire services personnel in the areas of fire behaviour, risk 
management, education and fire prevention to elaborate an understanding of “effective 
household preparedness for bushfire” (Rhodes, 2001, p. 59); (b) eight focus groups with 
residents from outer metropolitan and rural areas of Victoria; and (c) two multi-method 
studies (structured and semi-structured interviews, questionnaire surveys, participant 
observation of meetings) of presenters and attendees at Bushfire Blitz meetings across 
two fire seasons. 


Program Background and Rationale 


Bushfire Blitz was a neighbourhood street meeting program delivered by the 
Country Fire Authority, Victoria.  The program continued under that name until the 
2003/04 fire season.  Its format has since been incorporated, along with parallel 
community-hall meetings, under an expanded ‘Fire Ready Victoria’ program. 


Bushfire Blitz was first conducted during an eight-week period at the 
commencement of the 1997/98 fire season.  During that season approx. 1,400 meetings 
attended by around 33,000 people were conducted (once in each locality) in identified 
high-risk areas in Victoria (Hill, 1998).  Meetings were between 1 – 1 ½ hours duration. 
Target areas for Bushfire Blitz were identified using GIS technology.  Fire intensity, 
population and housing data were utilised to generate the maps, which were then 
distributed to local fire brigades to validate and select specific locations.  The program 
was managed and administered by a project manager, seven program co-ordinators who 
were employed for a 12-16 week period, and was delivered by 55 ‘community 
consultants’, recruited from volunteer fire brigades who worked for a period of eight 
weeks (Hill, 1998).  The community consultants were given a lesson plan to guide their 
presentation and they and the program coordinators attended a two-day training session.  
The presentation was designed to cover the following issues: facts about bushfire risk; 
personal and family safety; preparing your home; helping your neighbours; risk 
identification and practical solutions; planning what to do on high risk days; what 
residents can expect from the fire brigade; and Community Fire Guard (the CFA on-going 
community group program, see Section 12).  The Bushfire Blitz session also incorporated 
a street walk.      


Context 


In its first year of operation Bushfire Blitz meetings were mainly targeted to high 
fire-risk localities within an area 100 km radius around Melbourne.  This included 
localities that had experienced extremely low rainfall during 1997, and urban/rural 
interface localities where, historically, the majority of lives and properties in the state 
had been lost to bushfire.  The program was extended to other, more rural, areas of 
Victoria in later years. 
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Individual/householder Level Outcomes and Causal Processes 


From survey data Rhodes (2001, p. 64) concluded that the program appealed to 
both previous and new attendees and that there was a strong emphasis on obtaining 
contextualised information about bushfire among attendees.  Almost half the respondents 
to one survey indicated the “importance of having information about their environment” 
as their reason for attending the meeting, while the majority of respondents to the other 
highlighted their desire “to develop their understanding of the risk associated with living 
in a fire prone area” (p. 76).  The latter responses also suggested that what residents 
valued most about the meetings were “the opportunity to learn and test knowledge”, the 
“community interaction” and the “personalised and local information”.  


Two important outcomes were identified on the basis of a variable that categorised 
the pattern of meeting attendance.  Firstly, people who had attended previously and 
during the current fire season had higher levels of knowledge about bushfire compared 
(in order) with those who attended during the current season but had not attended 
previously, those who had attended previously but not during the current season and, 
finally, those who had not attended a meeting.  A similar pattern was observed for self-
reported levels of bushfire preparation (both outcomes were measured by multi-item 
indices).  While it is not possible to infer from these cross-sectional data that there was a 
causal relationship between attendance and knowledge and preparedness, the 
observation that, for both outcomes, recency of attendance as well as frequency was 
associated with both is persuasive in relation to a causal impact of program attendance.8 


Rhodes (2001) also tentatively identified a number of possible causal processes in 
relation to these outcomes, including: 


 Trust and credibility of the fire agency; 
 ‘Readiness’ from recent experience of a bushfire; 
 Two-way communication in meetings (albeit that audience participation in most 


meetings was found to be low with most presenters using a didactic approach); 
 A ‘sense of obligation’ resulting from the perceived commitment of the fire agency 


to the issue and the program; 
 Positive reinforcement and encouragement of resident actions by the presenter; 
 Peer influence, hearing other community members discuss their preparations and 


plans for bushfire; 
 An ‘inspiration effect’ of first attendance at this type of meeting resulting in 


motivation to take preparedness action, often for the first time.  


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes and Causal Processes 


Hill (1998, p. 36) highlighted that one of the aims of the Bushfire Blitz program 
was to “promote the concept of community interdependence” (p. 36).  He also noted that 
the agency approach to bushfire management was focused “heavily on social solutions to 
safety and creating a partnership with the community, rather than a total reliance on 
technological solutions” (p. 35).  In assessing the outcomes of the program Hill (1998, p. 
37) noted that: 


 The decision to use trained volunteers as presenters was successful as (among 
other factors) “in many cases (they had) an empathy with the local community and 
brigade”; 


                                                 
8 The differences between attendance groups in relation to both ‘knowledge’ and ‘preparedness’ 
outcomes were statistically significant overall (p. <0.001 in each instance).  In a follow-up path 
analysis the standardised direct effect on preparation of meeting attendance in the current year 
was 0.25 while the direct effect of previous meeting attendance was 0.20. There was, however, no 
evidence of a link between knowledge and preparedness. 
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 Bushfire Blitz had “achieved a level of community development and 
interdependence that goes far beyond the direct benefits of fire safety”; and that, 
during the first year of operation of the program; 


 “250 brigades … improved the relationship with their communities” including an 
increased recruitment of volunteers. 


In conclusion, Hill (1998, p. 38) emphasised the value of Bushfire Blitz as part of a 
range of programs offered by the agency: “What is clear is that no one program has 
provided all the solutions in isolation. It is the full suite of integrated programs and 
activities that provides real benefits to the community” (emphasis added). 


Aspects of Context 


Rhodes (2001, p. 71-72) highlighted the importance of differences between 
residents in high fire-risk localities.  On the basis of the survey research he identified 
sub-groups of: 


 “ Resistors” – residents who had done little preparation, had no plan except to 
leave if threatened, were least knowledgeable about bushfire, less interested in 
finding out, had low self-reliance, had never attended a bushfire safety meeting 
and were least likely to in future; 


 “Motivated” – residents who had undertaken up to moderate amounts of 
preparation but had no plan except to leave if threatened, were more 
knowledgeable and interested than the Resistors and had a higher level of self-
reliance, and had attended a fire safety meeting at least once and were more likely 
than Resistors to attend one in the future (also includes residents new to the area 
with limited preparation but some interest); 


 “Actives” – residents who had high levels of preparation including a plan with a 
clear intention to stay and defend their property or to leave early before being 
directly threatened, were the most knowledgeable, self-reliant and interested, had 
typically attended a fire safety meeting more than once and would attend in the 
future. 


These sub-groups of residents also had a different response to the agency and 
level of acceptance of the agency programs.  Rhodes (1991) speculated that different 
mechanisms might be in operation within the three sub-groups in relation to the Bushfire 
Blitz program but this idea of an interaction between ‘resident type’ and program was not 
investigated further. 


Theoretical Models for Bushfire Blitz 


A primary purpose of Rhodes’ (2001) study was to develop a program theory for 
Bushfire Blitz that would focus future evaluative work.  Some aspects of this theoretical 
work are summarised below. 


A comprehensive list of desired short/medium term outcomes 


Rhodes’ (2001 see also Rhodes 2003) initial consultation study identified five ‘key 
dimensions’ of community preparedness that provide a broad and comprehensive list of 
the specific short/medium term outcomes at the individual/household level that might be 
achieved through community safety initiatives.  They are (Rhodes, 2003, p. 1, emphasis 
added): 


 Awareness and recognition of the wildfire risk; 
 Knowledge of fire behaviour and fire safety measures; 
 Planning for the event of fire; 
 Physical preparations of property and household; and 
 Psychological readiness involving confidence and self-reliance. 
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A revised conception of preparedness 


Rhodes (2001, p. 79-80) argued that placing preparedness along a simple 
continuum from less effective to more effective is not appropriate.  This is because what 
may be considered ‘prepared’ in one social or physical context may not be considered as 
prepared in another.  Rather, he proposed that preparedness should be considered as a 
“tiled mosaic” where “different forms of preparedness are defined relative to each other 
and the context” and thus in relation to the circumstances of each household, the 
physical environment, the capacity of individuals and the community to deal with the risk 
and the likely nature and severity of a fire event.  Rhodes (1991, p. 80) concluded that 


To a large extent, only the residents, suitably informed 
about the nature of the risk and precautionary measures, 
are able to determine what is appropriate for their particular 
circumstances. 


   A model of the decision making process 


Developing from this revised conception of preparedness Rhodes argued that 
different forms of preparedness (some more effective than others) will be the outcome of 
different patterns of decision making.  This process will be shaped by various influences 
including the nature of the hazard, individual attitudes and prior beliefs, social influences 
and socio-economic factors.  Collectively these factors are seen as constituting an 
“orientation to the risk” that influences the decision-making process (the choices made 
and the ways available resources are used) that, in turn, shape the decision to adopt and 
the implementation of precautionary actions and thus result in a particular pattern of 
preparedness.  Critically, the model suggests that a program such as Bushfire Blitz will, if 
successful, result in attendees re-tracing and re-examining risk appraisals and decisions 
previously made at the various stages of response to the risk and modifying the choices 
made to achieve a different, more effective, pattern of preparedness. 


   A generalised model of program impact 


In conclusion, Rhodes (2001, p. 100) presents a simple four-step causal model for 
a program such as Bushfire Blitz.  The model posits that a “meeting with the appropriate 
qualities” will engage those who participate and subsequently activate a range of psycho-
social mechanisms that will lead them to revise their prior decisions about responding to 
the bushfire risk and thus take “appropriate additional actions”.  Participant 
characteristics and the nature of the meeting are seen as possibly influencing the various 
psycho-social mechanisms directly but are also likely to be mediated through the level 
and nature of the active involvement of participants in the meeting. 


A Synthesised Program Theory Model 


A provisional program theory model for Bushfire Blitz was developed (Figure 5) 
from a synthesis of the generalised theory model developed by Rhodes (2001) discussed 
above and a table in his report that identified the salient contexts, mechanisms and 
outcomes identified from the various studies of Bushfire Blitz he summarised. 
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Context – Targeted high fire-risk localities in urban fringe and rural areas in Victoria; 
Three groups of residents who are potential participants in street-meeting fire safety 
programs (‘Resistors’, ‘Motivated’, ‘Actives’) 


Characteristics of 
the meeting 
(presenter style, 
other attendees 
etc.) 


Engagement with 
the meeting 
content and 
process 


Participant 
characteristics 
(SES, prior 
experience of 
fire, individual 
beliefs and 
capacities 


Psycho-social 
causal processes: 
Agency seen as 
credible; 
Positive 
reinforcement and 
encouragement by 
presenter; 
Sense of obligation 
from perceived 
agency effort and 
commitment; 
Peer influence – 
neighbours’ risk 
response; 
‘Inspiration’ from 
new information; 
Interactive (not 
didactic) meeting 


 


Involvement in on-
going community 
group programs 


Change of intention 
about response when 
fire occurs; 


New preparative 
measures 
undertaken; 


Fine-tuning of 
existing preparations; 


Actions already 
undertaken confirmed 
as appropriate and 
reinforced; 


Change in risk 
perception and 
associated beliefs; 


Outcomes: 
Increased knowledge 
and understanding of 
risk and options; 


Figure 5: A synthesised program theory model for Bushfire Blitz 


 


Page 28 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


10. Street FireWise – Rural Fire Service, NSW 


Street FireWise community meetings in the Blue Mountains region of New South 
Wales were classified as a Localised Community Engagement / Education Activity / 
Program (Figure 1).  An evaluation of this program was reported by Gilbert (2005). 


Evaluation Methods 


A study of Street FireWise was conducted in 2004-05 under the aegis of the 
Bushfire CRC.  Data were gathered by semi-structured interview with fire brigade 
captains, program presenters and a sample of residents augmented by discussions with 
key members of the Blue Mountains RFS Community Education Group (a management 
group consisting of volunteer representatives from local fire brigades).  A range of other 
resources was also used including a report on a pilot program.  A series of eight key 
anticipated/desired outcomes of the program were identified from the discussions with 
the Community Education Group and arranged into an outcomes hierarchy.  This 
hierarchy informed gathering and analysis of outcomes data from the semi-structured 
interviews and was gradually extended to a more comprehensive program theory  as 
various conditions that either facilitated or constrained achievement of the outcomes 
were identified. 


Program Background and Rationale 


Street FireWise is a bushfire community education program offered by the Rural 
Fire Service (RFS) in the Blue Mountains region of New South Wales, commencing as a 
pilot program in 2000.  The number of meetings held peaked in the 2001/02 fire season 
(a little fewer than 50) and the number of attendees in 2002/03 (300-350).  Since that 
time meeting and attendance numbers have declined.  The program is typically delivered 
as a ninety-minute ‘street corner’ meeting on a Saturday by a volunteer presenter and 
members of a RFS volunteer brigade, but has also taken the form of a community hall 
meeting.  A mobile information trailer supports the program presenters. 


Program Context 


The Blue Mountains is a high fire risk region in New South Wales between 55 and 
95 kilometres west of the Sydney CBD.  The region comprises about 26 towns and 
townships with a population of approx. 27,000 of whom approx. 20,000 live in high fire 
risk localities.  Topographically, the Blue Mountains area is an uplifted plateau dissected 
by numerous rivers and creeks that form a broken landscape of ridgelines, escarpments, 
deep valleys and canyons.  Most settlements lie along the main highway that follows a 
ridgeline between two of the major river systems that dissect the plateau.  The region 
experiences an average of 14 bushfires each year (range 2 to 40).  Since 1911, 580 
houses have been destroyed by fire.  Fourteen lives were lost in the period 1945-2,000. 


Locally, three sub-regions of the Blue Mountains are distinguished: ‘lower’, 
‘middle’ (central) and ‘upper’ (see location map – Figure 6).  The lower region is an 
urban-fringe locality continuing through the first 7 or 8 townships on the main highway 
while the Central Blue Mountains largely consists of a collection of approx. 8 towns and 
townships that lie further west on the highway up to well known tourist centre of 
Katoomba.  The upper Blue Mountains region is constituted by a small number of 
townships still further west together with some more isolated settlements.  Significant 
demographic change has occurred in the region over the last twenty years with many 
townships (particularly in the lower Blue Mountains) attracting young couples and 
retirees. These changes have been associated with the conversion of holiday homes to 
permanent accommodation and an increase in commuting to work in the Sydney region. 
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Climatically, the region is divided into ‘dry’ and ‘moist’ zones.  The dry zone 
corresponds roughly with the lower Blue Mountains on the eastern escarpment and lower 
areas of the plateau and experiences a significantly higher incidence of fires.  This 
complex geographic, climactic and socio-demographic context posed a significant 
challenge to fire brigades in selecting appropriate venues for SFW meetings. 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Figure 6: The towns and townships in the Blue Mountains, NSW  


Individual/householder Level Causal Processes and Outcomes 


The focus of the report in relation to householder response is on interviewee 
perceptions of factors that generate a positive householder response to the program.    


Awareness of meetings 


Hand delivery of flyers advertising meetings, word-of-mouth in close-knit 
communities and newsletters were identified as strategies that initiated and supported 
meeting attendance. 


The following mechanisms were also identified as possible determinants of 
meeting attendance: 


 Credibility of the local fire brigade – differs across the region and lower in the more 
suburban localities where brigades are no longer a central part of a local 
community; 


 Initial appreciation of bushfire risk in the region – again likely to be lower in the 
more urbanised localities; 


 Residents’ perceptions of meetings. 


Short-term outcomes 


The following strategies were related to a positive resident response to the 
meetings: 


 A two-way interactive meeting process (rather than a didactic presentation) – 
presenters who were able to generate discussion were positively regarded by 
residents; 


 Use of the information trailers; 
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 Use of a ‘standard’ script to ensure ‘message’ consistency; 
 Continuing amendment of the meeting script to enhance local relevance; 
 A focus on the ‘key’ elements of the bushfire safety message; 
 Use of positive reinforcement of householder activity rather than negative 


messages and “scare tactics”; 
 The ability of the presenter to utilise local features in the presentation and 


discussion. 


These strategies were believed to lead to an increase in resident awareness and 
understanding of bushfire risk mediated by the following processes: 


 Building on existing resident knowledge; 
 Changing misconceptions; 
 Introducing new ideas; 
 Contextualising issues to the local situation; 
 Generating resident understanding of how they can contribute to mitigation; 
 Generating a clearer understanding of the role of the local fire brigade. 


Longer-term outcomes 


The Street FireWise model assumes that the program is only one element in a 
change process leading to more effective resident planning and preparation for bushfire.  
It is seen as building on existing resident thinking and action through a process of re-
examination of present plans and strategies, and discussion with family, neighbours and 
friends to facilitate empowerment and self-reliance. 


The following were seen as possible enabling and constraining conditions in 
relation to this process: 


 Availability of time, money and resources – seen to vary across socio-demographic 
differences in the region; 


 Ability to carry out necessary preparatory work – elderly or single residents may 
not have the necessary capacity; 


 Motivational factors,  the willingness to accept new ideas; 
 Peer influence, triggered by enthusiasm observed and/or networks established at 


the meeting. 


Community-level/Organisational Causal Processes and Outcomes 


Approximately half of the 21 fire brigades in the region were characterised as 
‘active’ in delivering the program.  Levels of brigade participation varied considerably.  
Those brigades where involvement was greatest were, typically, those with membership 
links with the Community Education Group and where there was an individual member 
who facilitated the program (a program ‘champion’).  Four groups of brigades were 
identified in the evaluation.  Drawing on the description in the report, these groups might 
be characterised as: (a) active fidelity adopters; (b) active adapters; (c) non-adopters 
who implement other community education (CE) initiatives; (d) non-adopters of CE 
generally. 


While the level of acceptance of SFW appeared to be associated with brigade 
participation in the program there was reported to be generally good support among fire 
brigade members.  While not all were supportive, there were generally sufficient 
interested members to attend meetings if required.  It was also reported that SFW in 
active brigades was becoming more widely accepted and “seeping into the culture”.   The 
high workload of volunteer brigade members, a more general decline in volunteerism and 
the need for support at the district level to locate the right personnel for the program 
were mentioned as barriers to wider acceptance.  A small core group of program 
presenters has been developed by the CE Group but recruitment of appropriately skilled 
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volunteers and retention were identified as problematic.  Reliance on a small group of 
presenters was perceived to impact negatively on the quality of meetings. 


It was originally intended that SFW meetings might facilitate the formation of 
formal on-going fire-safe groups.  This had not been successful and is no longer part of 
the scripted SFW strategy.  However, there is evidence that some less formal on-going 
groups have formed and are, in some cases, assisted by SFW presenters. 


The Importance of Context 


Adoption of SFW was found to vary with context.  In the words of the report: 


… small/medium sized settlements in the middle region of 
the Blue mountains have had the biggest uptake.  The upper 
and lower Blue Mountains have had greater difficulties with 
implementing SFW.  The challenges in the upper Blue 
Mountains have been the isolated and spread out rural 
communities, which make a street meeting format 
unsuitable.  Meanwhile in the lower Blue Mountains, the 
settlements are considerably larger in size and much more 
suburban … 


Geographic and socio-demographic context thus appeared to be critical in the 
adoption of the program.  Additionally, the nature of the fire season had an impact on 
program delivery.  Prior to the evaluation the region had experienced a number of bad 
fire seasons and brigade activity had been diverted away from community education to 
operational work.  


A Theory Model for Street FireWise 


The SFW evaluation was framed by an outcome hierarchy that was developed on 
the basis of early interviews conducted in the evaluation.  This outcome hierarchy was 
linked in the evaluation report with many of the causal processes discussed above to 
form a revised program theory matrix of mechanism-outcome links.  A modified version 
of this matrix is reproduced below (Table 3).  It should also be emphasised that aspects 
of the socio-demographic and associated geographic context of the Blue Mountains 
region appear to be very important in moderating the effectiveness of the program.  The 
more demographically stable Central Blue Mountains, consisting of a number of 
townships that run along the main highway with a pattern of side streets, parks etc. 
appears to provide a generally supporting context for the successful implementation of 
the street meeting format. 
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Table 3: An outcomes hierarchy for Street FireWise with associated causal processes  


Facilitating causal processes  
Program Outcomes 


(Short to Longer Term) 
 


Availability of on-going community fire 
safe group in local brigade area.   
Sense of community. 
Level of community interaction. 


Formation of neighbourhood 
networks. 


Time, money and resources available to 
residents to undertake work. 
Ability to carry out necessary work. 
Motivational factors (e.g. peer 
influence, past experience, inspiration 
of new ideas). 
Support network. 
Residents reassess previous decisions. 
Residents develop strategies and 
mechanisms to overcome limited 
capacities.  


 Residents use awareness 
and understanding to 
develop a realistic survival 
plan, decide whether to 
stay and actively defend or 
leave early, and adopt 
appropriate preparations 
around their property. i.e. 
they become more self-
reliant. 


Presenters convey the relevant 
information (in an interactive rather 
than didactic manner). 
Residents ‘take on board’ the 
information. 
Presenters utilise local features. 


 Residents gain an increased 
awareness and 
understanding of bushfire 
risk and how it applies to 
their own specific context. 


Atmosphere is conducive to learning. 
Quality of presentation. 
Content of meeting and quality of the 
script followed. 
Presenter provides positive and clear 
messages. 
Messages ‘strike a chord’ with 
residents. 


  


SFW meetings are positively 
received by residents. 


Adequate provision of information 
about meetings. 
Timing of meeting convenient to the 
majority of residents. 
Credibility of the local brigades. 
People have a basic appreciation that 
there is a bushfire risk in the area. 


 Targeted residents hear 
about meeting, are 
motivated to attend and do 
so. 


Local brigade is willing and/or able to 
participate. 
Volunteers understand and recognise 
the benefit of SFW treatment. 
Brigades identify clearly the high-risk 
areas. 
Availability of appropriately skilled 
presenters. 


 Brigades actively participate 
in SFW by targeting high-
risk communities and 
running meetings. 


 


Context – Program facilitated by the geographic features of the locality and the 
socio-demographic characteristics of the Central Blue Mountains  
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11. Community Fireguard 


Community Fire Guard, an on-going group fire-safe program in Victoria, was 
classified as a Localised Community Engagement / Education Activity / Program (Figure 
1).  An evaluation of this program was conducted by Rohrmann (1999) and was also 
reported by Boura (1998a; Boura, 1998b). 


Evaluation Methods 


Rohrmann’s (1999) study involved a sample of 110 Fireguard group members 
active for 1-2 years, members from one newly formed group (21) and three comparison 
samples of non-members.  A group of 20 CFA staff members also participated in the 
study.  Data were gathered by face-to-face structured interview. 


The evaluation was informed by a conceptual model derived from social-
psychological risk communication theory.  The model suggests that the final desired 
change (outcome variable) ‘risk-reducing behaviour’ results from a cognitive process 
involving risk (re)appraisal and decision-making in relation to preventive actions that 
follow a risk communication activity.  This might be thought of as the primary causal 
pathway in the model.  However the model also recognises, importantly, that a complex 
evaluation process is activated in those who are exposed to the risk communication that 
is influenced by both personal characteristics of the recipient (e.g. prior hazard exposure, 
risk-specific beliefs) and “manifold context factors” including characteristics of the 
information source and the recipient’s social environment (family, friends, community). 


Program Background and Rationale 


Community Fireguard (hereafter ‘Fireguard’) is a program developed and 
supported by the Country Fire Authority (CFA), Victoria.  The program commenced 
operation in 1993 and had grown to include approximately 400 active groups by 1998 
(Boura, 1998a, 1998b).   Fireguard involves the formation of on-going groups of 
residents in fire prone localities supported by professional facilitators employed by the 
CFA.  As stated in the introductory brochure to the program, Fireguard groups are ideally 
small and made up of neighbours or residents “living in a shared bushfire risk 
environment”.  Usually the groups meet in members’ homes. 


While Fireguard groups are encouraged to develop their own local bushfire safety 
strategies, the program has common elements that are covered during the first year of 
operation (typically in four or five meetings).  The common elements include: 
introduction to the program; fire behaviour; personal survival; house survival; street 
walk; fire protection equipment; and developing personal and household bushfire survival 
plans.  Additional on-going activities might include: organising fuel reduction working 
bees; planning a shared response and becoming familiar with other members’ properties 
and equipment; making plans with the more vulnerable community members; 
establishing a telephone warning tree; working out new ways to share resources and 
information; and bulk buying personal protective clothing and equipment. 


Community Fireguard groups are not volunteer fire fighting groups and there is no 
expectation that members will be active in responding to a bushfire beyond the 
protection of their own home and its immediate surrounds. 
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Program Context 


Fireguard groups are active across most rural and urban interface regions in 
Victoria but appear to be particularly prevalent in peri-urban and rural localities on the 
outskirts of Melbourne.  Municipal websites, for example, report that there are currently 
(September, 2008) 153 Fireguard groups in the Shire of Yarra Ranges to the east of 
Melbourne and 60 in the Macedon Ranges to the west. 


Individual/householder level Outcomes and Causal Processes 


The evaluation reported that Fireguard participants: (a) were more likely to accept 
responsibility for bushfire preparedness and safety rather than seeing this as 
predominantly a fire agency task9; (b) rated their overall bushfire preparedness higher10; 
and (c) undertook more preparedness actions11.  A similar comparison of two newly 
formed Fireguard groups against two groups of non-participating residents from the 
same areas showed that the view that the fire agency was responsible for fire safety 
decreased in the Fireguard group over an initial six-month period of membership more 
than it did in the comparison group.  Additionally, the number of preparedness actions 
taken by the new Fireguard members increased significantly.  More specifically, the 
greatest change was observed for “joint planning with neighbours” and “writing down 
planning for bushfire events”.   Further, it is reported elsewhere that the evaluation 
found that: 


… Fireguard members rate significantly higher for more 
sophisticated strategies; in terms of planning (including 
family, clothing, animals), discussion of plans with family, 
joint planning with neighbours, taking care of the vulnerable 
in their community, setting up warning systems within the 
community, and deciding on evacuation (Boura, 1998b, p. 
11). 


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes and Causal Processes 


As the focus of the primary evaluation report is on attitude and behaviour change 
among individual Fireguard participants little information is available on processes or 
outcomes at the group or community level.  It is interesting, however, to note again that 
a strong change in the newly formed groups appeared to have occurred in joint planning 
for bushfire with neighbours.  As Fireguard groups are desirably formed from 
householders within an immediate neighbourhood this finding is an initial indication that 
strengthening local ties are a feature of early participation in the groups. 


Boura (1998b, p. 6) noted that “The vast majority of … groups are self initiated”, 
often by one or two residents concerned about their bushfire safety or in response to a 
local issue.  Other groups are formed following agency activity or develop from other 
community groups (e.g. Landcare).  It is also claimed that Fireguard activities are built 
on principles of adult education including the recognition of local knowledge and, 
importantly, empowerment principles. 


                                                 
9 As calculated from the reported results, the relevant effect sizes (ES) of the comparison between 
the Fireguard group (N=110) and residents in similar fire prone areas (N=126) ≈ 0.37 and 0.43 
respectively.  These figures indicate small differences between the comparison groups 
(conventionally an ES > 0.2 is regarded as small, an ES >0.5 as medium and an ES>0.8 as large). 
10 ES ≈ 0.64 i.e. a medium sized difference. 
11 ES ≈ 1.6 – i.e. a large difference.  Note that the author regarded all these differences as “not 
very large”. 
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Empowerment requires people to realise that they are 
responsible for their own safety, and accept that they 
themselves can do what is necessary to successfully manage 
the threat of fire. They need to overcome the learned 
helplessness promoted by inaccurate and sensationalised 
media reporting of wildfires. They also need to have the 
knowledge and skills to develop their own strategies, and 
they need the technical and resource support to enable them 
to implement those strategies. (Boura, 1998b, p. 8) 


Additionally, it is argued that Fireguard is designed to facilitate a partnership 
between the fire agency and the community.  Fireguard is viewed as not just an 
education program. Rather it provides a framework for emergency services to interact 
with high risk communities throughout the emergency management process - 
prevention, preparation, response and recovery. In this way Fireguard is viewed as 
“fundamentally different from other ‘education’ programs, which are seen as limited to 
provision of prevention or preparedness messages (Boura, 1998b, p. 10). 


Finally, it is argued that this evolving partnership placed members of fireguard 
groups in a unique relationship with fire agencies during an event and results in 
increased trust of agency decisions and activities. 


Community Fireguard groups are in a unique position to 
interact with emergency managers during a wildfire. Not 
only does the education phase give them the knowledge 
necessary to appreciate the issues of emergency 
management, but their history of working with local CFA 
brigades and staff, and personnel from local government and 
public authorities to solve fire safety issues has built up 
confidence and trust (Boura 1998, p. 10). 


These expectations of the Fireguard program at the group and community level 
have, however, not been explicitly validated by research findings.  There is, for example, 
no specific evidence that ‘empowerment’ is a critical causal factor in group success (e.g. 
that those groups formed on the basis of local initiatives and managed by community 
members are more successful compared with those initiated and possibly directed by 
agency personnel) and, similarly, no information about the specific nature of the 
hypothesised agency/community partnership arrangements and how this partnership 
leads to the increased trust in the fire and other agency staff and activities. 


A Theory Model for the Community Fireguard Program  


A tentative program theory model for the Community Fireguard program that 
incorporates the more salient of the causal links proposed in the evaluation is presented 
in Figure 7. 
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Context – High fire-risk localities throughout Victoria.  Possible community concern about 
fire safety and/or dissatisfaction with local government etc. arrangements 


Agency / 
community 
partnership 


Education 
component of 
initial group 
meetings 


Agency initiates 
and provides 
support and 
professional 
facilitation of 
group 


Community trust 
in agency fire 
advice & 
management 


Householders 
overcome feelings 
of helplessness 
and gain 
confidence that 
they can take 
necessary safety 
actions 


Interaction with 
agency response 
staff and 
volunteers 


Empowerment of 
householders and 
community to take 
responsibility for 
bushfire safety 


Increased knowledge 
and skills about fire 
behaviour, planning, 
preparedness etc. 


Improved 
planning, more 
sophisticated 
preparedness and 
safer response to 
a fire event  


Figure 7: A tentative program theory model for Community Fireguard 
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12. Community Fire Units 


Community Fire Units (CFUs) are volunteer teams of local residents organised and 
trained under the aegis of the New South Wales Fire Brigades (NSWFB) and, more 
recently, the Australian Capital Territory Fire Brigade.  CFUs have both a preparedness 
and first response role in relation to bushfire and they have been classified as a Localised 
Community Engagement / Education Activity / Program. A case study that, inter alia, 
focussed on the context, causal processes, outcomes and unintended consequences of 
the CFUs for individual members and communities is reported by Lowe, Haynes and 
Byrne (2008).  Some additional information for this summary was drawn from the 
NSWFB Community Fire Units Brochure (http://www.fire.nsw.gov.au). 


Evaluation Methods 


A multi-method approach was used (Lowe et al., 2008, p. 21) including interviews 
with agency personnel, a questionnaire survey of 670 CFU members, a questionnaire 
survey of the general public and four focus groups with CFU members.  The published 
report relies largely on the CFU member survey and focus groups. 


Program Background and Rationale 


The New South Wales Fire Brigades is an urban fire and rescue service with 
responsibility for fire emergencies in the major cities and towns of the state.  The service 
is responsible for fires in urban interface localities in these major cities and towns and 
thus has a significant bushfire fighting capability. Aside from CFU members it is a fully 
professional service with no volunteer fire brigades.  The CFU program is a unique 
approach in Australia in that it is designed to combine household preparedness and first-
response/mopping-up activities and might be best described as a “hybrid volunteer 
system” (Lowe et al., 2008, p. 23). 


Members of CFUs are local volunteers and have the task of protecting their 
properties in their specific designated locality (e.g. a street section or cul-de-sac) from an 
initial bushfire attack (ember attack) and spot fires prior to the arrival of a NSWFB 
response team.  CFUs also assist with mopping up operations after the fire front has 
passed.  Members are fully insured and provided with protective clothing and 20 hours of 
training from the NSWFB.  The training covers bushfire knowledge, safe house care and 
gardening practices, household planning and preparation, operating basic fire fighting 
equipment and mopping up operations.  A typical CFU team is made up of 6 to 12 
members and, when trained, is provided with a trailer or fixed cabinet of basic fire 
fighting equipment and protective clothing.  Local NSWFB stations provide ongoing 
training of units. 


The CFU program commenced in New South Wales in 1994.  Membership and the 
number of units has grown quite rapidly and steadily from that time.  As of May 2007 
there were 330 units with approximately 6,000 members throughout the state. 


Context 


CFUs were developed specifically for the urban interface context of NSW cities and 
larger towns where it was believed that there was a less well developed “sense of 
community responsibility” than in rural areas and a “greater reliance on agency or 
government support in times of crisis” (Lowe et al., 2008, p. 23).  Additionally, the socio-
economic characteristics of many urban interface localities meant that potential 
volunteers were not able to make a large time commitment to an organisation such as 
that required for membership of a volunteer fire brigade.  The CFU model was thus 
designed to provide urban interface communities with “a level of self-reliance with a 


Page 38 of 55 







Evaluating the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire 


minimum of commitment”.  Urban interface regions are expanding rapidly into rural 
areas in New South Wales and are subject to quickly developing fires with the potential 
to overrun available fire fighting resources (Lowe et al., 2008, p. 23).  Localities that 
were targeted by the NSWFB for development of CFUs included streets that had a 
particular risk due to poor access, topography, or proximity to high fuel loads (Lowe et 
al., 2008, p. 29). 


It was also reported that localities with CFUs were “also likely to exhibit other 
forms of community action … such as neighbourhood watch or bushcare groups, 
suggesting an existing spirit of community action and co-operation” (Lowe et al., 2008, 
p. 29).  This increased social cohesion might be associated with the homogeneity of 
households in the locality (similarities in age, family development, background, 
community stability, shared bushfire experience) and the particular nature of the high-
risk locality (suburban cul-de-sacs on the urban fringe).  


Individual/householder Level Causal Processes and Outcomes 


Lowe et al (2008, p .29) reported that individuals involved in CFUs: 


 Recognised the high bushfire risk in their local area; 
 May have “ … felt that a declining number of fuel reduction burns in recent years 


had increased their risk …”; 
 Were likely to have been involved with bushfires in the past and to have defended 


their homes using their own resources (often shared with neighbours); 
 For some, if previously involved with bushfire, felt that the trauma had “generated 


a heightened state of anxiety” 
 If not previously involved with bushfire, were aware of the fire risk in their 


neighbourhood; 
 Felt “helpless and unsure” prior to their involvement with the CFU; 
 Had a strong motivation to protect their home and property. 


As a result of CFU membership they reported: 


 Gaining confidence in their ability to organise themselves, plan and to stay and 
defend their homes; 


 Having enhanced local knowledge (knowing each others resources, the best 
configuration of equipment for particular circumstances, status and whereabouts of 
other residents); 


 As a specific result of the fire fighting equipment, feeling more independent and 
self-reliant; 


 Feeling a greater connection with their immediate neighbours; 
 Learning to trust their neighbours; 
 Feeling that ‘looking after each other’ would become increasingly important as they 


become older; 
 Feeling that they had obtained great personal benefit from CFU membership with 


little sacrifice. 


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes  


(Lowe et al., 2008, pp. 23-24) summed up the community-level ‘theory’ of the 
CFUs succinctly as follows: 


The CFU approach is intended to empower community 
members to be proactive in the defence of their own 
properties by utilising existing social capital and local 
knowledge … as an important resource.  This … is enhanced 
by providing communities with equipment, further 
knowledge and improved social networks required to carry 
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out a limited but important role.  It is hoped that this fusion 
of expert and local skills, knowledge and networks will 
produce a more resilient urban interface. 


The CFU approach was designed to combine the top-down ‘command and control’ 
management structure that is typical of fire response agencies with bottom-up 
community involvement.  The aim is to “balance strong leadership and strict hierarchy 
with the people management skills required to maintain volunteer preparedness …” 
(Lowe et al., 2008, p. 23). 


Lowe et al (2008, pp. 29-30) suggest that the evidence from their survey and 
focus groups confirms that the formation of a CFU has led to increased community 
resilience and cohesion in a locality (connections expanding from an initial core group to 
a wider range of residents).  CFUs that had been actively involved in an incident “worked 
well together” and benefited from “understanding fire brigade operations and 
procedures”.  Successful defence of homes and property resulted from “a more detailed 
knowledge of pre-fire preparations, fire behaviour, likely ignition points and each other’s 
strengths and assets”. 


Unintended (Negative) Outcomes 


The report by  Lowe et al. (2008) is noteworthy for its clear and explicit discussion 
of a number of unintended and possibly negative outcomes of the CFU program.  These 
include, particularly: 


 A focus within the CFU on equipment operation and bushfire response to the 
possible detriment of household planning and immediate pre-event preparation 
(many survey respondents, for example, were reported to have a ‘wait and see’ 
policy in relation to evacuation, a position that is believed by fire agencies to be 
particularly disadvantageous to safety); 


 That training had not prepared members for what to expect during a real event; 
 That, particularly in the period after a major event, CFU membership could decline 


to a small ‘core’ group that might, in time, be regarded by other community 
members as an “impenetrable clique” (Lowe et al., 2008, p. 31); 


 That the agency strategy of recruiting CFUs from neighbourhoods where there is 
existing social cohesion and community groupings excludes less proactive or 
articulate neighbourhoods where the need for support and resources may be 
greater; 


 That their may be conflict between CFU members and others in the locality about 
prioritising properties to be defended and/or that the presence of a CFU in a 
neighbourhood might result in a false sense of security. 


A Theory Model for the Community Fire Unit Program  


The evaluative report on the CFUs by Lowe et al. (1008) is particularly rich in 
information relating to the context, and causal processes potentially activated when a 
Unit is formed in a specific neighbourhood.  Figure 8 represents an attempt to summarise 
the more important aspects of the program in a causal theory model. 
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 Localities with some existing community strength; individuals likely to have 
had prior fire experience and/or be aware of local risks and motivated to 
become more self-sufficient [‘Readiness’ at both individual and community 
levels.] 


 Individuals may have felt anxious, helpless and unsure about present 
circumstances. 


 Causal processes – individual 
members: 
 Local knowledge enhanced 


(‘knowing others resources etc.) 
 Increased confidence in 


organisation, planning property 
defence 


 Feel more independent, self-reliant 
 Increased connectedness with 


neighbours, trust, sense of looking 
after each other (reciprocation?) 


Program strategy: 
 Potential locality identified by fire agency 
 Agency provides 20 hours initial training at local fire station in household 


planning and protection and basic fire fighting techniques 
 On completion of training agency provides CFU with a trailer or cabinet of basic 


fire fighting equipment and personal protective clothing. 


Longer –term outcomes: 
 CFU volunteer preparedness maintained 
 Increased community resilience, cohesion, self-reliance 
 CFU functions cohesively in actual event and successfully defends properties 
But (possibly): 
 CFU members focus on equipment and fire fighting to detriment of preparedness 
 CFU over time becomes impervious clique, alienates other community members 
 Neighbourhood gets false sense of security 
 Training and resources focussed on ‘ready’ neighbourhoods leading to program 


successes. Less ‘ready’ neighbourhoods not included, miss out on needed support 
[‘creaming’?] 


 Causal processes – CFU and wider 
community: 
 Local skills, knowledge and 


networks combines with NSWFB 
expertise 


 Unit understands basic fire fighting 
operations 


 ‘Command and control’ structure 
successfully combined with 
community involvement 


 Non-members awareness 
enhanced  


 Urban fire service with no volunteer fire brigades 
 High fire-risk urban fringe localities (suburban streets, cul-de-sacs etc. 


abutting bushland) 


Context: 


 


Figure 8: A tentative program theory model for Community Fire Units 
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13. The Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren System 


Development of the Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren was classified under ‘Community 
Consultation, Collaboration & Development Approaches’ (Figure 1).  While the result of 
the activity was a local warning system, accounts of the evaluation (Betts, 2001, 2003; 
Free, n.d.) clearly show that it was primarily a community consultation and collaboration 
process. 


Evaluation Methods 


Results of a study of the community-related aspects of the Ferny Creek siren 
development have been reported by the evaluator (Betts, 2001, 2003) and a stakeholder 
(Free, n.d.).  While information on the evaluation strategy is somewhat sketchy, it 
apparently involved interviews with all members of the working group for the project, a 
questionnaire distributed to residents mid-way though the consultation phase (46 
respondents), and a follow-up residents’ questionnaire after the subsequent fire season 
(54 respondents). 


Program Background and Rationale 


A lobbying campaign by a small group of local residents followed a fire in Ferny 
Creek that was believed to be deliberately lit and in which 3 lives and 33 dwellings were 
lost.  A coronial investigation that followed the fire identified the importance of ‘early 
warning to residents in areas of particularly high fire risk’.  A working group established 
by the municipality developed a number of options for a fire alert system and a preferred 
strategy that corresponded with the resident lobby group proposal; installation of a fire 
brigade-type ‘warning’ siren.  One of the central aims of the working group was to 
“Maintain a consultative communication link with the Ferny Creek community on the 
progress of the project” (Betts, 2001, p. 4).  The consultation and communication 
strategy involved four main strategies: (a) a questionnaire to landowners in the trial 
area, (b) a residents’ meeting, (c) a door knock campaign to disseminate information 
about the alert siren and other bushfire safety issues, and (d) a community education 
campaign using a community newsletter (“On the Alert”).  Additionally, information on 
the progress of the trial was circulated to local news papers and radio stations, a forum 
for residents was held prior to the next fire season and a Community Safety Fair was 
held. 


Context 


Ferny Creek is a township on the north-western side of the Dandenong Ranges 
approx. 35 K to the east the Melbourne CBD.  There were reported to be a total of 680 
households in the locality in the 1996 national census.  Ferny Creek is a high fire-risk 
peri-urban setting.  The residential sub-division is adjacent to the Dandenong Ranges 
National Park that includes spectacular Mountain Ash forest and tree fern gullies.  
Additionally, the residential locality faces in a direction that is vulnerable to hot, dry 
summer winds and contains a topographic feature, referred to by locals as the Devils 
Chimney, which can funnel and concentrate these potentially damaging winds (Free, 
n.d.).   


Individual/householder Level Outcomes 


A follow-up survey of residents indicated that the majority (72%) had a 'thorough 
knowledge of the fire alert siren and that they had sufficient opportunities to comment on 
its introduction” (Betts, 2001, p. 6). The local municipality newsletter was identified by 
77% of respondents as the means by which they kept themselves informed about the 
project; informal communication was also identified as significant. Approximately 43% of 
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respondents to the survey rated the siren of 'high importance' to them and 39% of 
'medium importance'.  In contrast, 68% of respondents believed that the siren would be 
'extremely valuable' or 'very valuable' to the community while 38% believed it would be 
of high value to the community but of little influence to their own bushfire response.  It 
was reported that the combination of the alert siren and community education 
information supported the development of individual/householder bushfire survival plans. 


Data also suggested a trend towards safer behaviour during a bushfire.  Seventy-
nine percent of respondents indicated that they would put their bushfire survival plan in 
place after hearing the alert siren (an increase from 28%).  There was also a reduction of 
50% in those indicating that they would leave their home on hearing the siren (Free, 
n.d.).  Taken together these findings suggest a quite substantial increase in the number 
of householders reporting that they would follow the core recommendation of the ‘stay-
go’ policy (stay and defend a prepared property). 


Community-level/Organisational Outcomes 


Very little explicit data are reported for outcomes at the community and/or 
organisational levels.  It is reported that the results of one follow-up survey “… identified 
the significant role of informal communication (social networks of friends and neighbours) 
…” but there is no indication that this important facet of community resilience was 
changed by the community consultation intervention (Betts, 2001, p. 6).  There is also 
discussion of the role of community engagement in social trust and building partnerships.  
It is indicated that “the evaluation findings confirmed the complexity of this process” but, 
again, not that the consultation process may have improved aspects of social trust and 
partnerships in the community. 


Causal Processes 


The evaluation identified that the critical leadership role of the Mayor and 
commitment of working group members throughout the process were positive 
contributions to progress.  Recognition by the working group of community demand was 
reported to have resulted in a shift in working group attitudes from 'antagonism to 
acceptance' of the concept of a warning siren.  Thus the project “… provided a clear 
example of community engagement whereby residents confirmed that their voice was 
heard” (Betts, 2001, p. 8).  Further, the effectiveness of “a cooperative partnering 
process between multiple agencies and the community” was highlighted, particularly in 
achieving an appropriate balance between expressed community need and agency 
policies.  The positive role of community education in improving the nature of the 
potential household response to a bushfire alert (to stay and defend a prepared property) 
was also highlighted while the potential unintended outcome of late evacuation was 
recognised. 


In summary, while proposing that "A successful integrated alert system requires 
the development of shared meaning and expectations between stakeholders including the 
community" the evaluation report observed that "Currently there is a wide range of 
meanings and expectations of the Ferny Creek fire alert system" (Betts, 2001, p. 7).  
This 'wide range of meanings and expectations' might be seen as a potential constraint 
on successful implementation of the siren as an effective early alert system.  No intra-
community interactions with these causal processes were reported. 


A Theory Model for the Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren  


Based on the studies reviewed an initial model of the main causal processes and 
outcomes identified is presented in Figure 9. 
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Context – high fire-risk urban fringe locality – recent loss of life and property to bushfire –
concerned local residents lobby government and agencies for an effective fire alert system 


Community engagement & consultation 


Community education (community 
meetings, door knock, newsletter) 


Balance between expressed community need for a warning system and agency policy 
achieved. 


Working group accepts expressed community need for an effective warning system. 


System re-conceptualised as an ‘alert’  


Community trusts working group solution 


Alert siren successfully implemented 


Shared meaning of an alert – among community members - between agency and 
community generated (actually achieved?)  


Residents respond appropriately to alert by safely enacting their household plans 


Multi-agency / community partnership formed and supported by strong advocate and 
working group 


  


Figure 9: A tentative program theory model for the Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren 
community consultation 


14. Synthesis 


Reviewing the available evaluative studies of community EAE activities and 
programs for bushfire in Australia has been a challenging task.  The studies were quite 
diverse, varying considerably in detail and methodological rigour.  While some explicitly 
utilised mixed-method approaches (e.g. surveys, individual interviews, focus groups, 
expert appraisal etc.) others were more-or-less anecdotal studies for which the data 
gathering and analysis methods used were not clearly apparent.  However all contained a 
rich discussion of the actual or potential causal processes that were activated by the 
initiative and that, potentially, resulted in the desired outcomes.  Additionally, for many, 
a useful description of the context of the program could be derived, either from the study 
itself or from other sources (e.g. municipal or state government websites).  It is also 
interesting to note that a number of the studies, in one way or another, were either 
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based on an explicit theory of causal processes and desired outcomes or had the 
development of a theory model of the activity as an objective of the investigation. 


An explicit aim of realist or theory-based research synthesis and review is the 
generation of preliminary configurations of contexts, mechanisms and outcomes for the 
general kind of initiative being studied. 


So, for example, in order to evaluate whether a training 
program reduces unemployment (O), a realist would 
examine its underlying mechanisms (M) (e.g. have the skills 
and motivation changed?) and its contiguous contexts C 
(e.g. are there local skill shortages and employment 
opportunities?).  Realist evaluation is thus all about 
hypothesising and testing such CMO configurations Pawson 
et al. (2004, p. 2, emphasis added). 


And further: 


Realist evaluation asks of a programme, ‘What works for 
whom in what circumstances, in what respects and how’? 
Realist review carries exactly the same objective, namely 
program theory refinement.  What the policy maker should 
expect is knowledge of some of the many choices to be 
made in delivering a particular service and some insights 
into why they have succeeded and/or failed in previous 
incarnations (Pawson et al., 2004, p. 3, emphasis in 
original). 


A summary program theory model is presented in Figure 10 as a first step towards 
a full synthesis of knowledge about the effectiveness of community EAE programs for 
bushfire.  While it is arranged in a context-mechanism-outcome sequence, the model 
does not, at this stage, contain specific CMO configurations as envisaged by Pawson and 
colleagues.  It is anticipated that these specific configurations will be generated when the 
results of planned selective reviews of overseas EAE programs and the case studies 
presently being conducted by the research team are incorporated into the review. 


The summary model in Figure 10 is based on those aspects of the theory models 
reconstructed for each initiative that were judged to be the more salient in (potentially) 
generating the desired outcomes of the community safety approach.  Overall, there 
appeared to by a very high level of agreement and coherence between the results and 
discussion of the available studies; both across the studies themselves, and with the 
principles, recommend strategies, processes and desired outcomes of the community 
safety approach reviewed in the early sections of this report.  This was particularly the 
case in relation to the recommended processes and desired outcomes for individuals, 
households and communities.  Two initiatives, however, involved explicit agency-agency 
and agency-community partnerships (the Ferny Creek Alert Siren and the Moondarrah 
Fire Information Unit) and both were reported to have resulted in increased community 
trust and effective collaboration (between the fire agency and the municipality in the 
case of the Ferny Creek Siren and between the fire and land management agencies in the 
case of the FIU).  What is lacking from the studies is any explicit indication of the way 
the implementation of these various initiatives may be influencing on-going and 
developing government and agency policy for community safety (although some of the 
initiatives are mentioned as examples of good practice in the various government reports 
reviewed in the first phase of this investigation). 
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 intra-organisational relationships (e.g. response/community engagement officers) 
 agency/community relationships (e.g. with local brigade or community fire unit) 


 Prior level of engagement/interest in issue (resistant, motivated, active) 
 inter-organisational relationships during planning/implementation (e.g. partnerships 


between response agency, land management agency, local government) 


 the nature of past and present events (recency, duration, phase (mitigation, 
preparedness, response, recovery) 


 locality (urban fringe, rural township, rural) 
 livelihood/lifestyle (commuter, small land-holder, farmer) 
 community (existing ties, local organisations, local advocates, diversity – CALD, 


disabled, older residents) 


Diverse contexts are important in determining the appropriateness and success of 
specific community EAE initiatives for bushfire.  These include: 


Context 


 


Confirmation and re-assessment 


Residents actively seek confirming and 
additional information (e.g. when a warning 
is received, when a safety strategy is 
recommended) from both formal and 
informal sources and, where appropriate, 
re-assess and re-negotiate their planning, 
preparation, and response options. 


Residents individually and collaboratively within families develop plans, prepare their properties 
and respond safely during an event (leave early or actively defend their property).  Residents 
share their response plans with neighbours and agency personnel, support each other 
(including vulnerable community members) and act as a group where appropriate. 


Planning, preparation and safe response 


Residents get to know neighbours and 
other community members better, 
understand their needs and capacities, 
learn from their skills and experiences, 
collaborate during an emergency, and 
generate a shared understanding of 
agency advice and warning messages. 


Community involvement and 
collaboration 


A consistent message from fire agencies is that they cannot necessarily defend every property 
during an event.  Programs generate trust in agencies to give credible advice, listen to and 
respect local knowledge, make sound decisions that respect local concerns, and do their best in 
challenging circumstances.  Residents also develop confidence and trust in their own capacity 
to plan, prepare and defend their property and, where appropriate, assist in their community. 


Trust and Self-confidence 


Engagement 


Individuals, households and families in bushfire prone localities in Australia are not necessarily 
strongly engaged with the risks and suitable safety responses.  Programs actively engage their 
interest and motivation to enable participants, individually and collectively, to think through 
and discuss issues, form the intention to take appropriate action, and plan and make 
appropriate choices. Strategies that encourage engagement include well-presented visual 
materials, ‘first-hand’ accounts, well-organised authoritative presenters, personal contact and 
‘localising’ content to the participants’ context.  


Figure 10: A preliminary theory model of community engagement/education initiatives 
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Context 


A notable feature of the summary theory model is the richness and diversity of the 
contexts that are discussed or implied in the evaluations.  These differences in context 
range across: 


 The geographic locality, including its fire history, the characteristics of individuals, 
households and families in the locality, and the extent to which they are linked by 
informal ties and more formal social networks and organisations [that, when 
present, might constitute the locality as a community (Pacioni, 2005; Walmsley, 
2006)]; 


 The agencies involved in program implementation and their relationships (informal 
and formal partnerships); and 


 The prior nature of any relationships between these agencies, partnerships and the 
community. 


Additionally, there is some evidence from the studies reviewed that elements of 
this context interact with the nature of the initiative such that the initiative might only 
generate its anticipated outcomes if those elements are present.  This evidence is 
sketchy at present, however, and considerably more analysis is required to make it more 
systematic. For example, the evaluation of the Street FireWise program in New South 
Wales highlighted the role played by a combination of geographic and socio-demographic 
characteristics of a neighbourhood (small townships with a pattern of side streets, parks 
etc.) in facilitating the specific format of the intervention (a Saturday street meeting) and 
providing a clientele that is potentially receptive to the content of the meeting.  Similarly, 
the study of the Moondarrah FIU suggests that ‘during event’ community engagement 
initiatives that are built around a ‘suite’ of activities including community meetings, 
street walks, information points, school visits etc. are best suited to longer-running fires. 


Causal Processes 


The causal processes highlighted in the model are Engagement, Trust and Self-
confidence, Confirmation and Reassessment, and Community Involvement and 
Collaboration.  Engagement (of individuals, households, families and community groups) 
with the program messages and ideas is the first challenge in the development of a 
successful community safety initiative for bushfire.  Engagement is a broad idea that 
includes individual curiosity and interest, and the motivation to learn more, think 
carefully and form the intention to commence appropriate planning and preparation 
activities.  Various strategies for gaining and maintaining attention are discussed in the 
studies reviewed.  Perhaps the most clear-cut recommendations from these studies is 
that, to activate engagement, fire safety activities and materials should be: (a)  localised, 
that is to say, carefully and explicitly adapted or tailored for the locality and community; 
and (b) visually attractive, with simple explanatory images not overburdened by text. 


The generation of Trust and Self-confidence is proposed to result from successful  
Engagement.  Residents need to be assisted to overcome possible initial hostility to 
agencies and their staff - “why bother talking to you, no one ever gets back to us” 
(Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d.) - so that agencies can be seen to 
be offering credible advice, that negotiated solutions continue to be accepted, and that 
agencies with finite resources can be seen to be making sound decisions, taking co-
ordinated action and thus doing their best for communities that are threatened by fire.  
Trust also suggests the idea that residents believe they can rely on themselves, their 
families and their neighbours in the event of bushfire; that they come to believe in the 
efficacy of what they know and have learnt, and understand their own and others’ 
capacities and limitations so that they have the confidence to make decisions that are 
appropriate for themselves and their families and to put those decisions in to action. 
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The studies by Rhodes of Bushfire Blitz and Rhormann of media-based approaches 
both suggest that the process of seeking Confirmation and Elaboration of information 
that is received from media or in face-to-face events and the use of this information to 
confirm or re-assess and re-negotiate prior decisions is a critical causal process at the 
individual and household level.  Confirmation, elaboration, re-assessment and re-
negotiation can be supported by both formal and informal sources of information and it is 
very likely in some communities that informal sources of information may be critical for 
this process, particularly during an event (Goodman, Healey, & Boulet, 2007).  While the 
theory that these processes are critical for successful planning and preparation and an 
effective and timely response is plausibly argued there is only scattered evidence in the 
studies reviewed that they are actively and consciously supported and encouraged in 
community EAE materials and activities (exceptions include the insertion of ‘workbook’ 
sections in fire awareness and preparedness booklets, the encouragement of ‘two-way’ 
interaction in street corner and other community meetings rather than didactic 
presentations, and the acknowledgement of the importance of one-one-one meetings 
with residents following community meetings in the Moondarrah FIU study. 


Community-level processes including collaboration with neighbours, generation of 
shared understandings of the nature of the threat in a locality and of any alert messages, 
and collaborative decision-making and action were hypothesised in the preliminary 
program theory model for this investigation (Figure 2) to be ‘otherwise-also-does’ 
processes (i.e. possible unintended positive outcomes of an activity that was primarily 
concerned with response at the individual level).  It is, however, clearly apparent that 
some programs, in quite different ways, actively seek to encourage community-level 
engagement, decision-making and collaborative action as a primary causal process.  
These programs include, for example, to on-going community group programs such as 
Community Fireguard where groups, having completed the ‘formal program’ over the first 
four or five meetings are encouraged then to consider specific community characteristics 
and needs and to explore the development of local solutions such as setting up a 
telephone tree.  Similarly, while the possibility of the Street FireWise program leading on 
to the formation of formal on-going groups was abandoned as an objective there was 
evidence that informal groups had been formed and were, indeed, being assisted by 
agency volunteers. 


Outcomes 


The expert consultation conducted by Rhodes and Reinholtd  prior to the series of 
evaluation studies of Bushfire Blitz (Rhodes, 2001, 2003) identified a comprehensive list 
of the specific short/medium term outcomes at the individual/household level that might 
be achieved through community safety initiatives.  They were: 


 Awareness and recognition of the wildfire risk; 
 Knowledge of fire behaviour and fire safety measures; 
 Planning for the event of fire; 
 Physical preparations of property and household; and 
 Psychological readiness involving confidence and self-reliance (reported by Rhodes, 


2003, p. 1, emphasis added). 


Positive reports of outcomes across the full spectrum identified by Rhodes and 
Reinholtd were found in the review.  For example: 


 In Rhormann’s studies of media materials, respondents reported positive views of 
printed materials (in particular a longer workbook-style booklet), television 
advertisements relating to bushfire safety and some agency websites. 


 The Moondarra FIU was positively regarded for the value of advice provided at the 
community meetings and the face-to-face contact and opportunity to talk and ask 
questions on an individual basis following community briefings. Residents also 
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valued the up-to-date knowledge about the fire and being listened to, taken 
seriously, cared about, and supported by the FIU team. 


 In Rhodes’ studies of Bushfire Blitz, residents who had attended meetings 
previously and during the current fire season had higher levels of knowledge about 
bushfire compared (in order) with those who attended during the current season 
but had not attended previously, those who had attended previously but not during 
the current season and, finally, those who had never attended a meeting.  A 
similar pattern was observed for self-reported levels of bushfire preparation (both 
outcomes were measured by multi-item indices).  These differences were found to 
be statistically significant. 


 Gilbert’s study of the Street FireWise program reported residents who attended 
increased their awareness and understanding of bushfire risk. These increases 
were mediated by processes such as building on existing resident knowledge, 
changing misconceptions, introducing new ideas, contextualising issues to the local 
situation, generating resident understanding of how they can contribute to 
mitigation, and generating a clearer understanding of the role of the local fire 
brigade. 


 Rohrmann’s evaluation of Community Fireguard reported that, compared with non-
participants, Fireguard members (a) were more likely to accept responsibility for 
bushfire preparedness and safety rather than seeing this as predominantly a fire 
agency task, (b) rated their overall bushfire preparedness higher, and (c) 
undertook more preparedness actions.  A comparison of two newly formed 
Fireguard groups against two groups of non-participating residents from the same 
areas showed that the view that the fire agency was responsible for fire safety 
decreased in the Fireguard group over an initial six-month period of membership 
more than it did in the comparison group.  Additionally, the number of 
preparedness actions taken by the new Fireguard members increased significantly.  
More specifically, the greatest change was observed for “joint planning with 
neighbours” and “writing down planning for bushfire events”. 


 Among other outcomes, Lowe et al (2008) reported that individuals involved in 
Community Fire Units (CFUs) (a) gained confidence in their ability to organise 
themselves, plan and to stay and defend their homes, (b) had enhanced local 
knowledge (knowing each others resources, the best configuration of equipment 
for particular circumstances, status and whereabouts of other residents), (c) felt 
more independent and self-reliant, (d) felt a greater connection with their 
immediate neighbours, had learnt to trust their neighbours, felt that ‘looking after 
each other’ would become increasingly important as they become older and (e) felt 
that they had obtained great personal benefit from CFU membership with little 
sacrifice. 


 From the evaluation reports on the process that resulted in the installation of the 
Ferny Creek Fire Alert system it was concluded that (among other outcomes) the 
consultation process and siren installation had resulted in a trend towards safer 
behaviour during a bushfire.  On a follow-up survey 79% of respondents indicated 
that they would put their bushfire survival plan in place after hearing the alert 
siren (an increase from 28%) while there was a reduction of 50% in those 
indicating that they would leave their home on hearing the siren.  Taken together 
these findings suggest a quite substantial increase in the number of householders 
reporting that they would follow the core recommendation of the ‘stay-go’ policy. 


Positive program outcomes at the community level were less frequently reported, 
the following, however, are indicative of the potential impact of community-based 
activities: 


 Early in the establishment of the Moondarra FIU a decision was made to take a 
community engagement approach to encourage the development of lasting 
positive relationships with the community.  The case study suggests that the 
community meetings were a critical link with the community and that the portrayal 
of the fire as a ‘community fire’ (and not an ‘agency fire’) was “a very powerful 
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message” (Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 3).  Early in the 
fire period it became apparent that the community at one township (where the FIU 
was based) was “using the meetings to check on community wellbeing after 
difficult nights and pass on local messages”.  At the meetings, residents were 
encouraged to look out for others, to visit neighbours to see if they needed help, 
and to share information gained at the meetings as a way to contribute.  A 
shopkeeper from one of the townships commented that “The community updates 
helped me to help others” (Department of Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 
4). 


 Lowe et al (2008, pp. 29-30) suggest that the evidence from their study confirms 
that the formation of a CFU in a locality led to increased community resilience and 
cohesion (connections expanding from an initial core group to a wider range of 
residents).  CFUs that had been actively involved in an incident “worked well 
together” and benefited from “understanding fire brigade operations and 
procedures”.  Further, successful defence of homes and property resulted from “a 
more detailed knowledge of pre-fire preparations, fire behaviour, likely ignition 
points and each other’s strengths and assets”. 


15. Conclusion 


Contrary to the sceptical view that very little in community education, awareness 
and engagement initiatives for natural hazards ‘works’12, this preliminary synthesis of 
evaluation studies clearly suggests that programs across the broad spectrum of ‘top-
down’ to ‘bottom-up’ activities have the potential to achieve positive outcomes at both 
the ‘individual’ (resident, household, family) and community levels. 


Three particular challenges in implementing the community safety approach are, 
however, apparent.  Firstly, as mentioned above, the critical importance of context in 
successful program implementation is clearly evident.  A specific aspect of context that 
has only recently been consciously addressed is community diversity.  There is, perhaps, 
a tendency for community EAE activities for bushfire to be ‘one size fits all’ activities.  
There have been some recent initiatives that have explicitly considered aspects of 
community diversity, for example a post-fire interview study and follow-up community 
forums focussed on the needs of disabled residents in regional Victoria and the 
translation of printed brochures into a range of community languages.  But the increasing 
trend towards technology-based communication solutions suggests that the diversity of 
the Australian community is still an important challenge for Australian emergency 
management agencies. 


Secondly, from an agency perspective, it is clearly important that a consistent and 
coherent message of planning and preparation for bushfire is disseminated to 
householders and communities, and, where community members are engaged in 
response activities, that a shared understanding of necessary ‘command and control’ 
structures in generated and accepted (as stressed, for example, in the Community Fire 
Units program). The community safety approach, however, entails acknowledging that 
communities will adapt and perhaps re-invent this message both to fit it to their own 
setting and to achieve a measure of control of it. The importance that both agency and 
community groups accorded the concept Greater Community Ownership and 
Responsibility for Bushfire Safety in the concept mapping study suggests a critical task 
for policy institutions, agencies and communities: to seek to achieve greater community 
engagement with and responsibility for bushfire safety while encouraging appropriate 
agencies to continue to provide expert professional support through relevant policy 
principles and objectives and the institutional arrangements, broad strategies and 
programs necessary to implement them. 


                                                 
12 See, for example, Paton (2003) and Paton, Kelly, Burgelt, & Doherty (2006). 
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Finally, if the length and complexity of the causal chains between a community 
safety activity and the desired medium-term outcomes of planning and physical and 
psychological preparedness is carefully considered it becomes evident that a single 
stand-alone initiative is unlikely to achieve all the desired changes.  This suggests that 
the careful selection and integration of a small suite of initiatives and strategies that are, 
for example, focussed sequentially on generating Engagement, Trust and Self-
confidence, Confirmation and Re-assessment and Community involvement and 
Collaboration may be more successful than any individual stand-alone initiative.  An 
overarching program theory that linked different activities and programs to these 
different outcomes in a manner similar to that derived from Rhormann’s model of the 
stages in the risk communication process (see Figure 3) would, we believe, greatly 
facilitate this development.  
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Section One – Introduction. 


 


Context 


An approach from the Blue Mountains Rural Fire Service (RFS) for an 


evaluation of their Street FireWise community education program prompted 


its inclusion in Project C7 of the Bushfire CRC: Development of an 


Evaluation Framework for Community Safety Policy and Programs for 


Bushfire. The work is of mutual benefit to both parties, with the evaluation 


serving as a useful case study of a community education program in a high-


risk area for the C7 team, whilst helping to assess whether Street FireWise 


has been achieving its intended outcomes over the past five years in the 


Blue Mountains. It is anticipated that the findings will help to shape the 


program over the next five years in line with the review of the Bushfire Risk 


Management Plan, which is currently taking place. 


 


Studies of existing community education programs related to the risk from 


bushfires are vital in increasing the understanding of how various types of 


community education initiatives work in order to deliver more effective 


programs with desirable outcomes. There are several examples within the 


Australian context of assessments of specific programs, such as an 


evaluation of Victoria’s Bushfire Blitz (Country Fire Authority, 2001). These 


studies have helped to highlight some of the ways in which key information 


can be imparted to residents in high bushfire risk areas that encourages 


them to become more prepared. They have also drawn attention to some of 


the many challenges faced by fire agencies in attempting to achieve their 


desired outcomes. This project offered the opportunity to add to this body 


of understanding and apply a particular approach to the evaluation which 


has been used widely in other spheres and which is an important 


component of the overall evaluation framework that Project C7 is 


developing.  


 


The Blue Mountains 


The City of the Blue Mountains is located to the west of Sydney and 


comprises of twenty-six settlements along the Great Western Highway and 


its hinterland, with a population of about seventy-seven thousand people. It 
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is an area of great diversity, not only in terms of its geography but also 


socially and demographically. The settlements range from isolated dwellings 


in a rural setting to established towns with a suburban design and function. 


Its proximity to Sydney means that there are a large percentage of city 


commuters residing in the region as well as less transient populations. A 


large amount of the properties have a bush interface with the national park 


and the topography contributes to the vulnerability of the area in the event 


of a bushfire. The fire history of the area has seen regular major fires 


affecting parts of the Blue Mountains. Most recently, in 2002, the Mt Hall 


Fire affected the central part of the district. It is estimated by the Blue 


Mountains RFS that about a quarter of the region’s population live in high-


risk areas.     


 


Street FireWise 


Given the vulnerability of a large section of the population to the risk of 


bushfires it is vital that communities have the necessary knowledge and 


awareness of the bushfire risk in the context of their region. Street FireWise 


is a community education program developed by the Blue Mountains Rural 


Fire Service (RFS) that seeks to address such issues through running 


meetings and delivering key messages about bushfires and bushfire safety. 


The program was piloted in 2000 and has run every fire season since. 


Initially it was called Bushfire Wise but was re-branded in 2004 as Street 


FireWise (SFW). For the purposes of this paper it is referred to as SFW 


throughout. A total of one hundred and two SFW meetings have taken place 


in the past five years and attendance records indicate that over one 


thousand residents have attended. Although it is worth bearing in mind that 


this figure is likely to be distorted by people who have been to more than 


one meeting either in a single year or over successive years. 


  


The initial concept for SFW originated from the Bushfire Blitz street meeting 


program that had been developed by the Country Fire Authority (CFA) in 


Victoria. The format and content of the meetings have been considerably 


revised over the past five years in an attempt to make the program work 


more effectively in the context of the Blue Mountains. However, the basic 


premise of SFW remains similar. It involves local brigades targeting high-
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risk communities at a very local level (e.g. one or two streets) and 


delivering a flexible scripted presentation to the residents with the 


opportunity for questions and interaction. The content is intended to be 


locally relevant and cover a range of issues and options available to people 


in order to help them deal with the bushfire risk more effectively.  


 


Background 


The SFW program is part of a broader suite of community education 


programs and activities run by the Blue Mountains RFS, both at a macro 


and micro level. Other initiatives include awareness campaigns through the 


media and talks at schools. These all come under the New South Wales RFS 


banner of FireWise. Much of the information, for example bushfire 


information brochures and leaflets, is developed at the state level and used 


accordingly in the Blue Mountains. There are also inter-agency initiatives, 


such as Community Fire Units, which add still further to the melting pot of 


programs under the community education banner. Clearly there are benefits 


and disadvantages with each of the various programs. For instance, whilst a 


media campaign helps to get key information to a wide audience, evidence 


suggests that in the context of increasing people’s preparedness for bushfire 


such methods are ineffective (Robinson, 2003). Other far more intensive 


education formats such as the CFA’s Community Fire Guard have been 


found to be much more successful in leading to appropriate behavioural 


change amongst participants (Boura, 1998). The drawback is that the 


program gets to a far smaller number of people and is resource intensive. 


Therefore, decisions had to be made by the Community Education Group of 


the Blue Mountains RFS1 about how they could most effectively reach the 


appropriate audience and achieve the necessary intended outcomes. 


 


The Community Education Group saw SFW as a way of bridging the macro 


and micro divides by bringing a very localised initiative to more of a ‘mass’ 


audience. In doing so it enables the local RFS brigades in the Blue 


Mountains to get the key messages about bushfire safety and preparedness 


to a relatively large number of residents but in a contextually appropriate 


                                                 
1 A group comprising of volunteer representatives from many of the Blue Mountains RFS brigades who decide on the 
direction and policy of community education strategies in the region.   
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manner. Resource constraints and the disappointing take up of Community 


Fire Guard in the first couple of years of SFW meant that the Blue 


Mountains RFS did not persist with it. They determined that the local street 


meeting format was the best option in the Blue Mountains, given the 


resources available and the experiences of the first couple of years. It was 


also realised that the geographic enormity of some more remote parts of 


the region necessitated that not all meetings could be carried out on street 


corners. In these cases the Community Education Group adopted 


Community Meetings, which followed the same format and script as the 


Street Meetings but took place at a convenient local meeting point (such as 


the village hall or local brigade hall). 


 


Therefore, SFW over time developed its own specific modus operandi and 


set of priorities. This is mainly focused on raising individual awareness of 


the bushfire risk and helping people to understand the value in greater self-


reliance. The program is still very much evolving with variations of the 


program being devised by presenters and local brigade captains to better 


suit the specific contextual needs of their area. Yet a fundamental program 


logic does exist that underpins SFW and is central to the success or 


otherwise of the program.  


 


Program Logic / Program Theory 


The program logic details the hierarchy of outcomes for the SFW program 


ranging from the initial program outputs through to the ultimate outcome of 


sustainable preparedness in the form of a matrix. It also identifies 


assumptions corresponding to the outcomes that may affect their successful 


attainment (Funnell, 1997). It is a vital component in developing the 


program theory for this project as it can then be compared with the actual 


delivery of SFW as treatment to determine how effectively the program is 


being implemented and where any weaknesses in the program lie. 


Furthermore, it can then be used as the basis for exploring the causal 


processes that lead to the successful working of the program and identify 


the mechanisms that help to trigger the desired behavioural changes in the 


appropriate context (Rhodes and Odgers, 2003). A theory-based approach 


to evaluations has become increasingly popular as it provides a method that 
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helps people to “understand how and why a program works or fails to work” 


(Weiss, 1997). This realistic evaluation approach to the research can 


therefore help to determine which outcomes work, how and in what 


circumstances (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). The evaluation aims to achieve 


this by answering three main questions:  


• What is the existing program logic? 


• How is the program being implemented as a treatment? 


• Has the program worked as planned and achieved the intended 


outcomes? 


 


Methodology  


A large amount of qualitative data was collected using semi-structured, 


face-to-face interviews with a range of people in the Blue Mountains. An 


interview schedule was used to guide the conversation but where 


interesting and useful points emerged these were pursued further. Brigade 


captains, SFW presenters and residents from a cross-spectrum of the 


twenty-six townships and villages that make up the Blue Mountains were 


interviewed. In addition, discussions took place with key members of the 


Blue Mountains RFS Community Education Group to further elucidate 


aspects of the program. A range of resources provided by the Blue 


Mountains RFS were also utilised, such as the findings of the report into the 


pilot program, to add additional insights and rigour to the research. 


Qualitative data analysis techniques were then utilised to identify the key 


themes in the responses. The data was reduced to a series of matrices and 


summaries and then combined to provide an analysis incorporating various 


perspectives on key aspects of the evaluation questions.    


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 







SFW Evaluation 


 - 8 - 


Section Two – What is the existing SFW program logic? 


 


Hierarchy of Outcomes 


As has already been alluded to in the introduction, SFW evolved out of a 


gradual refinement of the CFA’s Bushfire Blitz program into a contextually 


specific treatment for residents in high-risk areas of the Blue Mountains. In 


examining the program theory that has developed out of this process, the 


key outcomes of the program need to be determined. These outcomes 


range from the initial outputs, without which any of the proceeding targets 


can be reached, through to the ultimate objectives of the program. Through 


discussions with the Blue Mountains RFS, eight main outcomes were 


identified as being the essence of the program divided into three sub-


groups: initial outcomes, intermediate outcomes, and ultimate outcomes. 


 


Initial Outcomes 


The initial outcomes are those that are prerequisite to the program 


treatment successfully leading to the desired behavioural change. 


Therefore, in order for residents to be able to participate, the local brigades 


must be willing to run the program and understand the benefit in doing so. 


Further, they must be able to target the high-risk communities in order to 


deliver the meetings in the appropriate context. Once this outcome is 


achieved then it is vital that residents are made aware that a meeting is 


taking place in their street/locality and that they are sufficiently motivated 


to attend. Once this is achieved the local brigade has a captive audience to 


whom the key messages can be delivered. The third and final outcome in 


the initial sub-group is that the presentation is delivered in a manner that 


the residents react positively to. In other words, a positive learning 


environment needs to be achieved. 


 


Intermediate Outcomes 


The three elements that constitute the intermediate outcomes build on the 


successful delivery of the preceding outcomes. Thus, for residents to gain 


an increased awareness and understanding of the bushfire risk in their 


particular context they need to have gained a positive experience from the 


meeting. Whilst to some degree this outcome can be achieved within the 
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context of the meeting, it is only the start of the process. Attendees then 


need to go away from the meeting and think hard about how it applies to 


their particular situation. Preparedness is not a simple concept of either 


being prepared or not and neither is it a continuum of gradually increasing 


preparedness. What is right for one family in one particular place is likely to 


be very different to what is right for another family. Therefore, the SFW 


meeting needs to provide the attendees with the information they need to 


go away and prepare in a manner, which is suitable to them. This leads to 


the second of the intermediate outcomes, using the information gained and 


contextualised to their specific requirements to then develop an appropriate 


bushfire plan, decide whether to stay or go in the event of a bushfire, and 


to adopt appropriate preparedness activities. In short, people are 


empowered to become more self-reliant in the event of a bushfire.  


Attendees of SFW meetings will be at different stages of this process so the 


presentation needs to trigger the appropriate mechanisms in different 


people. For instance, a family may already have a bushfire plan in place, 


but in light of their new level of understanding they may need to reconsider 


their plan.  


 


Thirdly, as people use their improved knowledge and understanding to 


adopt a more appropriate strategy they may see the value in some 


collective action by forming neighbourhood networks. While Community Fire 


Guard has not worked in the Blue Mountains per se, it is still recognised 


that groups of people working together in less formal groups has its benefits 


in terms of achieving a higher level of preparedness. 


 


Ultimate Outcomes 


Sustainable preparedness and community self-reliance are higher order 


outcomes, which certainly have a longer-term focus. By building on the 


successful achievement of the intermediate outcomes it may be possible to 


develop a culture of preparedness amongst high-risk communities, which 


would see communities working in partnership with the local brigades to 


achieve the ultimate desired outcome, a reduced impact from bushfires on 


communities in the Blue Mountains. Essentially this comes down to fewer 


people losing their lives and livelihoods as a result of bushfires. These 
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ultimate outcomes may also need other interventions and treatments to be 


activated in order for them to be successfully achieved. SFW can realistically 


be expected to achieve the initial and intermediate outcomes but by itself 


would be ineffective at leading to the ultimate goals. However, given time 


and the right environment, the SFW program could be an important aspect 


of the move towards these higher-level outcomes. There would even be 


some conjecture about the likelihood of SFW in itself being able to achieve 


the desired formation of neighbourhood networks. Thus, in many cases this 


could also be viewed as a longer term outcome that is encouraged in 


conjunction with other community education initiatives and wider social 


change. 


  


Of course, there is a considerable amount of blurring of the boundaries 


between the three sub-groups with elements of outcomes crossing over 


from initial to intermediate and from intermediate to ultimate and vice 


versa. Table 1, shows the three groups of outcomes and attempts to 


demonstrate this blurring of one group into another by overlapping one 


group of outcomes into the next. Note that, as appears to be the norm with 


representations of outcomes hierarchies, the information needs to be read 


from the bottom upwards.  


 


Table 1: Hierarchy of Outcomes for SFW 


A reduced impact from bushfires on communities in the Blue Mountains 
(fewer houses and lives lost). 


U
lti


m
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e 
O
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m
es


 


[Formation of neighbourhood networks.] 


Residents use awareness and understanding to develop a realistic 
survival plan, decide whether to stay and actively defend or leave early, 
and adopt appropriate preparations around their property. i.e. they 
become more self-reliant.  
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te


 
O
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m
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Residents gain an increased awareness and understanding of bushfire 
risk and how it applies to their own specific context. 


SFW meetings are positively received by residents. 
 
Targeted residents hear about meeting, are motivated to attend and do so. 


In
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O
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Brigades must actively participate in SFW by targeting high-risk 
communities and running meetings. 
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Outcome six (formation of neighbourhood networks) is in brackets as this 


was originally a formalised part of the intended outcomes with Community 


Fireguard groups. It is no longer an aim of the program for the reasons 


outlined in Section One. However, in a more informal way, this is still 


identified by some as being a desirable outcome that can be developed 


through SFW and hence its inclusion in the matrix. 


 


Factors Affecting Outcomes 


For each of the outcomes in the hierarchy to be achieved there are a range 


of factors that must come in to play. These factors affect the degree to 


which the outcomes can be successfully achieved. Many of the factors are 


within the control of the program, whilst others fall outside the control of 


the program. The extent to which the factors impact on the outcomes also 


varies, some are absolutely imperative whilst others are not as critical but 


do make the overall attainment easier. In effect they are a series of logical 


underlying assumptions that, when combined, facilitate the effective 


delivery of the SFW program. Table 2 shows the hierarchy of outcomes with 


their corresponding influencing factors. It soon becomes apparent that a 


complex range of factors impact on the ability to achieve the desired 


outcomes at the various stages of the program.     


 


Following on from Table 2, Section Three begins to explore each of these 


intended outcomes in more depth by breaking each of them down into their 


associated factors. In doing so it helps to assess the extent to which the 


outcomes are being achieved within the context of the Blue Mountains and 


the precise ways in which this is occurring.  
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Table 2: Factors Affecting Hierarchy of Outcomes 


 


 


 


 


Formation of neighbourhood networks. 


 Availability of CFG in local brigade area.   


 Sense of community. 


 Level of community interaction. 


 


Residents use awareness and 
understanding to develop a realistic 
survival plan, decide whether to stay and 
actively defend or leave early, and adopt 
appropriate preparations around their 
property. i.e. they become more self-
reliant. 


 Time, money and resources available to 
residents to undertake work. 


 Ability to carry out necessary work. 


 Motivational factors (e.g. peer influence, 
past experience, inspiration of new ideas). 


 Support network. 


 The triggering of mechanisms that enable 
people to reassess their decisions and 
capacity to respond to risk and that 
overcome mechanisms that limit capacity.   
 


In
te


rm
ed


ia
te


 O
ut


co
m


es
 


Residents gain an increased awareness 
and understanding of bushfire risk and 
how it applies to their own specific 
context. 


 The ability of the presenter to convey the 
relevant information (in an interactive 
rather than didactic manner). 


 The ability of the resident to take on 
board the information. 


 The ability of the presenter to utilise local 
features. 
 


SFW meetings are positively received by 
residents. 
 


 Atmosphere is conducive to learning. 


 Quality of presentation. 


 Content of meeting and quality of the 
script followed. 


 Presenter provides positive and clear 
messages. 


 Messages strike a chord with residents. 
 


Targeted residents hear about meeting, 
are motivated to attend and do so. 


 Adequate provision of information about 
meetings. 


 Timing of meeting convenient to the 
majority of residents. 


 Credibility of the local brigades. 
 People have a basic appreciation that 


there is a bushfire risk in the area. 
 


In
iti


al
 


O
ut


co
m


es
 


Brigades must actively participate in 
SFW by targeting high-risk communities 
and running meetings. 


 Local brigade is willing and/or able to 
participate. 


 Volunteers understand and recognise the 
benefit of SFW treatment. 


 The capacity of brigades to identify clearly 
the high-risk areas. 


 Availability of appropriately skilled 
presenters. 
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Section Three – A program theory approach. 


 


Examining the Intended Outcomes and Related Factors. 


 


Brigades must actively participate in SFW by targeting high-risk 


communities and running meetings. 


 


Local brigade is willing and/or able to participate. 


Levels of participation in SFW amongst the twenty-one brigades in the Blue 


Mountains district do vary considerably. Some brigades are heavily 


involved, and have been since its inception in 2000. These brigades are 


normally characterised by having personnel who are heavily involved with 


the Community Education Group. There tends to be a fairly strong 


community education ethos within the brigade and someone who is willing 


to facilitate SFW taking place. Whereas, there are some brigades who have 


very little involvement in the program at all. Most of the less active areas 


have had at least one meeting in the past five years but nothing since. 


These brigades tend to be characterised by not having an individual who is 


involved in community education and therefore there is less drive in that 


direction. Therefore, a situation has emerged where about half the brigades 


are “active” deliverers of SFW whilst nearly all brigade areas have been 


exposed to SFW once. Given the relatively limited budget and resources 


available to the Community Education Group it is natural that the main 


focus should be on those brigades who are willing to participate fully. 


 


The uptake of SFW by local brigades in the Blue Mountains can be put into 


four main categories: 


 


1. Brigades that have adopted the program and stick to it closely. 


2. Brigades that have adopted the program but have added elements to 


it. 


3. Brigades that have not adopted the program but still have community 


education initiatives. 


4. Brigades that have not adopted the program and have minimal 


involvement with community education. 
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There also appears to be a fairly clear geographic distinction between areas 


where SFW has become established and areas where it has had less 


success. In general terms, small/medium sized settlements in the middle 


region of the Blue Mountains have had the biggest uptake. The upper and 


lower Blue Mountains regions have had greater difficulties with 


implementing SFW. The challenges in the upper Blue Mountains have been 


the isolated and spread out rural communities, which make a street meeting 


format unsuitable. Meanwhile in the lower Blue Mountains, the settlements 


are considerably larger in size and much more suburban, and once again 


SFW has not had a great deal of delivery in these areas. Therefore, it 


appears that geography is a major contextual factor in the success of SFW 


in the Blue Mountains.  


 


Volunteers understand and recognise the benefit of SFW. 


Levels of understanding and recognition of the efficacy of SFW tends to 


correlate with the willingness of a brigade to participate. Brigade captains 


and presenters spoken to both indicated that they had, in general, good 


support from their local brigade. They acknowledged that not every brigade 


member got behind it but that the majority were acceptant of its 


importance and would be present at meetings if required. Some noted that 


due to the high workload, SFW was not always a high priority. However, 


there also tended to be the opinion that there are sufficient committed 


volunteers not to have to force those who are less interested into doing so. 


There was also the general impression that SFW in active brigades was 


gradually seeping into the culture and being more widely accepted. Wider 


issues of decline in volunteerism were mentioned which were related to a 


dissipating sense of community and the effect this is having on volunteers 


seeing the benefit in the SFW program. In addition, it was suggested that 


more direction at the district level could help to get the right personnel in 


place. 


 


The capacity of brigades to identify clearly the high-risk areas. 


There is a very large population exposed to a high-level of risk from 


bushfires in the Blue Mountains. The ability to target those areas which are 


most vulnerable and in need of the SFW program is vital given the limited 
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capacity to deliver the treatment. The utilisation of the Risk Management 


Plan and local maps are the stock methods of identifying the streets to 


target. However, there was also an emphasis on using local knowledge to 


influence where the meetings are held. This might be based on event 


history, for example, concentrating efforts at streets on the side of the 


highway that has not experienced a fire for several years and where there 


has been a large build up of ground fuel. Some of the most active brigades 


have now covered the majority of the vulnerable streets they have targeted 


and are therefore beginning to return for second meetings. This is an 


interesting and important stage of the program. The experiences of street 


meeting programs run by the CFA in Victoria appear to suggest that people, 


who have attended street meetings on more than one occasion over a few 


years, tend to be more likely to be better prepared. It is worth considering 


that the Blue Mountains region, particularly the larger suburban towns, 


have a fairly transient population with a large number of new residents 


moving into established streets and new developments. This has 


implications for new high-risk areas being created, especially as newcomers 


may be more vulnerable to the risk posed by bushfires. The net result of 


this is the need to constantly re-evaluate where the vulnerable communities 


are located.    


 


A target for the number of meetings to be delivered was originally set but 


has been done away with in recent years. Meetings are now delivered at the 


local brigade captain’s discretion. Several factors influence the decision of 


when and how many meetings will be delivered. In addition, the severity of 


the fire season and involvement of brigade personnel in the Blue Mountains 


and elsewhere in the state influences the level of delivery possible. This 


highlights one issue with a reliance on presenters who are active bush fire-


fighters. Although it can be overcome by holding meetings earlier on in the 


year, prior to the main fire season. This has been an increasing trend with 


SFW in the past few years suggesting that the Community Education Group 


is being able to identify particular issues that affect the successful delivery 


of the SFW treatment and respond accordingly. However, in actual meeting 


numbers this is not entirely reflected. A further trend noted by several 


presenters and brigade captains was a move towards trying to provide 
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meetings on-demand from a street in their area. This demonstrates that 


positive feedback on meetings is getting out to the wider community from 


residents who have attended SFW which is encouraging. It also shows 


pleasing levels of community/agency interaction in some areas of the Blue 


Mountains. It was also evident that whilst district targets were no longer in 


place the local brigades had their own yearly target which they aimed for. 


Although actual delivery was in most cases somewhat lower. In fact overall 


delivery of meetings does appear to be a concern as Figure 1 demonstrates.  


 


Figure 1: Attendance and Meeting Delivery of SFW 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The availability of appropriately skilled presenters. 


There are currently about twenty SFW presenters but quite a few of these 


do not actually deliver meetings with any regularity. A small core group of 


presenters has been developed from within the Community Education 


Group. Recruitment and retention are two areas that were identified as 


problematic. Recruitment has been described as ad hoc whilst there appears 


to be a fairly high turnover of presenters. It is also the case that it is not 


just about finding volunteers who are willing to be presenters, but finding 


ones with the appropriate skills and abilities. Nurturing and encouraging 


those who express an interest can prove successful but is not always as 


effective as more judicious selection of presenters.  
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There has not been a major focus on training and consequently most of the 


successful presenters draw heavily from professional expertise and skills 


gained from other facets of their lives. These presenters largely fall into two 


categories, those who are active operational RFS members and can draw 


extensively on their first-hand knowledge and experience. Secondly, those 


from the non-operational side of RFS but with a major interest in 


community education. The former makes up the majority of SFW 


presenters. All presenters are drawn from within the folds of the RFS and 


take part in a purely voluntary capacity. This is an interesting contrast to 


the CFA in Victoria, who has employed trained, summer personnel to 


present street meetings as part of the Fire Ready Victoria summer 


campaign. As touched upon already, delivery of SFW has been affected by 


several bad fire seasons that have seen brigades priorities shift to their 


operational duties. Whilst this is completely understandable and necessary, 


it does raise some important issues about the sustainability of treatments 


such as SFW when juggled with other aspects of RFS activity.       


 


A couple of presenters noted that the burden of delivering too many 


meetings in a particular year was detrimental to the overall meeting 


experience, as a lot of time and energy has to be invested in order to make 


it successful. Therefore, this highlights both an important issue in relying 


too heavily on a small pool of presenters and also the question of what the 


optimum number of meetings to hold in a year is. Further, it emphasises 


the challenges faced with the small presenter base that exists currently. 


Identifying people from inside local brigades with the appropriate skills and 


interests to pursue aspects of community education is essential for the 


long-term viability of such programs. It can also help to develop a change in 


brigade culture, where it has not already, in terms of making brigades more 


accepting of the importance of community education as major component of 


bushfire prevention.  
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Targeted residents hear about meeting, are motivated to attend and 


do so. 


 


Adequate provision of information about meetings. 


The marketing of the meetings to the general public is vital in getting 


residents to attend in the first place. Flyers, notices and word-of-mouth 


have all been employed for the SFW program. Brigades provide details of 


the meeting to the district office that then provide flyers which are delivered 


by the relevant brigade to the residents of the particular street. Many of the 


presenters and brigade captains found hand delivering the flyer to the 


resident as a far more effective strategy than simply leaving the flyer in the 


notice box. However, it was also noted that in close-knit communities where 


neighbours regularly spoke to each other, word-of-mouth was effective at 


gaining a good attendance at the meeting. This highlights the importance of 


notions such as peer influence as a trigger for getting people to attend SFW 


in the first place. The district office newsletter ‘Heatbeat’, which is also 


downloadable from their website, has also been used to advertise meetings. 


Therefore, a suite of methods for advertising and marketing of meetings has 


been adopted which is likely to provide maximum coverage to the public. 


Further work is also being done at the moment to make adjustments to the 


flyer which will help to make it more user-friendly and hopefully encourage 


more people to attend. It is widely felt that the more proactive brigades can 


be in encouraging residents to attend the meeting the more successful it 


will be.  


 


Timing of meeting convenient to the majority of residents. 


Meetings, by and large, are held at weekends with Saturday the preferred 


day. Brigade captains did mention the difficulty of fitting the meetings in 


with other commitments such as hazard reduction burns and other 


operational matters. Other restrictions also mentioned were the availability 


of presenters and the community education trailers, which are utilised at 


each meeting.    
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Many of the presenters and brigade captains reported that a major 


challenge was getting people to attend in the first place. Here, perhaps 


there is a greater need to explore a wider range of methods. For instance, 


utilising existing opportunities when groups do engage with each other to 


promote and deliver such treatments or advertise for them (i.e. targeting 


specific events, social groups etc.)  


 


Credibility of local brigades. 


Given the array of demands and pressures on the time of the general public 


it must be recognised that people have to feel motivated to attend a SFW 


meeting. In order for this to be the case there needs to be some level of 


recognition of the importance of the bushfire risk and how it impacts upon 


their life. It has already been mentioned that peer influence may play an 


important role here, but increasing numbers of people are less and less 


connected with their community. Therefore, this cannot be relied on solely 


as the method to secure people’s attendance. Most likely a combination of 


factors will come into play that may also include the credibility of the local 


brigade. Local brigades have traditionally played a very big role in their 


community and continue to do so to some degree. Here a big distinction can 


be drawn between some brigade areas in the Blue Mountains where 


brigades still have a very central part in community life and other more 


suburban areas where different priorities have possibly superseded this. 


However, residents in general commented on the importance of the 


information coming from a credible source in order for them to be 


motivated to attend SFW meetings. This credibility appears in most cases to 


stem from first hand experience of the local brigade. 


 


People have a basic appreciation that there is a bushfire risk in the area. 


Different people view the bushfire risk in the area through varying 


perceptual filters. As the assessment forms collected from the attendees of 


meetings in 2003/04 and 2004/05 indicated, the vast majority (90%) 


perceived the fire risk as very high. If they had not perceived the risk to be 


this great then they would have been less likely to attend the meeting in 


the first place. A basic awareness of the surroundings one lives in seems to 


be fairly evident but it not always apparent. As previously mentioned there 
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is a large turnover in the population, especially in the more populous areas 


of the Blue Mountains. Some of the more established towns have a very 


suburban feel to them, even in areas that would be classified as high-risk. 


Consequently, there may be some residents who are not switched on to the 


potential threat posed by fire or who may have misconceptions about what 


can be done to mitigate the danger. For instance, people may have the 


fatalistic opinion that there’s nothing one can do about it and therefore why 


attend a meeting when they have other pressing matters to deal with? This 


could stem from certain media portrayals of bushfires which engender such 


attitudes. Furthermore, on a day-to-day basis bushfires are fairly low on 


someone’s risk radar. Therefore, the recognition that bushfires are a threat 


in the Blue Mountains to a large percentage of the population and that there 


are positive steps that can be taken to alleviate some of the danger are, in 


effect, precursors to someone deciding to attend a SFW meeting in the first 


place. 


 


SFW meetings are positively received by residents. 


 


Atmosphere is conducive to learning. 


The ideal learning environment for SFW meetings is one which is very much 


a two-way process. This is far more effective than meetings where the 


information flow is very much one-way and there is limited or no 


interaction. There is always the danger that meetings fall into the trap of 


being didactic and this seriously undermines the likely attainment of the 


desired outcomes. Above all it goes contrary to the grain of engaging with 


the participants in reassessing their understanding of the bushfire risk and 


who they will respond to it. It was noted that several brigade captains were 


more comfortable with a more lecturing style of meeting, arguing that with 


the limited time available and the volume of information to relay it is simply 


not practical. However, it was widely acknowledges by presenters that there 


was a need to engage with the participants and involve them as much as 


possible. 
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Quality of presentation. 


The way in which the information is disseminated to the audience and the 


manner in which this is done are both vital in ensuring the meeting is both 


interactive and effective at encouraging people to reassess their decisions 


vis a vis bushfires. This is where it is vital that presenters can deliver in a 


succinct and professional manner the information and at the same time get 


the audience interacting and participating. Residents who had attended SFW 


meetings indicated that presenters who managed to stimulate a lot of 


discussion of the issues both at the meeting and subsequent to it were 


clearly engaging the participants in the appropriate way. Quality of the 


presentation also goes some way to adding to the credibility of the source. 


It was noted that the utilisation of the community education trailers helped 


to enhance the learning environment for participants and assisted the 


presenters in delivering their presentation.  


 


Content of meeting and quality of the script followed. 


The script used has been evolving over the first five years of SFW in the 


Blue Mountains. As mentioned in the introduction, it was originally a 


modified version of the CFA’s Bushfire Blitz script. However, since then it 


has changed considerably to become much more relevant to the local area. 


This process has very much involved the active presenters amending 


discussing issues at the Community Education Group meetings and deciding 


on how to improve it. Therefore, a lot of first hand experience of the 


particular communities in the Blue Mountains has gone into it. This is vitally 


important in making the content of the script as locally relevant as possible. 


All presenters use script that cover the same major components but is 


locally relevant where applicable, which ensures a good level of consistency 


in the messages being delivered. However, this is provided all the key 


messages in the script are covered. 


 


An interesting point to note is that there has not been much in the way of 


monitoring of the meetings in terms of how they are being delivered and 


whether the key messages of the script are being stuck to or deviations 
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being made. Therefore, without such quality control it is harder to assess 


just how effectively the meeting is being delivered.  


 


Presenter provides positive and clear messages. 


Positive reinforcement is another important mechanism that triggers an 


appropriate response from some sections of the public. There is a clear logic 


here that by encouraging people and helping them to understand that they 


can do something about the safety of their property and family in the event 


of a bushfire, they will feel more empowered to do so. On the other hand 


negative messages and general scare tactics are less likely to encourage 


people to make the necessary preparations and changes. It is also very 


important that messages are clear and not too complicated with excessive 


detail. People’s capacity to take in and utilise a large amount of information 


varies, particularly for residents who are not very aware of the bushfire risk. 


Consequently the focus needs to be very much on the key pieces of 


information that lead a fuller understanding of the bushfire risk.  


 


Residents gain an increased awareness and understanding of 


bushfire risk and how it applies to their own specific context.   


 


The ability of the presenter to convey the relevant information, the ability of 


the resident to take on board the information, and the ability of the 


presenter to utilise local features. 


All three of the factors related to this outcome build on the previous one. 


The SFW meeting is designed to be a major drive towards an increased 


awareness and understanding of the bushfire risk for participants. It needs 


to build upon the existing knowledge that residents have, changing 


misconceptions where they arise. It should also help to contextualise the 


issues in the local framework and give participants a broader understanding 


of how they can make a difference in bushfire risk mitigation. A clearer 


understanding of the role and priority of the local brigade should also be an 


outcome, as well as how communities and agencies can work more closely.  
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The level to which this is all achieved is very much related to the context 


the meeting is delivered in and the mechanism at work. Some of these have 


already been alluded to and include: sense of responsibility, positive 


reinforcement, recent experience, credibility of source, peer influence and 


inspiration of new ideas. Each of these can help to trigger the relevant 


actions by participants. In this case assessing the new information they 


have received and how it applies to their specific situation. For instance, 


consider a family who prior to the meeting had planned to leave if a fire 


threatened. This decision had largely been based on the misconception that 


they could not save their property. However, the new information they 


received at the meeting resulted in them gaining a better understanding of 


bushfire behaviour and realising that it is possible, given the right 


preparation, to defend their property. Therefore, staying was now a 


possibility open to them.  


 


Residents use awareness and understanding to develop a realistic 


survival plan, decide whether to stay and actively defend or leave 


early, and adopt appropriate preparations around their property. i.e. 


they start to become more self-reliant. 


 


The SFW treatment should not be regarded as a one-stop-shop. In many 


ways, it is a starting point for reassessment or refinement of individuals’ 


existing bushfire plans and preparations. Even when an individual does not 


have an explicit plan in place, most have some idea in their head of what 


they might do. Likewise with planning most people do prior to attending a 


SFW have some measures in place that equate to a level of preparedness, 


whether these are incidental or deliberate. The SFW treatment therefore 


enables people to re-examine what they are already doing and what they 


need to do in the future to develop a more realistic survival plan, to make a 


more informed decision about staying or going, and to determine what 


other preparedness measures need be adopted. This is not all decided upon 


in the space of a ninety-minute meeting. People, given the correct 


information, need to go away and think about what is best for them to do. 


They may need to discuss the ideas with their families, neighbours and/or 


members of the local brigade in order to come to an informed decision. It 
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therefore helps to empower the local residents with the information they 


need to be more self-reliant. However, there are a range of factors that 


impact on the ability of individuals to move towards this outcome.    


 


Time, money and resources available to residents to undertake work. 


People’s capacity to utilise their new level of knowledge and understanding 


of bushfire risk may be restricted by a lack of time, money and resources. 


Whilst hopefully most people can spend the time preparing a suitable 


bushfire plan and making an informed decision about ‘stay or go’, the time, 


money and resources available to residents for preparedness activities 


varies considerably. In the context of the Blue Mountains capacity issues do 


seem to relate to the different areas of the region, with varying socio-


economic levels and demographics playing a part.    


 


Ability to carry out the necessary work. 


It is not just time and financial constraints that might impact on the ability 


to carry out the necessary preparedness activities. Elderly or single 


occupants may not be able to cope with all the work that needs to be done 


on a bush property. It was also mentioned that the Blue Mountains had a 


high number of ‘weekenders’ who do not live on their properties the whole 


time, this can further complicate preparing a property and engaging in the 


SFW program in the first place. Several residents and brigade members 


mentioned it as a cause for concern. 


 


Motivational factors (e.g. peer influence, past experience, inspiration of new 


ideas). 


Here, once again, the importance of motivational triggers in particular 


contexts is demonstrated. Preparedness does not only consist of 


reassessing existing strategies and seeing how the can be improved, it also 


involves adopting totally new ideas. Inspiration of ideas is therefore another 


important mechanism that appears to be most influential in the context of 


people who are keen to know more but are currently at a fairly low level of 


preparedness. In these cases, ideas such as developing a written bushfire 


plan are often taken on board and adopted. Peer influence is yet another 


mechanism that may be triggered especially in relatively active 
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communities. One of the major advantages of street meetings as a program 


treatment is that it brings together neighbours, who may or may not have 


strong ties and networks, into a forum of discussion about bushfire risk. In 


some cases the enthusiasm or level of preparedness of some may have a 


positive effect on encouraging others to follow suit. 


 


Clearly those who have experienced a recent bushfire, either directly or 


indirectly, could be more inclined to want to become better prepared and to 


develop a more detailed bushfire survival plan. Their understanding of the 


value of such measures is likely to be heightened and consequently people 


in this context are more likely to take an increased understanding of 


bushfire risk, reappraise their situation, and actively do something about it.  


 


Support network. 


This factor links in with several others in that where a support network does 


exist it makes achieving the necessary preparedness measures more viable. 


Support network may be at a very micro-level, for instance within a family, 


or they may be in the local neighbourhood. Such support can encourage 


discussion and reassessment of bushfire risk and actions taken to mitigate 


it. It can also trigger mechanisms such as peer influence whereby several 


neighbours get together and help each other to prepare their properties. It 


can therefore help to increase the capacity of the individual to undertake 


the necessary planning and preparation and overcome some of the 


resource, time and money restrictions.  


 


The triggering of mechanisms that enable people to reassess their decisions 


and capacity to respond to risk, and that overcome mechanisms that limit 


capacity. 


There are mechanisms that SFW is designed to trigger that help to enable 


people to re-examine their decision making process. These have already 


been covered in some detail whilst examining several of the other 


antecedent factors. However, there are also a series of mechanisms that 


may sustain the problem and undermine the likelihood of intermediate 


outcomes in the hierarchy being achieved satisfactorily. Such mechanisms 


include denial, media, social norms, apathy and limited capacity. The way in 
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which these appear to be overcome is by activating alternative mechanisms 


that enable people to reassess their decisions and ability to respond 


appropriately. Therefore, in varying contexts it may be more or less 


straightforward to trigger the appropriate mechanisms through the use of 


the SFW program.   


 


Formation of neighbourhood networks. 


 


Availability of CFG in local brigade area.   


Whilst originally an intended outcome of the SFW program, referral to more 


intensive community education treatments such as Community Fireguard 


(CFG) was removed from the script after the first couple of years. It had not 


proved successful in the Blue Mountains either in terms of the initial take-up 


or sustainment of the groups which did emerge. Even in Woodford, where 


CFG had its greatest success, the program has moved away from the 


formalised structure and design to a more needs based, informalised 


approach. However, whilst encouraging the development of formalised CFG 


groups by the local brigades is no longer an intended outcome of the SFW 


program, there is evidence to suggest that less formal groups have been 


developing and in some cases had some facilitation from SFW presenters.   


 


Sense of community and level of community interaction. 


These two underlying factors are very much interrelated. A sense of 


community is very much determined by the level of interaction between 


individuals in the community. Where levels of community interaction are 


found there is likely to be more willingness and motivation for groups in the 


community to get together and undertake in preparedness activities 


collectively. In some instances, this appears to be in very informal ways 


such as organising a work bee prior to the bushfire season in order to clear 


fuel on their properties and bushfire trails. Whilst for others it may manifest 


itself in getting together to discuss preparedness issues at a neighbours 


home, which in some areas may be attended by a SFW presenter. 


Therefore, such community activities are far more likely to be made 


possible where a strong community ethos already exists. SFW, in the 
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appropriate contexts, can stimulate interest in the formation of such 


neighbourhood networks by providing the impetus and triggering 


mechanisms that encourage group activity. However, this can be seen as 


more of an unintended, albeit extremely positive, outcome of SFW in the 


Blue Mountains.        


 


Therefore, having examined each of the outcomes and factors related to 


them, a picture of whether SFW is achieving its intended outcomes starts to 


become clear. In particular this process has helped to identify the contexts 


in which SFW operates successfully and some of the mechanisms that need 


to be triggered for the specific outcomes to be achieved. Where the 


treatment is being delivered, in the appropriate context, there is clear 


evidence from the interviews that it is having success. However, this is 


satisfying the community education needs (related to bushfire) of a 


relatively small area of the Blue Mountains. Figure 1, demonstrates that 


meeting numbers have dropped off as the uptake of the program has 


narrowed to a smaller number of brigades, predominantly in the ‘middle’ 


region of the Blue Mountains. At the same time the SFW program has been 


evolving in this district and can now be considered as more than simply 


street (or community) meetings. This is summarised in Figure 2 below.  
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Figure 2: A summary of where and how SFW is working. 
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The following final part of this section examines some of the wider 


outcomes of SFW, in terms of developing community education for bushfires 


in the Blue Mountains as a whole.  


 


Program Adaptation 


Adaptation of the SFW program by local brigades has occurred to varying 


extents where the street meeting format has been found to be unsuitable or 


where particular ways have been found to extend community education 


further. A question mark remains as to whether this is desirable or whether 


it undermines the program logic and prevents the treatment from working 


effectively. The answer appears to be a qualified yes and no. Adaptations 


from the program, especially in the contexts as highlighted in Figure 2 are 


detrimental to the successful attainment of the desired outcomes. However, 


there are also contexts in which SFW has been identified as not working 


properly. In these areas, there may be a need to change components of the 


program. Ultimately it depends on the type of adaptation that takes place, 


how it is done and what motivates the alteration. There are three main 


ways in which the delivery of the SFW program has been altered in the Blue 


Mountains.  


1. Contextual change 


2. Individual change  


3. Program re-invention 


 


Contextual change has occurred when the SFW program has been used with 


a slightly different emphasis, such as combining the street meeting format 


with hazard reduction, as has been utilised in Faulconbridge in the past 


couple of years. Individual change can be seen in places such as Woodford 


where a far greater emphasis on developing informal networks and groups 


has developed. Whilst program re-invention describes how community 


education has been transformed in the Mount Wilson/Mount Irvine area. 


Here the Firewise banner has remained but the format and content of the 


meeting considerably altered to be a more appropriate treatment for the 


residents of the area.  
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All three of the adaptations have taken place in proactive community 


education areas where individuals, or small groups within a brigade, have 


identified a way to enhance community involvement in bushfire 


preparedness and understanding in some way. Therefore, rather than 


detracting from the overall logic of SFW, the adaptations have sought to 


drive the program further forward. In the context of Faulconbridge and 


Woodford these adaptations run, to an extent, in parallel with SFW, often 


targeting residents who are already at a fairly high level of preparedness. 


They are also designed to help to bridge the gap towards the more ultimate 


outcomes, focused on great community involvement, sustainability and 


partnerships with brigades. These are two of the more successful areas in 


terms of delivery and achievement of SFW and its outcomes. Whereas in 


Mt. Wilson/Mt. Irvine the brigade found the concept of a street meeting 


impractical due to the remote nature of the settlements. However, they also 


had issues related to being such a small community but with about half the 


residents being ‘weekenders’. In order to successfully introduce community 


education programs into this environment the brigade has targeted a 


variety of social events in the community and emphasised the value of 


joining the brigade with impressive results. Therefore, fostering community 


involvement has been at the heart of this approach and has worked in this 


remote part of the ‘upper’ Blue Mountains.  


 


A concern emanating from program adaptation is that of the longer-term 


sustainability of the program. This can be particularly relevant when very 


specialised or individual changes are made which may rely heavily on a 


particular individual or set of experiences for the treatment to work. In this 


case the essence of the treatment has been tailored to the strengths and 


skills of a particular individual or small group who deliver a fairy unique 


program. There is always a danger that if this group or individual left the 


viability of the program may be jeopardised. Therefore, there are clearly 


issues related to succession planning that need to be addressed in order for 


the transition of adapted programs to be possible. Similar issues to do with 


succession also materialise for brigades following the SFW program more 


closely. However, by adapting the program and making it more specialised 
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the pool of people who could maintain it in the longer term is reduced. 


Interviews with the program adaptors were illuminating as the highlighted 


this particular concern of succession planning. One individual in particular 


freely admitted that they would be more than willing to let someone else 


take over the responsibility if such a person existed. Therefore, this is 


clearly a challenge for SFW and any modified community education 


programs in the Blue Mountains to address.  


 


Despite the concerns about longer-term sustainability of adapted programs, 


overall the changes appear to be having fairly positive results. This is 


particularly the case amongst the more enlightened sectors of the general 


public. Those who already have an understanding about the bushfire risk 


but want to participate more. As such the adaptations do not run into 


conflict with the traditional street meetings but rather co-exist with SFW for 


a slightly different audience. The adaptations have also benefited from 


being able to utilise local expertise amongst the brigades and communities. 


This has had the result of leading to a greater partnership approach to 


community education in these areas.   


 


Therefore, whilst the adaptations do pose some succession issues they have 


responded well to the specific needs of particular communities. This has 


either been through finding a better way to engage with a community on an 


ongoing basis (Mt Wilson/Mt Irvine), or being able to add a more 


empowering element (higher level outcome) to the approach by leading to 


the formation of local neighbourhood networks (Woodford), or being able to 


foster more of a partnership approach between the brigade and the 


community (Faulconbridge). 


  


The Community Education Group 


The introduction and development of the Community Education Group has 


been an important component in enabling SFW to evolve as a program. This 


is particularly evident in the context of program adaptation. It has enabled 


an increasingly bottom-up approach from local brigades who have seen the 


need to adapt the program to make community education more effective in 
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their area. It also appears to be a very useful forum for developing a 


broader community education strategy in the Blue Mountains by taking into 


consideration the various contexts and requirements found in the region. In 


the context of the program logic for SFW, the development of the 


Community Education Group could be seen as a very positive unintended 


outcome at a more macro level. It has certainly given a central focus to the 


issues of community education in the Blue Mountains but also enables the 


local brigade driven approach to the SFW program adopted of late to work 


more effectively.  


 


At the same time, the Community Education Group has also managed to 


involve other agencies and stakeholders related to bushfire issues in their 


monthly discussions, thus emphasising a more holistic approach to the 


issues of bushfire risk education in the Blue Mountains. This is an 


encouraging development and is a positive step towards developing the 


sorts of processes that may lead to the higher-level outcomes being 


achieved. However, the development and on-going viability of this approach 


to community education has some drawbacks. That is, most notably, in 


terms of coordinating the various strategies and approaches to community 


education in an effective way.  


 


A Broad-Based Approach 


The delivery of a broad-based approach to community education in the Blue 


Mountains appears to be the most viable and successful in achieving the 


desired outcomes. Such an approach needs to comprise of both passive and 


active programs for a range of different contexts. It also needs to be 


carefully planned and targeted to utilise limited resources in the most 


effective manner and as such reach the widest possible audience. Whilst the 


programs, such as SFW, need to be specific and realistic in their focus, the 


overall delivery and composition of community education needs to be 


flexible in order to respond to changing and varying challenges that occur 


year on year. In this the Blue Mountains will be better prepared to react 


when if a context changes and this may open windows for more interactive 


approaches in previously apathetic areas. For example, being able to 
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respond with appropriate community education after a fire when awareness 


amongst locals is heightened. Or, after a series of passive approaches 


interest has been developed amongst residents to become more involved, 


and being able to harness this with appropriate interactive approaches. 
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Section Four: Conclusion 


 


Street FireWise has evolved considerably since its trial year five years ago, 


to the extent that it now encompasses much more than just street 


meetings. In terms of utilising the program theory/program logic approach 


in evaluating SFW it has been extremely useful in framing the project and 


identifying the intended outcomes of the program, the degree to which 


these outcomes are being achieved and the precise ways in which they 


occur. As such it is possible to conclude that within particular contexts SFW 


is achieving its intended outcomes, at least the initial and intermediate 


outcomes. Specifically within small and medium sized settlements (the 


‘middle’ Blue Mountains), where some awareness is already present, a level 


of community interaction is evident, and participants have the necessary 


capacity (as Figure 2 illustrates). The mechanisms that are triggering the 


appropriate decision making processes and corresponding behavioural 


change amongst participants are varied but those that appear to be 


particularly strong include recent experience, peer influence, inspiration of 


new ideas and positive reinforcement. However, in the overall context of the 


Blue Mountains high-risk areas, this amounts to a fairly small niche success 


rather than widespread adoption, take-up and change.   


 


In some areas where the context has varied, successful adaptations of the 


program are in evidence that, in part, build on SFW and also contribute to a 


move towards the higher-level outcomes being achieved in these areas 


(community networks etc.). However, SFW and successful adaptations 


appear to be a small but crucial part of a wider approach needed to achieve 


more pervasive success from community education programs in the Blue 


Mountains. As SFW has evolved over the past five years, individuals and the 


Community Education Group as a whole have started to realise the need for 


a more broad-based approach that is adaptable to the various needs of 


communities and towns in the Blue Mountains. Such a strategy offers a 


more bottom-up approach enabling local brigades and communities to have 


an input in formulating a community education approach that is suited to 


their particular environment. This may well be a street meeting treatment, 
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or it could be some other form of community education treatment that may 


then lead to more interactive approaches in the longer-term.  


 


At the same time, this evaluation has shown that the SFW street meeting 


format does work in particular contexts within the Blue Mountains and 


efforts to enhance its use where it has been successful should be extremely 


beneficial. Most notably, utilising increasingly sophisticated risk assessment 


approaches to targeting vulnerable communities and returning to previously 


targeted streets for a second time. This latter point is particularly important 


in terms of assessing the context in which SFW appears to be most 


successful in leading to behavioural change. Especially in light of the 


perceived benefit of multiple attendances at street meetings and how this 


relates to preparedness levels (CFA, 2005). In a sense, SFW seems to be 


most effective at operating as a form of regular reassessment of bushfire 


risk and preparation amongst fairly active communities who might not want 


to commit to more intensive programs such as Community Fireguard. 


 


Therefore, SFW is partially achieving its intended outcomes but a major 


additional aspect to emerge from the evaluation was the wider issue of 


community education in the Blue Mountains. From this assessment it is 


possible to conclude that SFW does have an important role to play in a 


broader-based approach but can only be expected to be successful in the 


contexts as emphasised in Figure 2. However, it certainly does have an 


important role to play in the future attainment of a more sustainable 


approach to bushfire community education in the Blue Mountains. 
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Introduction 


This paper is intended to provide an initial assessment of current practices across Australia 
in relation to programs for improving community safety in bushfires. Community education, 
awareness and engagement programs are interventions intended to increase people’s 
perception of their risk of bushfire and to generate changes in behaviour to reduce their 
bushfire risk. The programs take many forms reflecting differences in individual and 
community needs, priorities and capacities as well as the diverse range of issues being 
addressed such as correcting mistaken beliefs about bushfire risks, increasing levels of 
preparedness and warning people when there is an immediate fire threat in a way that 
supports effective action without causing either undue alarm or minimising the potential 
danger. The diversity of programs also reflects differences in the resources available for fire 
agencies to develop programs and implement them in different locations.  


Scope 


The focus of this study is the community education, awareness and engagement programs 
for bushfire delivered by fire agencies across Australian states and territories. 


Other activities, particularly local fire management planning, also contribute to improved 
community safety in bushfires, and may influence and be influenced by the programs that 
are the focus of this study. For example, local planning processes can provide information 
that informs the targeting of community education and engagement programs to high risk 
households and communities while community groups developed through community 
engagement programs may be factored into fire management plans if they provide 
mechanisms for disseminating warnings in a local area or provide a reliable source of local 
information during a fire.  


There are different local fire management planning structures and processes in different 
areas, for example committees with responsibilities for municipal fire management planning, 
municipal disaster recovery and municipal fire prevention have been identified. Agencies 
other than fire agencies are also involved in delivering bushfire related programs and 
services. Community development programs to support recovery from a major fire are often 
provided by relevant state government departments (eg Department of Human Services) in 
partnership with local governments and service delivery agencies.  


The roles and geographic areas covered by rural and metropolitan fire agencies vary 
between states and territories and may overlap. Rural fire agencies are also concerned with 
broader community fire safety issues, for example, promoting smoke alarms to reduce 
structural fires. This paper focuses on the bushfire related community education, 
engagement and awareness programs provided by rural fire agencies. These programs 
mainly focus on prevention and preparedness measures that inform individual and 
community action both prior to the fire season and in response to an imminent fire threat.  
There are also programs and activities that focus on providing timely and accurate 
information to communities when there is a fire and supporting communities during recovery 
from a fire. 


Method 


A database of existing bushfire community awareness, education and engagement 
programs has been developed.1 The database draws on information gathered through 
interviews and workshops with fire agency personnel, reviews of fire agency documents and 
a search of fire agency websites. Further information about some of the programs has been 
gathered through attending community meetings. It has also been possible to draw on a 
current review of community awareness, education and engagement programs for natural 
hazards in Australia. 2   


                                                
1
 See Appendix 1: Interim database of community education, awareness and engagement programs. 


2
 The study, titled “A national review of community education, awareness and engagement programs designed to enhance 


community safety’ is being conducted by CIRCLE at RMIT University for the National Community Safety Work Group of the 
Australian Emergency Management Committee. 
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About sixty distinct programs have been identified so far, while not yet an exhaustive list the 
programs identified make up a comprehensive sample of current approaches to community 
safety in bushfires. The database is very much evolving through a process of data collection 
and ratification from the agencies responsible for the particular programs. It represents a 
snapshot of current practices in a rapidly changing and emerging area of community safety.  


The body of this paper provides descriptions of the types of programs that have been 
identified and examples thereof. Programs have been classified under eleven overarching 
types of program and activity. While this helps to highlight key distinctions between 
programs it is important to recognise that in many cases there is a considerable amount of 
overlap between them. 


Program Types 
 
Media Campaigns  
 
Fire agencies in all Australian states and territories utilise media campaigns as a major 
component in the suite of activities and programs for bushfire community safety. Media 
campaigns provide an outlet to get information to a large audience in a practical and timely 
manner. A wide range and all forms of media are utilised. This includes television 
commercials, radio commercials and phone-ins, as well as press advertising and feature 
articles in local and regional newspapers.      
 
Examples include the multi-agency Fire Ready Victoria campaign (FRV), Operation Fire 
Shield run by New South Wales Rural Fire Service (NSW RFS), and Queensland Fire and 
Rescue Services’ (QFRS) Bushfire Prepared Communities. FRV is an example of a multi-
agency strategy that encompasses a significant media component. The principle agencies 
involved are the Country Fire Authority (CFA), the Department of Sustainability and the 
Environment (DSE) and the Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board (MFB). The 
FRV media campaign is phased to reflect the fire season in Victoria. The initial phase 
commences in November with key safety messages and information that encourages 
residents to participate in other programs and activities and to get information from the 
agency websites and dedicated hotline, the Victorian Bushfire Information Line (VBIL). In this 
phase, local and regional press are predominantly used to disseminate information. The 
second phase, which runs from January to March, more specifically targets residents in high 
bushfire risk areas and promotes ways to access up to date information during bushfires. At 
this point major newspapers are utilised, along with television and radio commercials. A 
national bushfire awareness television commercial was developed in 2006 and has been 
utilised across Australia over the past two years.  
 
There are also more specifically targeted campaigns that exist, for instance the Bushfire 
Ready Dry Season Campaign run by Fire and Emergency Services Authority (FESA) in 
Western Australia. This campaign is specifically targeted at the remoter areas of the state.  
 
The main outcomes that agencies expect from a well organised and targeted media 
campaign are a raised awareness and acceptance of the bushfire risk particularly amongst 
members of the general public with limited prior experience or knowledge and living in high 
bushfire risk areas. This is seen as a necessary pre-cursor for residents living in fire-prone 
areas to find out more locally specific information and undertake preparedness activities. 
This might include motivating residents to attend a local meeting, request an information 
pack from their local fire agency or explore a fire agency website. The ubiquitous nature of 
most forms of media result in the messages being disseminated to people outside fire-prone 
areas. However, this has the benefit of exposing more people to the key messages and 
making them aware of the need to be mindful when visiting fire-prone areas during the 
bushfire season.      
 
There are questions as to the effectiveness of the media campaign approach and a lack of 
evidence to determine how much attention people pay to the media they are exposed to. It is 
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difficult to determine whether interest generated by the media is sustained after the 
campaign finishes. There is a high cost to this approach to community education and 
awareness, particularly in terms of developing commercials and getting air-time on 
commercial networks. Therefore, while this type of media campaign has the potential to get 
bushfire awareness information to a wide audience, the impact is diluted compared to more 
engaging and targeted approaches to public education. The link between increased 
information and taking action to reduce risks is not well understood which raises further 
questions about the cost effectiveness of mass media campaigns as compared with other 
approaches.  
 
Warnings 
 
Warnings encompass both general fire danger warnings and specific warnings that relate to 
a current fire. General warnings include information about Total Fire Bans on high fire 
danger days. This information, based on the Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) fire danger 
ratings, is distributed through newspapers, radio, television and fire agency websites. 
Another form of a general warning that is more localised are the fire warning ratings 
displayed on roadside signs across rural Australia.    
 
In recent years several agencies have signed agreements with ABC local radio to act as the 
official emergency services broadcaster. This memorandum of understanding commits ABC 
local radio stations to interrupting broadcasts to provide the latest advice, warnings and 
information about bushfires as it is received from the fire agencies. The flow of accurate and 
reliable information to residents during a bushfire is essential to enable them to put their 
household plans into action. Thus a vital element of media campaigns is making people 
aware of where they will find this information on the radio, on agency websites and through 
information hotlines. An example of a hotline is the Victorian Bushfire Information Line, a 
dedicated 1800 number that connects through to the DSE/CFA call centre in Ballarat. During 
fires residents can find out current information on the situation in their local area and get 
advice about what their options are. People can also use the service to ask general 
preparedness related questions which can often be answered by the operators using an 
extensive questions and answers database that has been developed. Some issues have 
been raised about the capacity of hotlines to deal with the increased demands during major 
fires. Accuracy and timeliness of the information available to the general public is a vital if 
this approach is going to be effective.  
 
Various other forms of warning system have been used such as the Standard Emergency 
Warning signal (SEWS). This is a national signal designed to alert the public via radio, 
television and public address systems that an announcement about an emergency that has 
potential to harm them is about to be made. However, this system has not been 
implemented with any level of consistency during bushfires. The potential of a system known 
as the Community Warning and Information System (CIWS) is currently being determined. 
Trials of CIWS took place in 2005 in several locations in Victoria. This emergency warning 
system utilises an automated phone calling system which delivers information designed to 
help the household respond appropriately during an emergency. Both SEWS and CIWS are 
multi-hazard warning systems. Warning systems can also operate at a very local level, for 
instance the Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren in the Dandenong Ranges, Victoria. This was a 
community driven early warning system requested by locals after the Dandenong Ranges 
Fire in 1997.   
 
Community liaisons in Incident Management Teams (IMT) are a more recent attempt by fire 
agencies, notably the CFA and NSW RFS, to provide a greater level of timely and accurate 
information to communities endangered by a firefront by bridging the gap between the 
community and IMT. Liaison Officers are chosen based on their local knowledge of the area 
and provide a conduit between the incident management team and the community. The 
transfer of accurate and understandable information and warnings to the general public is 
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extremely important for enabling households to make informed and safe decisions during an 
incident.  
 
Printed Publications 
 
There is a great deal of literature produced by the fire agencies that covers a wide range of 
bushfire awareness and education topics. The majority of this information is available in the 
form of booklets, brochures and leaflets that are widely distributed by fire agencies at public 
events and on request from the general public. The information is also increasingly available 
for download from the respective agency websites (see the interactive publications section 
below). Publications are normally produced at an agency level and distributed through the 
regions but in some cases localised brochures are also produced, under the overall branding 
of the agency. For instance, in the Blue Mountains, New South Wales, the Mount Wilson/ 
Mount Riverview RFS brigades developed a modified version of the FireWise brochure to 
address specific local issues in its content.  
 
The information ranges from small leaflets on a specific issue related to bushfire, for 
example fire retardant garden plants, through to larger stand alone publications. Examples of 
the latter include QFRS’ Bushfire Prepared Communities brochure, CFA’s Living in the Bush 
workbook, Tasmanian Fire Services’ (TFS) Prepare to Survive booklet and the South 
Australian Country Fire Services’ (CFS) Bushfire Action Plan guide. This type of publication 
is specifically designed to encourage households to develop a bushfire plan. The emphasis 
is on households reading and discussing the information together and making certain 
decisions about whether they will stay and defend during a bushfire or leave early and, as a 
result, undertake preparedness activities. Checklists and spaces to write down household 
information are often provided in the booklet. Indeed, the CFS provided a pencil with their 
recent bushfire action plan guide under the slogan: “to survive a bushfire, you’re going to 
need one of these”. Thus the emphasis is very much on making a written plan about 
preparedness activities around the property such as vegetation management and equipment 
purchase. Information is also provided about what to expect during a bushfire and attempts 
to dispel common misconceptions about fire behaviour.  
 
Sometimes packages of information are put together in the form of kits for easy distribution 
of a range of bushfire related information. This might include information pertaining to total 
fire ban days as well as copies of the bushfire planning brochure and so on. Further types of 
printed material are also produced which help to reinforce specific messages, for instance 
fridge magnets with the details of bushfire hotlines. This material adds additional levels of 
reinforcement for key messages and also adds further links to other forms of bushfire 
education material.  
 
Intended outcomes appear to be increased knowledge and understanding about making a 
decision to stay and defend or leave early, possible preparedness activities and what to 
expect during a fire. A heavy onus is placed on residents to take the information away, learn 
more about what their options are and then adopt an appropriate plan. While a publication 
such as the Living in the Bush workbook may provide a self-motivated household with the 
information they need, this approach will not be sufficient for everyone. It requires a great 
deal of careful planning, consideration and time. The presumption of this approach is that 
people do act on the information. However, it is a very passive form of adult learning, which 
often suffers in the unavoidable competition with other day-to-day demands on people’s 
time. There appear to be increasing efforts from fire agencies to target this information more 
specifically reflecting that the appeal of printed publications is not necessarily in tune with the 
requirements of households.   
 
Interactive Publications 
 
The limitations of printed forms of publication have resulted in the adoption of alternative 
forms of accessing bushfire preparedness information. Websites are becoming a greater 
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source of the publications which saves printing costs for fire agencies but also reflects the 
growing trend of people wishing to find information online. While this has clear advantages 
for many it can isolate residents without access to high speed broadband, increasing the 
importance of agencies being able to target vulnerable communities to avoid alienation. 
Agency websites offer the potential to add interactive features to the brochures. However, 
they also rely on well designed sites that make it easy for people to access the information 
they desire. Web-based information is also taking a more prominent role in providing 
information to communities during bushfires.  
 
Increasingly brochures are being supplemented with more interactive forms of publication, 
including DVDs (e.g. TFS’ Bushfire – Prepare to Survive and FESA’s Be Prepared) and CD 
ROMs (e.g. CFA’s Living in the Bush) and website content. This reflects the ongoing desire 
amongst fire agencies to broaden their engagement with the community. CFA’s Living in the 
Bush CD-ROM has been available since 2004, offering an interactive guide to bushfire 
survival planning. The content on the CD-ROM is very similar to the Living in the Bush 
publication but also includes video footage of bushfires.  
 
More recently the TFS launched their Bushfire – Prepare to Survive DVD, a 23 minute DVD 
designed to help households to prepare themselves and their properties for bushfires. The 
DVD was widely distributed to households across Tasmania living in high risk areas and 
promoted with a media campaign. Copies were also available at libraries and post offices to 
reach as wide an audience as possible. Pre-campaign research was utilised to determine 
what people would find most helpful and how best to utilise the video footage. A DVD format 
was chosen due to scepticism about the effectiveness of printed publications in reaching the 
target audience and leading to desired changes. In contrast, DVDs have become widely 
accessible and provide the possibility of adding a lot more sensory input that TFS believes is 
more likely to encourage households to plan to stay and defend or leave early and undertake 
necessary preparedness activities.  
 
The TFS have utilised negative imagery and sounds, such as the dangers of leaving at the 
last minute and the sound of the firefront approaching a property, as well as positive video 
footage of households undertaking preparedness activities. Therefore, sensory input is seen 
as a key causal process in convincing viewers that there are real dangers of being under 
prepared but that there are positive steps that each household can take. As the imagery is 
more evocative than written descriptions it is anticipated that it will be more effective at 
making people take heed of the advice. The key messages appear to be reinforced more 
regularly than in the print format of the Prepare to Survive program and this is seen as 
another key causal process. Finally, the use of a fire fighter as the presenter brings 
credibility to the DVD which is also believed to be an important factor in the initial positive 
anecdotal feedback about the DVD. 
 
Work is currently underway to evaluate the effectiveness of the DVD both in terms of 
reaching the target audience and leading to desired outcomes. In essence, the DVD evolved 
out of concerns that people were not receptive enough to brochures and thus an alternative 
form of engagement was needed; a response to a changing way people want to receive 
information, particularly amongst younger generations. The information on the DVD is also 
available as a download from the website and in this format can be viewed on mobile 
phones and digital media players. In a way the DVD could be viewed as bridging the gap 
between providing passive information to the public about bushfire education and the more 
intensive bushfire programs that involve direct contact between brigades and the community. 
However, the effectiveness of this virtual engagement compared to actual one-on-one 
contact is yet to be explored. The TFS DVD approach has definitely generated interest 
amongst other fire agencies around Australia about this approach.         
 
 
 
 







Community education, awareness and engagement programs for bushfire                      7 


Local Brigade Activity 
 
Many local brigades deliver community awareness messages whenever there is an 
opportunity to interact with the community. This may take the form of displays or 
presentations at schools, fêtes and other community events. Brigades in some states have 
dedicated mobile education units, for examples NSW RFS and CFA in Victoria. This is 
another important way to get the information and key messages to high risk communities 
and also represent the ongoing diffusion of bushfire safety messages to the community. 
Schools-based bushfire education is often part of a broader fire program which covers 
issues such as evacuation during a house fire and the importance of smoke alarms. Local 
brigades see such opportunities to speak to children as a valuable way to get messages and 
information to their parents. Education packs are another type of schools-based program, 
again with a more general fire approach. Examples of this include FESA’s Fire Inside Out 
and the Northern Territory Fire and Rescue Services’ (NT FRS) soon to be initiated Remote 
Communities Education program.       
 
Street and Community Meetings 
 
Meetings make up a large component of program delivery for many agencies across 
Australia. There are various types of meetings that take place related to bushfire awareness, 
education and engagement. Firstly, there are street and community meetings with a 
preparedness focus. These are commonly held in the build-up to, and at the start of, the 
bushfire season. Secondly there are community meetings delivered during a bushfire 
incident, called community briefings to distinguish them from the preparedness meetings. 
Thirdly there are post-fire community briefings that take place in the aftermath of an event. 
The two forms of community briefing are discussed in the next section of the paper.  
 
Street and community meetings are utilised, to varying degrees, by almost every fire agency 
across Australia. They are typically scripted presentations to communities in high bushfire 
risk areas with the expected outcome of increasing awareness and understanding of the risk 
and encouraging residents to undertake a range of preparedness activities around their 
property. Examples of established programs include FireWise meetings in New South 
Wales, FRV meetings in Victoria (formerly known as Bushfire Blitz) and Community FireSafe 
meetings in South Australia. Facilitators are trained to deliver the meetings. In most states 
the facilitators are volunteers who are often already members of their local brigade. A 
notable exception to this is in Victoria where the CFA employs paid facilitators. However, the 
local brigade tends to be represented at most meetings and is often on hand to answer 
questions. Visuals, such as posters, maps and personal protective clothing, are often utilised 
by the facilitators to enhance the learning experience, and publications are available for 
interested residents to take away.     
 
A street corner meeting, as the name suggests, takes place on a street and targets local 
residents with specific information about the bushfire risk in their neighbourhood, as well as 
more general fire preparedness information. However, there are contexts where this format 
is not practical, particularly in more remote areas where properties are sparsely situated. In 
places like this a more general meeting point is used, such as a community hall. While the 
content of the two types of meeting are similar, community meetings are generally 
considered to be less effective at conveying locally specific information and consequently at 
encouraging households to undertake specific preparedness activities on their properties. 
The nature of the venue and the larger number of attendees can also result in a more 
didactic environment less conducive to learning. Street corner meetings provide similar 
information but in a locally specific environment making it easier for residents to envisage 
the dangers they might face and the benefits of preparedness activities such as vegetation 
management around their property. The meeting size tends to be smaller which encourages 
more interaction between households and the presenter as well as between neighbours. The 
influence and encouragement of neighbours is also seen as a possible causal process in 
people taking steps towards planning and preparedness.   
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The effectiveness of street meetings has been explored in a number of reports that have 
helped to highlight the outcomes which are likely to be achieved from such a program and 
some of the limitations of the approach. An evaluation of Street FireWise meetings in run by 
the Blue Mountains RFS, New South Wales, identified that there were particular contexts in 
which the program was more successful. 3 The “middle” region of the Blue Mountains was 
identified as the most suited to the street meeting format due to a combination of factors. 
These included the small and medium sized nature of the settlements, local volunteer 
brigades with active community education teams and communities with strong local ties as 
well as a degree of bushfire awareness. This range of factors were the most conducive to 
desired outcomes such as people developing bushfire plans and undertaking preparedness 
activities around their properties. The work also highlighted the importance of recent fire 
experience as a contextual factor and peer influence as a key causal process in enabling 
these outcomes to be achieved. The study also raised the issue of program adaptations of 
the traditional street and community format. Street meetings had been modified by some 
local RFS brigades in the Blue Mountains to include a cooperative hazard reduction 
component. The preparedness element of the program was still a major part of the meeting 
but it was done in the context of encouraging local residents to participate in organised 
hazard reduction burns. This proved successful in combining the traditional meeting format 
with a specific associated area of need, in this case fuel reduction concerns in the local 
communities.  
 
Over the past few years fire agencies have looked at ways to increase the effectiveness of 
street and community meetings. The targeting of meetings at high risk communities is 
becoming increasingly sophisticated and often involves the utilisation of GIS technology. 
This approach uses fire risk maps and data on property location to classify areas at most 
risk. Concentrating meetings in these areas provides a clear rationale for the program 
implementation. This is often done by fire agencies at a district or regional level. 
    
Community Briefings During and After a Fire 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, community briefings are held either during a bushfire 
incident or post-fire in the form of community debriefs. Community briefings held during an 
incident are a relatively new approach which came to prominence during the 2002/2003 
bushfire season in Victoria. Meetings were arranged at short notice to provide an update on 
the current situation, information about the likely threat faced by the community, the options 
available to residents and where to get further information. These meetings are a multi-
agency approach, in the case of Victoria involving CFA, DSE, local government and other 
relevant agencies. Community briefings have been run along similar lines in other states, for 
instance Tasmania, and have continued to be used by the CFA during the 2006/07 fire 
season. Large numbers of meetings have been held in Victoria prompting a considerable 
amount of interest amongst the media and public at large. In the period between the 19th and 
29th of January 2006, over 100 community briefings were held in Victoria attracting more the 
15000 people. This clearly demonstrates the scale of this approach compared to street and 
community meetings.   
 
At the briefings operational staff from fire agencies provide up-to-date information about the 
current fire situation. Often this involves showing maps of recent fire spread, weather related 
information and maps showing fuel loads in the local area. Attendees are given an appraisal 
of the likely threat to their community and what options are open to them. The stay and 
defend or leave early message is reinforced and practical recommendations about what 
households can do is also put forward including information about local fire refuges, 
evacuation centres and recovery services. In addition, sources of further information are 
highlighted and where possible questions answered. The briefings have a role in 
preparation, planning and response to the bushfire threat.  


                                                
3
 Gilbert, J. (2005) An Evaluation of the Street FireWise Community Education Program in the Blue Mountains, New South Wales. 


Melbourne: Bushfire CRC and CIRCLE, RMIT University. 
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Evaluative work on community briefings is at an early stage but anecdotal evidence has 
been largely positive. They appear to be effective at getting residents who desire more 
information together at short notice. They are designed to minimise the level of uncertainty 
amongst the general public about what they need to be doing and what they can realistically 
expect. They also help to increase the level of transparency about what the emergency 
services are doing and bridge the gap between information flow at the incident management 
level and information at the ground level. The desire amongst threatened communities is for 
timely, reliable and realistic information. Hearing it from people working closely with the 
Incident Management Team adds to the credibility of the information. It also appears to be 
the case that people may well be more receptive to the information related to bushfire 
preparedness if the risk is real and imminent. Therefore, this approach can be used to 
motivate them into taking action to mitigate their fire risk.    
 
Community debriefs also occur after bushfires in some areas. These tend to be multi-agency 
in approach as well but the fire agencies take on more of a support role in the provision of 
services during the recovery phase. There are several examples of meetings taking place 
with communities at a local street level after major fires. A good example of this is 
debriefings, run by the Blue Mountains RFS, which were held with communities in the vicinity 
of Woodford after fires in 2002. These were run and organised at a local brigade level and 
were successful at leading to longer-term engagement with communities in this area.  
 
Community Groups with Preparedness Focus 
 
Two broad categories of community group have been identified in the context of bushfire 
awareness, education and engagement programs. These are community groups with a 
preparedness focus and community groups with a predominant response focus (discussed 
in the next section). Both these types of community group are longer-term engagement 
programs which require a larger level of commitment from residents.    
 
Preparedness groups are designed to equip a group of neighbours with the knowledge they 
require to prepare their properties for bushfire and devise strategies about how to protect 
themselves in a way that suits them best. Examples include Community Fireguard  (CFG) in 
Victoria, Community FireSafe Groups in South Australia, Community FireWise Groups in 
New South Wales and Bushfire Ready Action Groups (BRAG) in Western Australia. The 
process for group development involves a trained facilitator providing a series of workshops 
with the residents to help them all understand more about the bushfire risk and the options 
available to them. The intention is that once a group has been established and the facilitator 
has taken them through the core program the group will become fairly self sufficient in 
carrying out preparation activities and helping to raise awareness in the wider community.  
 
The ways in which the preparedness group concept has evolved amongst different agencies 
varies considerably. Some, such as Community Fireguard, have maintained the approach of 
delivering the core program and assisting community groups to become self sufficient. While 
other programs, in particular BRAG, have evolved into a more adaptable program format. In 
this case the outcomes of groups are less defined and instead facilitators help the group 
identify what they wish to achieve and how to go about it. The BRAG program appears to 
place a heavy emphasis on developing partnerships both between the community and fire 
services, and between BRAG groups. In order for this flexible, partnership approach to be 
effective it is vital that facilitators have a range of skills that enable them to identify the needs 
of a particular group and empower them to take ownership and a sense of joint purpose in 
the program. This is where targeting is extremely important in order to maximise the 
potential of this approach.     
 
A further example of a community group with a preparedness focus is FiReady Groups, a 
more locally based initiative run by Wollongong City Council, NSW RFS and NSW Fire 
Brigades (NSW FB). This program encourages interface communities in the Wollongong 
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area to assist with long-term fuel management of Asset Protection Zones. This approach 
combines encouraging members of the locality to participate in regular land management 
activities with the more traditional bushfire preparedness and planning information.   
 
Community Groups with Predominant Response Focus 
 
A further type of community group based program is the NSW Fire Brigades’ Community 
Fire Units (CFUs). This is a well established program in New South Wales which started in 
1994 and has been implemented in the Australian Capital Territory following the Canberra 
fires in 2003. While the program does involve a preparedness element it is differentiated 
from programs such as Community Fireguard by having a response focus predominantly. 
CFUs are not an operational wing of the NSW Fire Brigade; rather they provide a group of 
neighbours with the necessary skills and equipment to protect their own properties before, 
during and after a bushfire. If their local area is threatened the unit is activated to provide a 
first line of defence until fire crews arrive. The program has proved extremely popular with 
communities in high bushfire risk areas of New South Wales, especially in interface areas. 
There are more than 300 units in the state and over 5000 residents involved. 
 
Members of CFUs are in effect a type of volunteer but with a place specific role during a 
bushfire event. In the majority of cases CFUs are set up at the request of local communities 
who wish to be able to effectively defend their properties, at least until brigades arrive. After 
applying for a unit the potential members go through a training course that teaches them 
about fire behaviour and what to expect during a fire. The course also includes more general 
preparedness education, similar in content to other forms of community group. A final 
element of the training is teaching the residents how to handle and operate fire pumps and 
undertake mop up operations. This gives the CFU volunteers the necessary skills and 
knowledge to cope with and actively defend against ember attack in the immediate vicinity of 
their properties, put out spot fires and patrol their properties after the firefront passes.   
 
The intended outcomes of CFUs have similarities to other forms of community based 
groups. Increasing awareness, understanding and capacity to deal with the risk faced by 
residents in bushfire prone areas is an example of this. However, there appear to be some 
additional intended outcomes which seek to increase the level of community involvement in 
dealing with the bushfire risk and reflect the difficulties faced by fire services during a major 
bushfire in dealing with the threat without the support of communities. The fact that in most 
cases group formation is the result of a request from a community highlights the importance 
of a local champion in the neighbourhood to bring people together. Success of a unit is also 
highly dependent on volunteers committing a considerable amount of time to the program.  
 
Community Development Based Approach 
 
Community development is embedded in a number of the program types discussed in 
previous sections, in particular community groups. However community development is also 
an important element of programs designed to support recovery after major fires. Typically 
these are not programs that are instigated or delivered by fire agencies although they do 
play a role in the overall partnership approach. The state government in Victoria provided 
funding in the aftermath of the 2006/2007 fire season to employ Community Development 
Officers in six fire affected municipalities. Their role was to engage with households and 
encourage them to access recovery services. Empowerment of affected communities is 
clearly an intended outcome of such an approach.  
 
An underpinning principle of the community development approach is that it should be 
community-driven development, in which local people provide leadership in project initiation 
and implementation. Following the Eyre Peninsula fire in South Australia in 2005 the CFS 
have embarked on the development of an approach to community safety that more closely 
resembles this model. This evolving program is not a scripted and didactic approach but 
rather relies upon the Community Education Officer, a member of the community, mobilising 
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local people to work cooperatively to achieve community safety outcomes. While the 
difference between community partnership and community control may appear subtle, it is a 
fundamental principle for community development that a community group is empowered 
and drives the process.            
 
On-on-One Consultations 
 
As with the community development section, one-on-one consultations with households are 
a feature of programs that are discussed in other sections of the paper. For instance, in 
some cases street meetings are followed up with visits from the facilitator or a local brigade 
member to a household who has requested advice about a specific issue on their property. 
The advantages of this type of approach include the benefits of being about to address 
particular questions and areas of concern about bushfire preparedness that individuals and 
households may have. This level of engagement also tends to be more empowering and is 
likely to lead to desired behavioural change. It is also a very flexible approach that does not 
rely on a didactic, scripted presentation of information but instead responds to individual 
needs. However, the obvious drawback is that this is an extremely resource intensive 
approach and relies heavily on willing community safety staff and volunteers to get to a small 
proportion in high bushfire risk areas. Therefore it is only a viable strategy at a very local 
level. The VBIL and other such bushfire information lines also provide an outlet for one-on-
one consultations when providing information in response to specific individual concerns. 


 
Conclusion 
 
In compiling the database of existing community awareness, education and engagement 
programs for bushfire it soon became apparent that a wide range of types of initiative exist. 
Each type of initiative carries with it certain expectations about what the program is 
supposed to achieve and how the program works. The strategies used by fire agencies 
across Australia have a lot of similarities but also a lot of differences, which often reflect the 
differences in the bushfire threat around Australia. Where there are similarities it has often 
been the case that programs developed by one agency that have had a level of success are 
then replicated by other fire agencies and modified to the new context. The range of 
programs form a continuum with large scale media campaigns and warning systems at one 
end, through information dissemination with an increasing focus on interactive media, 
through a range of different meeting strategies targeted at either preparedness or during fire 
events, and finally through to various forms of community group based programs often with a 
community development component and interactions at individual household level. At the 
same time there is considerable overlap in this continuum with programs often not neatly 
fitting in any one category. A complex pattern emerges both when looking at current 
practices at a state and territory level or from a national perspective. 
 
There is also a range of other multi-agency approaches that are multi-purpose, multi-site and 
multi-provider, often incorporating elements of various program types and other activities. 
These often seem to emerge out of a specific issue or need that brings together a range of 
interested parties. The Hall’s Gap Community Safety Project is an example of this multi-
agency approach brought about by concern over access and egress to and from Hall’s Gap 
during a major bushfire. This issue brought together a array of collaborators including Parks 
Victoria, the Department of Natural Resources and Environment (now DSE), the police, 
CFA, local government in the Northern Grampians and the Hall’s Gap Tourist and Business 
Association. The result of this collaboration was a research project that identified strategies 
and treatments including bushfire information tools for the tourism industry and residents, as 
well as an annual clean up weekend.  
 
Another example of a multi-agency program is the Hotspots Fire Project, a pilot project in 
rural communities which seeks to improve the management of fire as a tool for conserving 
biodiversity in New South Wales. It is a partnership approach between the NSW Nature 
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Conservation Council, NSW RFS, the Environmental Trust and landholders. Hotspots 
encourages communities to attend a series of workshops focused on fire management 
planning and fire ecology to identify ways to achieve a mixture of desired outcomes. A 
further example is the South East Queensland Fire and Biodiversity Consortium. This is a 
collaborative group including QFRS, many local government agencies, the Wildlife Service, 
Queensland Parks and Griffith University. The consortium consults on a range of issues 
related to fire management and natural disaster mitigation, facilitates research through 
Griffith University and communicates with the public through bushfire forums and land 
owners workshops. Therefore, these examples highlight a growing trend of multi-agency 
partnerships, focusing on particular bushfire related issues in one or more specific 
communities that are made up of range of program elements.  
 
Community education, awareness and engagement programs seek to deliver a wide range 
of outcomes for households, neighbourhoods, communities and agencies. The range of 
programs delivered reflects both the variety of desired outcomes and the needs and 
capacities of communities to achieve these outcomes. Many of these outcomes are referred 
to in the descriptions of programs in this paper. A synthesis of the values, principles and 
desired outcomes of community safety programs for bushfire has provided a more 
comprehensive list4:    
 


• Acceptance and understanding of the bushfire risk 


• Households making an informed decision to stay and defend or leave early 


• Households plan to prepare, stay and defend, or leave early 


• Effective agency/community interaction in planning and preparing for bushfire 


• Effective agency/community communication during a bushfire 


• Increased ownership and responsibility for bushfire safety 


• Strengthening and development of neighbourhood and community partnerships 


• Improved agency/community and inter-agency co-ordination and understanding of 
responsibilities 


 
It is clear that a range of programs are needed to meet these outcomes, with some focusing 
primarily on individual and householder change, such as the interactive publications and 
street meetings, whilst others place a greater emphasis on community participation. 
Examples of this include community groups and other community development initiatives. 
Viewing the programs in this way draws a clear distinction between the two ends of the 
spectrum, programs with the broad aim of bringing about change at an individual and 
household level and programs with a focus on community participation and ownership. The 
primary focus of many of the programs is delivering the first three outcomes in the list. The 
other five outcomes can be seen as either causal processes that help to achieve and sustain 
the primary outcomes, or higher level preparedness outcomes in their own right. Increasingly 
it appears that fire agencies are taking the latter approach with a stronger focus on 
community ownership and partnerships. At the same time there appears to be a growing 
recognition that bushfire focused programs should be considered alongside other community 
development activities in order to deliver broader level community sustainability. This is 
exemplified by some Landcare groups in Victoria becoming involved in the Community 
Fireguard program and a range of other evolving synergistic developments.  
 
A combination of these individual and community level outcomes, combined with regulatory 
procedures, such as the development and enforcement of building codes, in addition to 
policy level and agency initiated mitigation activities, contribute to determining what most 
agencies see as the ultimate level outcomes: fewer lives and properties lost in bushfire and 
thus improved community safety.  


 


 


                                                
4
 Elsworth et al. (2007) The Community Safety Approach to Bushfire in Australia: Values, Principles and Desired Outcomes. 
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Introduction 
In recent years major fires have taken a heavy toll on communities around Australia.  Recent inquires 


into major fires and reviews of fire prevention have addressed a common set of themes relating to 


improved community safety (Auditor General Victoria 2003; Esplin, Gill et al. 2003; Mcleod 2003; 


Ellis, Kanowski et al. 2004).  Fire agencies across Australia have generally acknowledged that when a 


major bushfire occurs they do not have the resources to defend every home that may be in danger. In 


the past decade there has been a shift amongst emergency management organisations to acknowledge 


that reducing the risk from natural hazards, such as fire, will be enhanced by the level of community 


preparedness and the ability of the community to respond effectively.  Many emergency management 


organisations, including fire services have adopted a risk management approach with greater emphasis 


on prevention, mitigation and community preparedness (Smith, Nicholson et al. 1996).   


 


A key element of this ‘paradigm’ shift has been a focus on involving communities in partnerships with 


emergency services organisations to deal more effectively with risks.   In this new paradigm, a safe 


community has been defined as, “locally organised and resourced, well informed about local risks, 


proactive in prevention, risk averse, motivated and able to manage the majority of local issues through 


effective planning and action” (Hodges, 1999, p.2).  The notion of community self-reliance is often 


used to encapsulate these ideas.  More traditional approaches to dealing with bushfire risk such as 


regulations and restrictions on the use of fire, fire prevention planning, land use planning, building 


codes and standards, and prescribed burning are also used as part of a comprehensive and integrated 


suite of methods of dealing with the bushfire risk. 


 


Increasingly, organisations are seeking ways to engage more effectively with communities to both 


promote greater understanding by providing information, but also to increase community involvement 


in the issues through consultation, and by enabling communities to share in decision making on these 


issues.  Fire services and land management agencies now frequently advocate the importance of 


partnerships with other organisations, and with the community, in order to achieve common goals. 


 


At present there is little understanding of how effective this ‘community safety’ approach and the 


associated programs are, and, if indeed they are effective, for which households and communities and 


in what particular settings they work best, and how. This paper describes the first step in a research 


program
1
 designed to develop a comprehensive framework and methodology for evaluating the broad 


range of community safety programs from a theory and evidence-based perspective (Lipsey 1993; 


Kazi and Spurling 2000; Kazi and Rostila 2002; Pawson 2003; McGuire 2005).  Concept mapping was 


used to identify the range of potential outcomes for community safety programs and provide a starting 


point for the development of a program logic model and a more elaborated program theory. 


 


                                                
 
1
  The research program is funded by the Commonwealth of Australia together with Australian fire and emergency services 


agencies through the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (http://www.bushfirecrc.com) 
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Concept Mapping 
The term ‘concept mapping’ can be applied to any process that allows a diagrammatic representation 


of the way an individual or group thinks about the content and relationships associated with a specific 


object, idea or issue.  The particular method of concept mapping used during the current research is 


based on the work of William M. K. Trochim and used his computer program, the Concept System.  


This methodology is particularly suited to work with groups of participants to develop a conceptual 


framework as a guide for program planning and/or evaluation (Trochim and Linton 1986; Trochim 


1989; Trochim 1989).
2
 


 


Participants 


Fire agency personnel and community members took part in eleven concept mapping workshops.  


Table 1 shows the location and number of participants from each group. 


 


Table 1: Distribution of participants across the 11 Concept Mapping workshops 


 Community Group Bushfire Agency 


New South Wales 2 workshops – 6, 7 participants 2 workshops – 5, 6 participants 


South Australia 1 workshop – 10 participants 1 workshop – 12 participants 


Tasmania 1 workshop – 8 participants 1 workshop – 7 participants 


Victoria 1 workshop – 10 participants 1 workshop – 9 participants 


Western Australia - 1 workshop – 6 participants 


 


Method 


As an initial step, participants were asked to brainstorm ideas in response to the statement: 


 


‘Thinking as broadly as possible, generate statements that describe specific 


changes or improvements you think need to be achieved to make households 


and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’. 


 


The brainstormed statements were printed onto individual paper slips and returned to participants.  


Each person was then asked to sort the statements into piles that ‘made sense to them’.  Participants 


were free to sort the statements in any way they chose, with the following restrictions: (a) More than 


one pile should be used; (b) the number of piles should be less than the number of statements; (c) there 


should not be a ‘miscellaneous’ pile; and (d) statements that cannot be sorted into a pile should be 


placed singly, in their own pile.  Participants were also asked to rate each statement on two five-point 


scales according to the importance of achieving the change or improvement and the perceived 


difficulty in implementing it. 


 


During a break in the proceedings, a two-stage, computer assisted analysis was done using the sorted 


statements.  The first step involved the use of multi-dimensional scaling (MDS) to array the statements 


in two-dimensional space according to the degree of similarity between each statement.  This 


procedure resulted in a two-dimensional ‘point-map’ on which each statement was represented as a 


single point on the map and where the closeness (proximity) of two points was a measure of the 


similarity (common meaning) of the statements as perceived by the group as a whole. 


 


Following the creation of the point-map, a further procedure known as Hierarchical Cluster Analysis 


(Ward’s method) was carried out.  The Hierarchical Cluster Analysis involved the grouping of the two 


                                                
 
2
 The concept mapping workshops were facilitated by Roy Batterham, Plexus Consulting, Melbourne.  Version 1 of the 


Concept System program was used for the workshops. 
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closest, individual points into a single cluster; this was repeated until the number of clusters equalled 


approximately one-fifth the number of statements (the default for the particular program that was being 


used).  The clustering results can be portrayed by a structured listing of the brainstormed statements or 


as a two-dimensional map (the Cluster Map) where the point-map can be overlayed by lines that mark 


the cluster borders.  


 


During the final stage of each concept mapping workshop the participants were presented with copies 


of the Point Map, the Cluster Map and a list showing which statements made up each cluster.  They 


were then asked to name each cluster and suggest any alterations they felt would be appropriate.  


Finally, participants were encouraged to add their interpretations to the map and to note anything that 


they felt was missing from the final concept map. 


 


Post Workshop Analysis 


The lists and maps generated during the workshops were very useful in providing feedback to 


participants and for eliciting their interpretation of the structure in the statements generated.  However, 


the statistical analysis available in the Concept System program is quite limited (in particular, the MDS 


solution is restricted to two dimensions where, frequently, a three-dimensional solution may be 


necessary to represent adequately the complexities in structure in the data).  In order to achieve a more 


precise statistical representation of the results, data from the workshops were re-analysed using the 


specialised cluster analysis and MDS program Clustan Graphics (Wishart, 2004). 


 


Comparisons of the results obtained in the concept mapping workshops with a three-dimensional MDS 


solution using Clustan Graphics showed the three-dimensional solution typically yielded a more 


detailed and precise representation although there was always considerable congruence between the 


two solutions.  For this reason all workshop results were re-analysed using Clustan Graphics.  Firstly a 


three-dimensional MDS solution was calculated.  Then the statements, arrayed along these three 


dimensions, were analysed by hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward’s method) and the optimal (‘best-


cut’) number of clusters suggested by the program was selected as the starting-point for interpretation.  


This cluster number was sometimes modified in order to locate the solution that provided the most 


interpretable separation of clusters and coincided best with the workshop solution agreed by 


participants. 


 


The primary result of this analysis was a series of three two-dimensional scatter-plots on which the 


cluster solution (identified by differently coloured points) was arrayed across Dimensions 1 and 2, 


Dimensions 1 and 3 and Dimensions 2 and 3.  These three plots are analogous to the single Cluster 


Map provided by the Concept System program.  Each member of the research team independently 


examined each of the new cluster maps, naming both the axes and the clusters.
3
  A final consensus on 


the best representation of the results of each workshop was reached in a series of group meetings 


following this individual work. 


 


Synthesis of Results across the 11 Workshops 


Following the re-analysis of the data using Clustan Graphics a further meeting of the research team 


was conducted to achieve a synthesis of the concepts developed in the community and agency concept 


mapping workshops.  The synthesis was achieved using a process that could be described as a 


qualitative version of Ward’s method.  For the meeting, cluster names were written on A4 sheets of 


paper and displayed on the meeting room walls.  The group started off by pairing the cluster names 


that were most similar in meaning, justifying each pairing as it was suggested, and referring back to 


the detailed content of the clusters where necessary.  After a small number of pairs was established, the 


group worked in an hierarchical fashion, adding cluster names to already established pairs.  When all 


                                                
 
3
 The team involved in this step comprised Karl Anthony-Harvey-Beavis, Gerald Elsworth, John Gilbert, Helen Goodman, 


Sandra Nolte and Alan Rhodes 
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individual cluster names had been included in a synthesized group, each was named and a final 


revision was undertaken.  This procedure yielded 14 general concepts that are outlined below. 


 


Results 
As an example of some of the results generated in each individual workshop, Table 2 shows a typical 


list of concepts developed by one of the community group workshops and Figure 1 shows a cluster 


map from the same workshop generated by the Concept System program.  Seven clusters of statements 


were identified and named by the workshop participants.  During the final discussion, the group also 


identified two broad regions of their concept map (Education, Information and Advice; Preparation of 


Your Household and Neighbouring Households), suggested that Clusters 5, 7 and 6 were causally 


related to Clusters 2, 3 and 4, and noted that the workshop process had not suggested any specific 


implementation strategies that might be used to achieve the outcomes identified in the map. 


 
Table 2: A Typical List of Statements Generated by a Workshop Group 
1. Effective communication at times of a fire or a high fire risk (eg radio) 


2. Local groups that can check individual household preparation and encourage proper preparation (eg at a street 


level) 


3. Local resource people who can provide advice to others on practical things they can do to be better prepared 


4. Community are educated to understand the BENEFITS of being fire safe 


5. People understand the impact that not being fire-safe can have on them and the community 


6. People at local (eg street) level receive advice and support from fire services about how to make their 


properties as safe as possible 


7. People need to be clear about whether they will stay or go based on a realistic understanding of their own 


circumstances and capacity 


8. People are provided with clear information about things they need to consider in deciding to stay or go 


9. Households have appropriate fire and evacuation plans 


10. Households that have decided to stay need a readily available list of things they need to do in case of a fire 


11. People need to know safe places to go to in case they need to evacuate 


12. People need to see how quickly things they do wrong can lead to devastating results (eg through graphic TV 


ads) 


13. People need to understand the circumstances under which they can be directed to leave their property and by 


whom 


14. People have an independent water supply and means of pumping water if there is a power failure 


15. People clear rubbish, leaves etc from their property 


16. Where guidelines are issued to household they need to be appropriately specific about exactly what they need 


to do (eg pumps) 


17. People should be able to get an assessment of their property and situation, and get recommendations specific 


to them 


18. Councils provide information about importance of cleaning up when they inform residents of their collection 


services 


19. Local brigades and planning bodies can help residents access the tradespeople and services they need in order 


to be properly prepared ('a one-stop-shop') 


20. Needs to be a register of people who have special needs in case of a fire (eg elderly, disabled) 


21. Residents know about people with special needs in their street/locality (eg elderly, disabled) 


22. Adequate fuel reduction in ALL properties in a street 


23. People know about the rural fire service website and are able to use it (and the website is kept active and up to 


date) 


24. Communication during a crisis needs to be less haphazard and more locally precise (eg using local radio) 


25. Need to have efficient ways for communities to provide information about fire behaviour to the fire services 


26. Better two-way communication during a fire 


27. In the case of a fire residents need to feel that lines of communication within the fire services are effective 


(and not blocked by internal squabbles) 


28. Need means of contacting owners of holiday properties to notify them of needs regarding clean-up and 


preparation 


29. People are provided with education in their own setting (eg street meetings) 


30. Better understanding of what neighbours have for fighting fires 


31. People maintain all the equipment that they need for fire protection 


32. People maintain all the equipment that they need for fire protection 


33. Agencies provide positive education (benefits of being fire safe) rather than negative education (don't do this) 


34. 1. Information/education needs to focus on practical issues that people may not know 







 5 


 


Figure 1 about here 


 


Reanalysis of the card-sort results using a three-dimensional MDS solution in Clustan Graphics also 


yielded seven-clusters that were, however, somewhat differently characterised by the research team.  


The reanalysis revealed a slightly different grouping, with a new cluster concerned with householders 


with special needs emerging, as well as two clusters relating to educational activities essentially 


merging into one named Community Education to Improve Individuals Understanding and Knowledge.  


This process of reanalysis and comparison with the original cluster solution was followed for all 


eleven workshops. 


 


Synthesis of the Clustan Graphics results from the 11 workshops yielded 14 general concepts.  Twelve 


were derived from the results of both community and agency workshops while two were derived from 


community workshops only and one from agency workshops only.  Thirteen of the 14 general concepts 


were derived from the results of more than one workshop.  The 14 concepts together with a summary 


of their content are listed in Table 3. 


 


From the Concept Mapping Results to a Generic Program Theory 


A common criticism of program logic models is that they are merely ad hoc representations of 


linkages between program activities and presumed outcomes.   Thus, for example, Chen (1990) 


described a program logic as “…simply a series of ad hoc logical premises about how the program 


elements fit together”.  Additionally, a frequent criticism is that many program logics are merely 


extended ‘black-box’ models, linking ‘inputs’ to presumed ‘outputs’ and ‘outcomes’ in a linear chain 


with little or no information about the processes that might be thought to bring about the apparent 


linkages (it should be noted, however, that Funnell’s (1997; Funnell 2000) program logic matrix is a 


notable exception).  That is to say, many logic models simply obfuscate the very problem the idea of a 


program logic model or theory was meant to address. 


 


Leeuw (2003) suggested that one general way to reconstruct program theories was to use one of a 


variety of approaches to generating ‘mental models’ or ‘cognitive maps’ of program processes and 


outcomes.  A small number of recent studies discuss the possible use of structured concept mapping as 


the source of these ‘mental models’ in the development of program logic models or program theories 


(Yampolskaya, Nesman et al. 2004; Rosas 2005; Anderson, Gwaltney et al. 2006).  Yampolskayo et al. 


provide the most extensive account of the method used in generating a program logic model from a 


concept map in their study of a (US) state-wide community-based agency providing mental health 


services for children with multiple needs.  They describe an iterative three-step process in which: (a) 


The evaluation team filled out a pro forma logic model diagram using concept mapping results; (b) this 


model diagram was reviewed in a discussion with program staff (who had previously generated the 


concept map) and some minor modifications were made; and (c) a final review by the evaluation team 


was undertaken and the result checked with program staff.  A central element of the resulting logic 


model is a set of four ‘categories of service’ and lists of associated activities that are directly based on 


the results of the brain-storming and clustering components of the concept mapping workshop.  The 


service activities are subsequently subsumed under two general ‘strategy’ dimensions (‘assessing 


conditions’ – ‘changing conditions’; ‘individual activities’ – ‘team activities’) derived from an 


examination and naming of the apparent axes of the two-dimensional point map. 


 


One evident strength of the ‘mental models’ approach to program logic development, seen clearly in 


the Yampolskavo et al. study, is that the implicit theories held by practitioners provide a potentially 


rich source of ideas and hypotheses about program processes and mechanisms and the ways these 


might usefully be classified and linked.  As the present study yielded multiple concept maps that were 


subsequently consolidated into a single list of constructs by the project team, an approach to program 


logic development was evolved that did not necessitate (at this stage) further work with the community 


and agency groups who provided the initial concept mapping data.  Additionally, an attempt was made 
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to represent the nature of the causal processes implicit in the arrows linking the concepts in the logic 


model by seeking to identify the most appropriate linking word (or phrase) for selected pairs of 


concepts.   In this way at attempt was made to move beyond a simple ‘boxes-and-arrows’ logic model 


towards a more elaborated program theory. Linking words are a critical feature of freehand concept 


maps (Novak and Gowin 1984; Novak Undated) but aside from the inventive application to a hospice 


program by McClintock (McClintock 1990; Greene and McClintock 1991) they appear to have been 


rarely (if ever) used in program logic models in the evaluation literature.  


 
Table 3: Synthesised Concept Names and Descriptions 


Concept # Concept Name Concept Description 


1 Agency/Community Interaction The flow of information between agencies and the public, before an 


incident occurs, with the aim of increasing resident awareness of the 


risks posed by bushfire as well as encouraging preparation to mitigate 


those risks. 


2 Household/Neighbourhood 


Planning & Preparation 


The formulation of a plan that outlines an appropriate response to a 


bushfire and preparation that enables the chosen plan to be 


implemented. 


3 Deciding & Planning for ‘Stay or 


Go’ 


Understanding of the issues surrounding the ‘Stay or Go’ message as 


well as making decisions about what individuals or households will do 


when threatened by bushfire, based on accurate information. 


4 Use of Incentives to Achieve 


Preparedness 


The use of incentives to encourage preparedness or, conversely, the use 


of penalties to discourage inappropriate or risky behaviour. 


5 Understanding/Application of 


Regulations for Bushfire Safety 


The need for appropriate legislation to be put in place and enforced as 


well as ensuring community members and local governments 


understand why those laws are necessary. 


6 Policy Framework for Agency & 


Organisational Roles 


Ensuring the fire agencies implement appropriate policies and 


procedures to support community safety initiatives. 


7 Principles Underpinning Program 


Development & Adult Learning 


The importance of creating an environment conducive to effective 


learning by adults/ 


8 Individuals/Community have a 


Realistic Understanding of Risk 


The focus of the statements in this cluster is on the importance of 


community members understanding the range of factors that influence 


risk. 


9 Appropriate 


Information/Education Activities 


The provision of education, to a range of groups and using a number of 


different methods. 


10 Greater Community Ownership & 


Responsibility for Bushfire Safety 


The statements in this cluster are about community members taking 


increased responsibility for their own safety, planning for themselves 


and the communities they belong to. 


11 Agency/Inter-Agency 


Responsibilities & Co-ordination 


Within cluster 11 the researchers have identified two related, yet 


distinct concepts.  The first relates to agency responsibilities for the 


community.  The second relates to the intra-agency relationship 


between the operational branches of an agency and those concerned 


with community safety initiatives. 


12 Effective Communication of 


Information during Bushfire 


The majority of statements in this cluster are concerned with the way in 


which fire agencies deliver information to community members during 


a bushfire.  Another element expressed in cluster 12 is that to improve 


community safety from bushfire, systems need to be implemented that 


enable community members to communicate information to fire 


agencies, making use of local knowledge. 


13 Neighbourhood & Community 


Networks & Partnerships 


The majority of people are, in some way part of community networks.  


These networks will influence the capacity of communities to self-


organise, and to work effectively with fire agencies, and other 


authorities.  The networks will also influence community resilience and 


sustainability of community safety efforts. 


14 Community & Agency 


Responsibilities to Address 


Specific Needs 


Statements in this cluster are related to very specific, local issues, 


offering practical solutions to identified problems. 
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A feature of the 14 generic ‘community safety’ concept clusters that became clearly evident during 


their development from the results of the individual concept mapping workshops by the project team 


was that the concepts extended across at least three ‘levels’ of desired change: (a) Individual and 


household; (b) community and local bushfire agency; (c) central agency and policy institution.  These 


three structural ‘levels’, together with the elements of a typical context/input/process/outcomes model, 


were initially used to form a two-dimensional matrix and the 14 generic concepts were sorted into the 


matrix cells.  Next, using the elements of an extended outcomes hierarchy (context, strategies, outputs, 


outcomes) together with any ‘causal arrows’ in the workshop maps to suggest the possible causal 


direction, pairs of concepts that potentially represented strong proximal (and more distal) links were 


selected by one member of the project team.  Linking words or phrases that appeared best to represent 


the nature of the causal relationship were then identified by searching the content of the statements that 


were encompassed by the two generic concepts for which the link was required.  These suggestions 


were subsequently reviewed by other members of the research team and a consensus was sought.  The 


precise meaning of the link was then checked against the definitions and synonyms provided by the 


on-line lexical reference system WordNet (Fellbaum 1998).  The most appropriate synonym provided 


by this system was then chosen to represent the link.  Finally, the resulting logic model (Figure 2) was 


reviewed by all members of the project team. 


 


One particular use of this kind of generic program logic model is, we believe, worth highlighting.  At 


present, the project team is working on the application of a theory-based approach to evaluating 


community safety for bushfire in relation to three broad kinds of initiative: (a) Community education 


programs; (b) community development programs that might utilise, or alternatively seek to develop, 


existing community infrastructure and strengths; and (c) regulatory initiatives, frequently requiring 


inter-agency partnerships.  A generic logic model can be used as a starting point for conjecturing about 


the more detailed theory that might underpin each of these three types of initiative, and about a theory 


for specific examples within each type.  Figure 3 shows a portion of the generic model that might 


usefully form a starting point for development of a logic model for community education programs for 


bushfire.  Using the language developed by Tilley (2004) to distinguish the intended (STD - 


“Supposed to Do”) from the unintended (OAD – “Otherwise/Also Does”) outcomes of a program, the 


STD causal pathway for a community education program is contrasted against one possible OAD 


pathway where the desired distal outcome of Enhanced Community Safety From Bushfire is potentially 


achieved by an increased householder understanding of regulatory interventions (e.g. prescribed 


burning, fire-ban days) associated with bushfire safety in addition to (or instead of) the modelled 


community education intervention.  In addition, identification of short-term outcomes along with 


words that link them, on the one hand, with enabling strategies and, on the other, with more distal 


outcomes creates a model of a causal sequence that has many of the characteristics of a ‘Context-


Mechanism-Outcome’ configuration (Pawson and Tilley 1997) where the short-term outcome is 


identifiable as the ‘Mechanism’.  Thus, for example, the model suggests that Principals Underpinning 


Program Development and Adult Learning (Context) “Inform the development of” Appropriate 


Information/Education Activities (Strategy) that, in turn “Help individuals achieve” A Realistic 


Understanding of Risk (Mechanism) that, again in turn, “Activates” Deciding and Planning for Stay or 


Go (Outcome). 


 


Figures 2 and 3 about here 


 


Conclusion 


Fourteen generic clusters of community safety outcomes were generated by the synthesis of multiple 


concept maps.  Mapping the clusters across three structural ‘levels’ and arranging them into a tentative 


causal sequence with linking words and phrases suggests a basic causal structure that encourages 


interpretation from a realist theoretical perspective (Pawson and Tilley 1997, Tilley 2004).  It provides 


a basis from which to identify community safety outcomes, the logic of the relationships between 


outcomes in the community safety approach, the ways in which possible mechanisms may operate to 


bring about these outcomes, and some of the conditions necessary to achieve such outcomes.   
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Figure1: Cluster Map Generated During a Concept Mapping Workshop with a Community Group 
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Figure 2: A General Logic Model for Bushfire Safety Programs 


 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: A More Specific Logic Model for Bushfire Community Education Programs 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


Background to research 
Project C7 of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) is working towards the 


development of an overarching framework and methodology for evaluating community safety 


policies and programs. Supporting agencies to design and implement evaluations of community 


safety programs is an important component of the work. 


The BRAG program first came to the attention of the project team in early 2007 when contact 


with FESA identified that there was interest for a study to be undertaken based on their 


program. The first stage of the work took place in February 2007 when a program theory 


workshop was held in Perth. This turned into being the first stage of what became a fairly 


protracted study of BRAG for the C7 research team. After the workshop findings were written 


up it was apparent just how large the scope for the evaluation was. Conversations between 


FESA and C7 towards the end of 2007 helped to clarify what would be practical and desirable to 


explore. This was in the context of a pending full internal review of BRAG being commissioned 


by FESA which would take place after this project had concluded. 


In order to avoid duplication, and due to the constraints on what C7 could offer, it was agreed 


that this piece of research would not be a full program evaluation. Instead the approach taken 


would be evaluative case studies that would examine the principals behind the success of 


BRAGs in the case study locations. FESA, at C7’s request, suggested three possible case study 


locations where BRAG had been established for some time and who would be willing to take 


part. These were Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup. Initially the plan was to select two of 


these as the case studies. But after careful consideration of the options it was decided to carry 


out fieldwork at all three.  


At this stage a project scope was developed that outlined C7’s proposal, including an outline of 


the timeframe, methodology and intended aims of the project. It was also suggested to FESA 


that a project reference group would potentially be of benefit as it would enable the research 


team to get feedback on the proposed methodology, interview questions and subsequently on the 


results and presentation of findings. FESA duly assisted in the setup and bringing together of a 


reference group made up of representatives from all three case study locations. The group first 


met at Mandurah in May 2008 to agree on terms of reference and to finalise the project scope.  


The fieldwork for the research took place between May and July 2008 and was largely based 


around individual and small group interviews with a range of stakeholders. At the conclusion of 


the fieldwork, in August, the reference group reconvened to discuss an early cut of the results. 


Work then continued on the analysis and drafting of the report. A further presentation to 


members of the reference group was given at the start of November providing an update based 


on the finalised analysis of the data. At all stages the feedback generated from the reference 


group was extremely valuable to the development of the final report. It also enabled the research 
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team to give back something to the members of the reference group who had been so generous 


with their time and ideas.  


Report structure 
The report consists of five main sections in the body of the write-up and three appendixes: 


 Section 1 provides an overview of the project and the aims and methodology used for the 


evaluative case studies.  


 Section 2 provides additional background to the case study locations and provides a 


rationale for the way in which the analysis of the interview data is structured.  


 Section 3 is the analysis itself, providing a commentary on the findings from the interviews 


examining the contexts, mechanisms and outcomes.  


 Section 4 is the discussion of the findings from the analysis. 


 Section 5 offers some conclusions and. 


 The Appendix 1 and 2 provide additional background information for the evaluative case 


studies and the approach used.  


 Appendix 3 contains the first cut of the data analysis, which covers both the areas within 


the scope of this project and additional topics that will hopefully be of interest to other 


people investigating BRAG or similar programs in the future. 


The project findings are summarised below: 


Conclusions 
 Diverse contexts are important in determining the appropriateness and success of BRAG. 


 A “one size fits all” approach is not realistic as individual understanding and acceptance of 


the risk varies. 


 Flexibility has become an important process in BRAG but requires skilled facilitators with 


the necessary resources and support. 


 The facilitator is the major driver of BRAG in each location – this does raise the question 


of succession planning. 


 Group activity (at least formally) is not as evident as in the traditional Fireguard model. 


 Individual preparedness outcomes are more common than community level outcomes, e.g. 


residents considering their plans but not in consultation with neighbours. 


 Resources, both in terms of print/media and people are vital to the groups for their ongoing 


success and maintenance. 


 The socio-demographic make up of the groups studied was predominantly affluent, middle 


class Australians with small CALD and Aboriginal populations. It was not possible in this 
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research to examine whether the model would work for these communities. Or for that 


matter whether the findings in the three case study locations are reflective of other areas 


where BRAG is in existence. 


 BRAG is generally dealing with conflict in the three case study locations, both amongst 


individual groups and between the groups and FESA (both central office, regional and 


local government). However there was some evidence to suggest the conflict has the 


potential to hinder groups in the future. 


Recommendations 
 That BRAG in some form or another should be maintained where it is operating successfully 


and expanded to communities where it is not operating at the moment. 


 That FESA should continue to provide and update the material resources available to 


BRAGs and should consider providing dedicated staff to resource the ongoing maintenance 


and development of BRAGs. 


 That the communication lines between FESA central office and the local BRAG facilitators 


be improved. 


 That FESA continue to evaluate and monitor the existing BRAGs in the light of socio-


demographic changes occurring in local communities and to monitor the manner in which 


BRAG facilitators are trained in how best to manage these changes. For example: in the light 


of these changes BRAG facilitators should be trained in how to include CALD communities 


in their operations and appropriate multilingual material should be available to them from 


FESA head office.  


 That, in the light of the importance of having committed facilitators if a BRAG is to operate 


effectively, FESA cooperate with the local governments in recruiting and training facilitators 


and coordinators to ensure the future continuation of these and other BRAGs. 


 That training is tailored to the particular needs of these BRAG recruits: e.g. community 


education and communication perhaps for fire fighters and necessary aspects of fire fighting 


needed for non-fire fighters. 


 That the potential for Regional BRAG Coordinators be explored by FESA as a way of more 


effectively providing support to existing groups and extending the program further. 


 That the internal review of BRAG that FESA will commission considers the findings and 


implications of this research.  
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1. OVERVIEW 


1.1 Introduction 
The Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) funded through the Australian Government’s 


CRC program, commenced in 2003 and combines the efforts of more than 30 research, fire and 


land management agencies in Australia and New Zealand in undertaking research on bushfires. 


In its seven year life span it aims to better understand the complex social, economic and 


environmental aspects of bushfires.  


The research program has more than 50 projects covering: 


 Safe Prevention, Preparation and Suppression 


 Management of Fire in the Landscape 


 Community Self-Sufficiency for Fire Safety 


 Protection of People and Property 


It is also providing an education program that is helping to develop the next generation of fire 


researchers and helps to inform the public and special interest groups on the latest developments 


in bushfire knowledge. 


Project C7, the “Evaluation Framework” project, forms part of the program called “Community 


Self Sufficiency for Fire Safety”. Members of this project seek to examine the influences of 


formal programs and activities on increasing community safety, to identify influences outside of 


those programs, and to provide advice to the sector on both the most useful evaluation 


approaches for community safety policies and programs and the most effective way to engage 


the multiple stakeholders in these approaches. 


1.2 Context  
Bushfire Ready Action Group (BRAG) is a program run in Western Australia by the Fire and 


Emergency Services Authority (FESA). It is a community group program originally developed 


along the lines of the Community Fireguard model in Victoria. The program has been in 


existence since 1996, it was originally known as Community Fireguard but FESA changed its 


name to BRAG in 2001. At its peak there were BRAG groups in 38 locations across the state. 


This has diminished in the past couple of years. The program is now pending a full internal 


review by FESA.  


BRAG has its origins in the Community Fireguard program. In 1993 the Community Fireguard 


program was developed by the Country Fire Authority (CFA) in Victoria. It pioneered a model 


of on-going group fire-safe programs that have since been adopted, and adapted, by many fire 


agencies around Australia. At the core of the concept was identifying residents in high bushfire 


risk locations, facilitating the formation and development of groups of local neighbours, 


equipping them with the knowledge and information to increase their fire safety and achieving a 


level of ongoing planning and preparedness for bushfires. The program developed in a changing 
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context of emergency management for bushfires. It was becoming increasingly acknowledged 


that community resilience was essential in high fire risk areas where it would not be possible to 


guarantee a fire truck at everyone’s property during a major fire; that a house could protect its 


owners during a bushfire provided it was well prepared and actively defended (Wilson & 


Ferguson, 1984; Krusel and Petris, 1992; Packham, 1992); and that information provision prior 


to and during an event was essential for community safety.  


The process a Community Fireguard group went through followed a pattern. After the 


establishment of a group, the residents met at one of their homes and went through a series of 


modules with a trained facilitator which increased their knowledge and understanding of many 


aspects of fire behaviour, their local risk and what they could do to become better prepared. 


Following the completion of the core modules the facilitator took a back seat providing 


additional support on request, such as the provision of brochures. In the model a successful 


group would remain active by continuing to meet prior to the fire season and making plans and 


preparations together.  


The rationale behind the program is succinctly summarised as being:  


…about local people taking responsibility for their own fire safety. These people work in 


small community groups to develop strategies to cope with the local fire threat. These 


strategies are based on a solid understanding of wildfire safety issues. (Original Community 


Fireguard Booklet, in Ministerial Working Group, 1994) 


Over the first 5 years about 400 active groups were established in Victoria (Boura, 1998). 


Evidence from program evaluations (Boura, 1998; Rohrmann, 1999) suggested that the program 


was having an impact at a number of levels. Individual participants were accepting 


responsibility for their own safety and undertaking preparedness activities (Rohrmann, 1999). 


At a community/organisational level Community Fireguard was going beyond education and 


leading to a level of ongoing engagement and a partnership between the CFA and communities 


(Boura, 1998). The Community Fireguard program continues to be an important component of 


Fire Ready Victoria in Victoria with 504 Fireguard sessions delivered in the 2007-08 period1. 


Given these findings and the weight of numbers of groups it is not surprising the approach 


interested other agencies who were also looking to implement programs that fostered 


partnerships with the community.  


The model attracted attention in Western Australia as early as 1994 when a group formed in 


Bedfordale. This seems to pre-date the formal introduction of the 18 month pilot program in 


March 1996 in Darlington. This was a recommendation of the Ministerial Working Group 


Investigating the Darling Escarpment Fire Hazard (1994: 21). The investigation was prompted 


due to concerns about the awareness of communities living in this high-risk area of the state and 


a number of fires in the area in the preceding fire season. The pilot was developed and funded as 


a partnership between the Bush Fires Board, Western Power, the Fire and Rescue Service, 


                                                           
1 CFA Annual Report (2008) 
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Department of Conservation and Land Management and WA Municipal Association. The 


funding provided for a dedicated program coordinator to promote and implement the program, 


initially in the Shire of Mundaring (where Darlington is), the Shire of Kalamunda and the City 


of Armadale (where Bedfordale is). A major difference in the operation of Community 


Fireguard in Western Australia was in terms of how facilitators were appointed to the program. 


They undertook a one day internal training course as opposed to the external diploma in 


community education required in Victoria. 


It appears that even after the pilot finished there was continued activity in areas such as 


Darlington where the Community Fireguard program remained active. The Fire and Emergency 


Services Authority of Western Australia (FESA) came into existence in 1999, which prompted 


an assessment of the future direction of Community Fireguard and subsequently led to a change 


in the name of the program to Bushfire Ready Action Groups in 2001. Minutes from Darlington 


Community Fireguard group meetings offer an insight into this decision, stating that the change 


of name was due to “name negativity”. BRAG was developed as an umbrella for a range of 


activities including Fireguard activities, street meetings and the summer media campaign. A 


significant change in the program that occurred when the program became BRAG is described 


by a FESA community safety coordinator: 


…initially when it [Community Fireguard] was adopted from the east they maintained that sort 


of remuneration of facilitators. So they were provided with an annual bonus…But when it 


became BRAG that was stopped. So there was no money in the program whatsoever… (Fp2-4) 


This change in financial commitment to the program coincides with the end of the funding 


arrangement with Western Power. Coordination for BRAG would occur from FESA central 


office but the activity would take place on the ground with support from the regional staff and 


local government. The coordination of the program went from being a full-time dedicated role at 


FESA to a part of a wider coordination role of the summer safe projects and other elements of 


the BRAG umbrella. The role of the coordinator in relation to BRAG is summarised as: 


Providing training for BRAG facilitators. Generally communicating with the facilitators on a 


fairly regular basis and, you know, resource development…So it was more that liaison and 


working obviously with our regional staff, our district managers, who looked after them 


[BRAG groups] on a local level. (Fp2-4) 
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Figure 1: overview of key players in BRAG 


 
VOLUNTEER BRAG FACILITATOR  


 Helps in the establishment and 
maintenance of BRAG group(s). 


 Delivers BRAG modules to members. 
 Facilitates meetings and street-walks. 
 Distributes resources. 
 Promotes BRAG within their local 


community. 
 Participates in various FESA community 


safety strategies. 
 Providing feedback to FESA.  


 


BRAG STREET COORDINATOR 
 Promotes and maintains the program 


within their street and enlists the support 
of neighbours. 


 Organises meetings and 
provides/organises a venue (their home, 
community centre, etc). 


 Establishes and maintains a database on 
BRAG members within their group. 


 Supports the facilitator as required. 
 


 
FIRE SERVICES MANAGER  


 Identifies potential areas where BRAG 
would benefit the community. 


 Identifies potential facilitators and 
explains what the role entails. 


 Assesses and approves the facilitator. 
 Supports the Community Safety Officer 


in delivering facilitator training 
(providing information on fire behaviour, 
preparedness strategies and other 
technical issues including matters specific 
to their local community). 


 Works with the facilitator to set up the 
BRAG group. 


 Provides on-going support to the 
facilitator and the BRAG program. 


 Promotes BRAG within their region. 
 


FESA COMMUNITY SAFETY COORDINATOR  
 Promotes and provides information on 


BRAG to the general community. 
 Provides facilitator training on BRAG 


and BRAG related issues. 
 Develops BRAG resources. 
 Tracks and maintains the BRAG 


database. 
 Sends out resource and campaign 


materials to facilitators. 
 Supports the Fire Service Manager. 
 Reviews and evaluates the BRAG 


program. 
 


 
FESA’s coordinator of BRAG activities developed a database of groups and facilitators. In 2005 


there were around 80 facilitators with varying levels of activity in about 40 locations across the 


state, the major concentration being close to the Perth Hills and in the South-West. However 


information about finer level details of participation at a street level was not available (at least 


centrally) other than anecdotally. This was in terms of what feedback the coordinator received 


and from attending BRAG meetings. “It’d never been measured or gauged in terms of who was 


on board and doing what in the community”. (Fp4) 


As the coordinator’s role developed the amount of time dedicated to BRAG diminished, which 


presented challenges in terms of supporting the facilitators and coordinating the program. At the 


same time support from FESA operational staff varied considerably. Some District Managers 


embraced the concept and were active at promoting and supporting the BRAG program in their 


region, while others were far less interested and committed.  


Some managers were very much using it as a…as an important tool within the community 


with their brigade members. There were others that absolutely didn’t have a clue. (Fp5) 


From a FESA perspective another issue that emerged at this time was the background of 


facilitators. To begin with facilitators were recruited from the local bushfire brigades. Typically 


this would include volunteer brigade members who were getting too old for fire fighting duties 
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or volunteers with an interest in community education. At some point general community 


members were allowed to become facilitators. This appears to have been problematic because 


whereas the volunteer brigade members already had an understanding of fire behaviour the 


community members required a lot more training to cover these basics which couldn’t easily be 


accommodated within the framework of the program. The lack of process for recruitment of 


facilitators also raised questions about whether FESA was opening itself up for scrutiny. It 


prompted a risk analysis study into the program in 2006 to identify this and other issues related 


to the running and delivery of BRAG, such as the accuracy of information facilitators are 


provided and the legal implications of recommendations made to residents.  


Decisions about the future of BRAG have been uncertain since the risk analysis, pending a full 


external review of the program. FESA Community Engagement Directorate has continued to 


liaise with existing BRAG groups and support them on an ad hoc basis. In 2008 several changes 


have been implemented in response to a review of existing community education resources, 


including BRAG materials. A decision was also made to modify the name, as there had been 


some calls to simplify the acronym. Consequently the program is now being referred to as the 


Bushfire Ready program. However as this happened after the interviews for this project it will 


be referred to as BRAG for the purposes of this report. 


It is against this historical background and rationale that the BRAG program came to the 


attention of the research team and subsequently formed the basis of this report. 


1.3 Background to evaluative case studies 
In February 2007, Project C7 ran a program logic/theory workshop2 with key personnel 


involved with the BRAG program. The result of the half-day workshop in Perth was an initial 


program theory matrix for BRAG based on the knowledge and experiences of key stakeholders. 


These included representatives from FESA head office, FESA regional staff, local brigades and 


members of the community actively involved in the program as facilitators.  


The information generated from the workshop provided an initial overview of BRAG; its 


intended outcomes, the activities and resources involved, some of the causal process that 


possibly help in achieving the outcomes, the contexts in which the program appears to work 


best, and barriers that might hinder BRAG from working (see Appendix 1 for the program 


theory matrix). The first question asked of the group during the workshop was in broad terms to 


consider the key issues. That is, what they saw BRAG as intervention being in aid of and what 


is it seeking to address.  


                                                           
2 The workshop involves the development of a program logic and a program theory. Program logic is a 
simplified picture of how the objectives of a program can be achieved through a series of outcomes. 
These are often represented in the form of a hierarchy of intended outcomes. A Program theory is an 
extension of the ‘program logic’ that helps to link intended outcomes of a program to the program 
activities and the underlying assumptions about how a program works. It helps to explain how the 
program elements are related and how they might work together to bring about the effects of a program. 
This is often usefully expressed in the form of a ‘program logic’ matrix. For a detailed account of the 
workshop approach, see Rhodes and Gilbert (2008). 
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Figure 2 shows the initial thoughts of the group which were then refined during the workshop. 


However they serve as a useful overview of the fundamental issues that those responsible for 


developing and implementing the program saw. Immediately it became clear just how broad and 


wide-ranging these were.  


Figure 2: BRAG ‘Issues’ 


 
 Preparing for bushfire 


 Making residents aware of what they can do 


 Hazard reduction 


 Telephone tree 


 Planning and preparation 


 Knowing your neighbour and what’s going on in your street (fire an off-shoot of this) – 


linked to neighbourhood watch 


 Taking responsibility for living in a fire prone area 


 Puts pressure on those in the community who don’t do the right things 


 Self-help 


 Gives residents confidence in a fire situation (address uncertainty and early warning) 


 Accurate information 


 Ease resource issues on fire authority (not a fire truck for every property) 


 Volunteer fire brigade (shift from BRAG program and better take up) 


 Community complacency 


 People’s lack of understanding of how a bushfire behaves (empowering community, make 


informed decisions, behaviour change) 


 Localise FESA’s messages to help deal with local issues 


 More effective distribution of FESA’s information 


 Actively encourage neighbours 


 Program offers a buy-in to absentee land owners 


 Peace of mind, know what to expect – address uncertainty (psychological preparedness) 


 People moving into fire prone areas from city or other areas where bushfires aren’t a high 


risk 
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The workshop also raised further questions about how BRAG works, its effectiveness and the 


particular circumstances in which it could be expected to achieve desired outcomes. It was 


proposed that further work be undertaken by C7 to gain a more comprehensive understanding of 


BRAG by testing aspects of the program theory through evaluative case studies of three 


“successful” groups: Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup. The decision to look at these groups 


was based on the recommendations of FESA and the willingness of the locations to be involved 


in the research. They also represented three of the most established, active and knowledgeable 


BRAG groups in the state and therefore had the potential for generating a large volume of 


information. The central tenet of the evaluation approach adopted by the research team is what 


works, for whom and in what contexts. Therefore, the suggested case study locations provided 


an opportunity to look at three areas where BRAG had been implemented and sustained over 


several years, to look at the contexts and settings the program has worked or not worked in, why 


and how.  


The decision was taken by the research team, in consultation with FESA, that the work would 


not a full program evaluation per se, rather the approach adopted would be designed to examine 


the principles behind the perceived success of BRAG in the three case study locations. This 


would therefore compliment the intended full review of the program being commissioned by the 


agency.  


A scoping document was developed by the reference group that outlined the proposed 


parameters of the work and the methodology. This was done in consultation with FESA 


Community Engagement Directorate. The decision was made to set up a project reference group 


comprising of people involved in BRAG in the three case study locations. Feedback was sought 


from FESA and a project reference group on the scoping document and the reference group 


have met on three occasions to provide input into the project. 


1.4 Aims 
Key evaluation questions were agreed on in consultation with the FESA Community 


Engagement Directorate and the project reference group. These were: 


1. What are the similarities and differences between the groups in terms of context, history, 


membership, inputs, processes and outcomes? 


2. To what extent have the groups in the three case study locations achieved the intended 


program outcomes? (as outlined in the program theory model) 


3. What unintended outcomes have occurred, both positive and negative?  


4. What has supported or been a barrier to the achievement of outcomes and why? 


5. What evidence is there that the outcomes are sustainable/what resources are needed to 


sustain them? 
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1.5 Methodology 
The basis of the case study methodology was interviews with a range of stakeholders, supported 


by relevant literature reviews and document analysis of publications related to BRAG and 


appropriate ABS data. The interviews used a semi-structured technique to generate a large 


amount of qualitative data. Interviews were conducted in each of the three case study locations. 


The interviews were either done individually or on a small group basis. Those interviewed 


included FESA, local government, local brigades and the community: 


 BRAG facilitators 


 Street coordinators 


 Local brigade captains (VBFB) 


 BRAG group members 


 Regional FESA and local government staff involved with BRAG including Chief Bushfire 


Control Officers, District Managers and Community Fire Managers 


 An interview was also undertaken with FESA Community Safety Branch including past 


and present community safety coordinators responsible for supporting BRAG.  


NB In some cases interviewees held multiple roles and therefore provide responses in both their 


capacities. For example, a facilitator may also have been the local brigade captain. 


Examples of the interview schedules are provided in Appendix 2. It was informed by feedback 


from FESA, an initial review of program documentation and the initial program theory 


workshop. Further refinement occurred after meeting the project reference group in May. 


Fieldwork took place in June over three visits. A total of 17 interviews were undertaken which 


amounted to more than twenty hours of recordings. The majority of the interviews were 


transcribed. Qualitative data analysis techniques were utilised such as coding of the data under 


relevant headings.  


Limitations 
As previously stated the decision was made to focus on three areas where the program had been 


sustained for a number of years. While there would be value in future work that examined 


communities where BRAG had been tried but not sustained, it fell outside the parameters of this 


study. However it would certainly be a worthwhile future project. In addition there was also a 


need to focus the research on people who were involved with the program in the three case 


study sites rather than comparisons between members of the community who were participants 


and those who weren’t. This decision was taken to focus attention of the study on where BRAG 


was having an impact in the communities. The fact that a full internal review of the program is 


pending meant that the research team could narrow their focus in order to explore in more 


details the workings of three successful groups.  
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The participant profile that was proposed in the scoping document did not take place when the 


fieldwork was undertaken. This was due to difficulties in getting a representative sample of 


BRAG participants to take part in interviews. Consequently it was decided to draw on ABS 


profiles for the three case study locations and the qualitative assessment of those who were 


interviewed. 


2. CASE STUDIES 
2.1 Background Summaries 
This section provides a brief summary of the background to BRAG in Bedfordale, Darlington 


and Yallingup. Further information follows in the analysis and discussion related to each of the 


case study sites. The initial proposal for this project focused on two case studies. However it 


became apparent that it would be beneficial to broaden the scope out and examine all three 


locations.  


Bedfordale 
Map 1: Bedfordale and surrounds 


 
Location 
Bedfordale is located about 30 minutes south east of the Perth CBD and is under the Local 


Government jurisdiction of the City of Armadale. It is located in an area that is recognised as a 


growing regional centre and an urban community nestled amongst scenic parks, undulating hills 


and picturesque valleys. The City of Armadale was recently earmarked as one of the top five 


BEDFORDALE 
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growth regions in the Perth metropolitan area. Bedfordale is home to the Armadale Settlers 


Common which is a 383 ha bushland reserve, of which approximately 287 ha is vested in the 


City of Armadale, for the purpose of 'parks and recreation'. The Common lies on the Darling 


Scarp and is within the wider Darling Range Regional Park. Much of the bushland is in good 


condition and is used for recreational activities such as walking and hiking, orienteering, nature 


appreciation, picnics, exercising and nature photography.  


History 
Bedfordale BRAG started in 1994 as Community Fire Guard with the original facilitator being 


Lyall Cotterall. Lyall was motivated to form a local bush fire awareness and education 


neighbourhood group following fires that occurred along Loch View and Carradine Road. Ian 


Thompson commenced his role soon after the group’s formation and has been the facilitator 


since.  


Darlington 
Map 2: Darlington and surrounds 


 
Location 
Darlington is about a 40 minute drive from the Perth CBD in the LG jurisdiction of the Shire of 


Mundaring. The Shire covers an area of 644 sq. kms of which nearly half is State Forest or 


Reserves. Tourism is a vibrant and growing part of the region, with nature based activities and 


facilities a priority.  


DARLINGTON
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Darlington is a low density residential area, with significant parklands. It was named after the 


mountain range located in the area, Darling Range.  


History 
Darlington BRAG was originally formed in 1994 under the auspices of the then Community 


Fire Guard program. The group’s first facilitator was Colin James, who still retains this role.  


Yallingup 
Map 3: Yallingup and surrounds 


 
Location 
Yallingup is a coastal town located about 264 kilometres south of Perth and is in the Local 


Government jurisdiction of the Shire of Busselton. It is a popular holiday destination and is 


probably best known for its excellent surf. The Shire of Busselton is experiencing high rates of 


demographic and economic growth. The population of the Shire of Busselton now exceeds 


26,000 people and this growth is predicted to continue. The west coastal area of the Shire, which 


includes Yallingup, contains some of the State's most famous surfing breaks and a number of 


the State's best known and most prestigious wineries and caves as well as large areas of national 


park and State forest. 


History 
Prior to 2004, Yallingup had informal Community Fire Guard groups which rarely convened 


and whose arrangements are best described as “ad-hoc”. Yallingup BRAG, in its current form, is 


the amalgamation of a couple of different BRAG units in the area – Yallingup Siding and 


YALLINGUP 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


Yallingup Rural. There is an additional informal group in the centre of the town of Yallingup 


which is facilitated by Laurie Roach but this is not formally affiliated with the main group. 


Annie Palmer and Mark Standish are the main facilitators and both are members of the 


Yallingup Rural Bush Fire Brigade. 


2.2 Approach to case study analysis 
The data gathered about BRAG from the case study interviews provided a vast amount of 


information to analyse. The focus of the evaluation was on ‘what works for whom in what 


circumstances, in what respects and how’? Therefore to assist with the realist approach to 


considering how BRAG operates in Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup a framework was 


devised for the data analysis based on a model developed by Elsworth et al (2008: 46). The 


model in question (Figure 3) is an initial theory-based model of community education, 


awareness and engagement (EAE) initiatives that synthesises the knowledge about the 


effectiveness of community EAE program for bushfire, based on existing published evaluations 


of programs. It provided a useful structure for the analysis of information from the interviews 


and the subsequent write up.  
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Figure 3: Preliminary theory model of community EAE initiatives (Elsworth et al, 2008: 


46) 


Context 


Diverse contexts are important in determining the appropriateness and success of specific community EAE 
initiatives for bushfire. These include: 


 locality (urban fringe, rural township, rural) 
 livelihood/lifestyle (commuter, small land-holder, farmer) 
 community (existing ties, local organisations, local advocates, diversity – CALD, disabled, older 


residents) 
 the nature of past and present events (recency, duration, phase (mitigation, preparedness, response, 


recovery) 
 Prior level of engagement/interest in issue (resistant, motivated, active) 
 inter-organisational relationships during planning/implementation (e.g. partnerships between 


response agency, land management agency, local government) 
 intra-organisational relationships (e.g. response/community engagement officers) 
 agency/community relationships (e.g. with local brigade or community fire unit) 


Engagement 


Individuals, households and families in bushfire prone localities in Australia are not necessarily strongly 
engaged with the risks and suitable safety responses. Programs actively engage their interest and motivation 
to enable participants, individually and collectively, to think through and discuss issues, plan and make 
appropriate choices. Strategies that encourage engagement include well-presented visual materials, ‘first-
hand’ accounts, well-organised authoritative presenters, personal contact and ‘localising’ content to the 
participants’ context.  


Trust and Self-confidence 


A consistent message from fire agencies is that they cannot necessarily defend every property during an 
event. Programs generate trust in agencies to give credible advice, listen to and respect local knowledge, 
make sound decisions that respect local concerns, and do their best in challenging circumstances. Residents 
also develop confidence and trust in their own capacity to plan, prepare and defend their property and, where 
appropriate, assist in their community. 


Confirmation and re-assessment 


Residents actively seek confirming and additional 
information (e.g. when a warning is received, 
when a safety strategy is recommended) from 
both formal and informal sources and, where 
appropriate, re-assess and re-negotiate their 
planning, preparation, and response options.


Community involvement and collaboration 


Residents get to know neighbours and other 
community members better, understand their 
needs and capacities, learn from their skills and 
experiences, collaborate during an emergency, 
and generate a shared understanding of agency 
advice and warning messages.


Planning, preparation and safe response 


Residents individually and collaboratively within families develop plans, prepare their properties and respond 
safely during an event (leave early or actively defend their property). Residents share their response plans 
with neighbours and agency personnel, support each other (including vulnerable community members) and 
act as a group where appropriate. 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


The initial cut of the data analysis for the interviews is provided in Appendix 3. This provides 


additional information and levels of details that might be of interest to some readers.  


3. ANALYSIS 


3.1 BEDFORDALE BRAG: MODEL ANALYSIS 
Context 
Relationships between BRAG and FESA and the SHIRE and FESA can be tenuous at times as 


the following suggests: According to the facilitator, I.T. he’d offered to go anywhere to promote 


BRAG but he felt he was fobbed off by FESA. ‘… Go to these places, and just give my opinion 


on BRAG and how good it is. But, no, every time I ring up … I rang x when they had the big 


fires up there and I said are you going to have a meeting like we discussed? Oh, just … we’re 


doing this and we’re doing that and we’re not going … and, well, I did offer.’ FESA apparently 


is afraid also to make recommendations on such things as sprinklers on roofs according to this 


same interviewee: ‘And a lot of people asked about sprinklers on roofs … And FESA won’t 


recommend anything ‘cause they say, oh well, if they … somebody puts something on and the 


house gets burned down they can sue us ‘cause we told them put the …We just suggest it. 


Anything on your roof, anything you can do to stop the fire, is an improvement. You know, if 


you want to put sprinklers on your roof we can’t tell you what to put. Talk to some of the local 


plumbers, some of them have done it, go ahead and do it. (Bp4)  


Relationships and co-operation are not all that bad though: When asked about the relationship 


between his BRAG and FESA and who he would contact, the following was the response:  


I: I … no, (don’t contact the regional officers) I just ring whoever is the safety officer or 


whoever it was, like say it was Mark Molnar, then Ruth Kramer, and now I believe it’ll be 


Helen. And I just ring them and say look I need X amount of this or this pamphlets or this … 


whatever I need, and that’s basically all I ever do on it. Like, you know, they’ll send them on 


a courier next morning if they’re urgent. Oh, yeah. I’ve never had any problem getting 


anything from FESA for my BRAG meetings. And I’ve had … I couldn’t ever get x here. 


She always oh, I’m going to try, but she had young kids.’ He always believes it’s good to 


have FESA represented at meetings and one had been at the last coordinators’ meetings at 


which only about half the coordinators were present as it is a quiet year with no fires. (Bp7) 


As for training of the coordinators, FESA training material appears to be lacking and the belief 


was that while information is supplied,  


the training part they don’t help us a lot with now’: ‘I: if there’s training I’ve never found it. 


But there is a kit that FESA used to give me for the street coordinators and it’d tell them 


what was expected of them. And I haven’t been able to get any of those lately, so … They 


thought it was useful. And they had a nice little bag that they could carry all the stuff around 


in and it told them what their role as a street coordinator was. And that was good. But I 
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couldn’t get any for the last couple of street coordinators I’ve had. I’ll have to chase that up 


again I suppose. (Bp8)  


Across and within BRAGs the use and perceived value of training programs would appear to be 


varied as is the view of what can be obtained from FESA as the following indicates:  


R: I never had the facilitators training did you?  


S: I didn’t get the facilitators training until just before I left I think. I’m pretty sure it was in 


that last year before I left so for me, I already knew a lot of the stuff; it was sort of a learning 


process sort of thing for myself. But that … the facilitators … the file that they gave us, it 


had like the modules to go through with the rest, that was really good because I only knew 


fire fighter training and I didn’t know sort of what residents might and might not need to 


know. And that’s why talking to them and that sort of thing … so that information was good 


and getting resources from FESA, if you’re persistent you’ll get them, and really they have 


… most of the time listen to our suggestions and come out with some really good products 


so yeah. I don’t know because Anne (a facilitator of another BRAG) was … was a bit … we 


don’t get anything from FESA and … I don’t know what her brigade’s like maybe it’s a bit 


different in that it doesn’t have the same standing, maybe we’ve just got good … good 


representatives like PJ and that who … although their job is much more varied than just 


BRAG they will give you an ear and listen to you, to what you have to say so yeah.’ (Bp9, 


10)  


And for the Shire’s relationship with FESA, from the regional representative of FESA some of 


the barriers would stem from the differences of opinion between themselves and the local 


councils. Politics intervenes in this relationship. Though they do have better working 


relationships with some councils than others:  


A lot of it’s to do with the perception I guess by local government of FESA. I mean, on a 


personal basis, a regional office basis, we get on very well. I mean, I get on well with the 


chief bushfire control officers and stuff out there. There’s no problems there. But FESA’s 


this big faceless thing, you know. So from the perspective of the region there’s not any 


issues, but they have issues with FESA. So that’s just the way it is. K: We have been hearing 


stories about how in some local government they actually don’t support the … I’m going to 


get the name of the role wrong, but the … the bushfire control officer who is doing the 


infringement notices … 


P: Yeah.  


K: but in some councils they actually, yeah, seem to frown upon issuing infringement 


notices.  


P: Because it …Yes. It’s a very political thing. Because if you’re in a relatively, not size 


wise but the number of people wise, local government … and it is very much a … a 


parochial approach to things which, of course, FESA works to break down. And … and is 
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not thanked for that. But it … but it’s that type of thing where if, you know, you … you 


don’t go out and infringe the … the local councillor for not having fire breaks. In fact … in 


fact the … the local councillor, if he doesn’t think fire breaks for example are a particularly 


high thing on the agenda then he’ll suggest that they shouldn’t be issuing infringement 


notices for breaks, which is probably what you’re referring to. It’s a very political thing’ 


(Bp4, 5) 


Because BRAGS belong to local governments rather than FESA cooperation across local 


government boundaries would appear to be ad hoc and this would hinder the BRAGs learning 


from each other. (Bp5) It was also stated by the FESA officer that:  


The other issue too over here which, I don’t know if the people have made you aware of, is 


that it’s a bit different from over east. Some areas over east. We actually have no jurisdiction 


over local governments at all. We liaise with them. We can talk to them. Obviously try and 


engender things and all that sort of stuff. But local governments are independent of FESA, 


so FESA has no … and the local, the regional office, we have no jurisdiction over them at 


all. So basically if they decide that they want to go and do something a particular way, well, 


if it’s not the way we think it should be done we’ll go and talk to them about it, but if they 


decide they’re going to do that anyway that’s what they go and do. So the reason I mention 


that is that it, you know … they … they will quite often … like I’ve had no … no connection 


at all for example with the Oakford group. Because it depends on the local government. 


Serpentine Jarrahdale’s very independent so they go out and they do their thing.  


K: Okay. And does that … sorry, doing their thing, does that involve supporting BRAG 


groups or …? 


P: Yes, it can do. If their chief bushfire control officer’s of that mind, yeah, sure. If not, 


which you’ll find in a lot of them, it never happens. And that’s why a lot of the local 


governments don’t have any involvement, really, with BRAG. Or there might be little 


fledgling things here and there, they come and go and they die, but it’s not … unless it’s 


supported by the local government, it’s not usually a big thing. (Bp13)  


For further discussion on the role of local government with BRAG and FESA see B pages 13-14 


where the need for a regional FESA officer was recognised:  


They will respond if they get a request, as I understand it. If there’s nobody actively pushing, 


you know, BRAG … and we certainly don’t in the regions. And I think the point that the 


guys made quite telling … not tellingly, but vociferously, at the meeting that we had was 


that there really needs to be a what we used to call community safety officer or a … or 


somebody like that in the region …  


P: Whose job it is to go out and sort of push that and do those things.  


J: So from a BRAG perspective, what sort of roles would that … would that encompass?  
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P: Well, I think they would … I think they would be the … see at the moment there’s no 


targeting. We … we don’t target areas and nor does community engagement. As I said, we 


… we respond. FESA’s a very responsive organisation. We don’t do a lot … we don’t do 


enough I guess as far as sort of planning and … and that sort of stuff. And that would allow 


us to do that. (Bp13, 14) 


The FESA officer noted how powerless FESA often were and how confusing the situation can 


be for all involved:  


K: So FESA don’t … can’t have much control over that situation. (issuing infringement 


notices)  


P: We have none at all. No. No control at all. Because the … over here there are three … 


three agencies that … that look after bushfire or are responsible for bushfire. One of them’s 


the Department of Environment and Conservation. They look after stuff on … in state 


forests and all their land as well. The other one is local government and they look after 


everything which is outside the gazetted fire district. And FESA, if you like, looks after stuff 


inside the gazetted fire district, but we’re also responsible for liaison with the local 


governments as well and DEC. So … but nobody’s … it’s not like in New South Wales, for 


example, where the Rural Fire Service is the top agency and National Parks and Wildlife 


and, you know, all the others answer to them if they declare a section 44. It goes nothing like 


that here in WA. If we get a fire, we have to work out, you know, whose area’s started, 


whose area’s going into, you know, is the … is where it started going to have a person in 


charge there or is where it’s going into going to have a person in charge or … all that sort of 


stuff. It’s a bit interesting’ Importantly though, BRAGS can bring pressure to bear on local 


government. (Bp32, 33) 


The way FESA operates is as follows:  


P: Sometimes. It’s interesting because I … quite often we get … we get involved at a 


regional level in the sort of establishment. But once they’re established and going we don’t 


much need to be involved any more. For example, I’ve probably been to maybe two 


meetings in Bedfordale. And that was really it. You know they’ve been going for a long time 


and those two meetings I went to would’ve been years ago. And I haven’t been since. So, 


yeah, it’s … once they sort of get up, you know, and … and I think, as I’ve said to you on 


the day, I mean the really important thing with this is you’ve got to have the driver. If you’ve 


got someone like Ian who’s really enthusiastic and prepared to go out and knock on doors 


and do all that sort of stuff it works well. If you don’t though, then when Ian leaves or goes 


and does something else, unless he’s passed it on to someone who’s equally enthusiastic, 


then it sort of just dwindles away and dies.’ (Bp12) 


They continued on this theme: Having a committed ‘driver’ working with local government is 


important both for FESA and for BRAG:  
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And if you you don’t have a … you know, somebody there who’s always pushing this, and 


that’s why your driver’s so important, then it very quickly folds up. And … and you’ve got 


to also have people … that’s why it’s important to work with the local government. I mean 


when people move in to an area, we wouldn’t know, but local government does. They can 


notify the local BRAG person and go round and knock on the door and let them … talk to 


them and, you know, pick them up as they come in. Whereas if you don’t have that facility 


there either well of course eventually you have a significant number of changes, people, falls 


down as well. (Bp13) 


Originally FESA adopted a ‘top down’ approach firstly through a dedicated person with the idea 


of establishing BRAGs across the metropolitan region: 


K: Well, very interesting. It’s … when community engagement had a dedicated person 


looking after BRAG, do you think it was different then or, again, the emphasis was on 


starting up groups?  


P: The emphasis was starting up groups, to my knowledge, but I think there was also the 


capacity there to provide more support because it was her job. Yeah. It … that’s just from 


my knowledge. And FESA’s tried to do it a couple of ways. Without sounding horrible, but 


at one stage, for example, they … FESA’s approach to handling a situation was that they 


would … they came up with this grand plan about how they were going to establish … get 


all the BRAGs established in particular areas and sort of pretty well right throughout the 


surrounding outer metro, which was a good idea. But their method of doing that was 


basically we’ve got this grand plan, this is how we’re going to do it, shoot it down to the 


regions, implement it. And we all went get lost. So it never happened.  


K: It’s a dilemma, a top down process to start a bottom up group.  


P: That’s right. So … and … and that was one of their … that was I think when they were 


having … ‘cause they’ve got the same issues I guess as everybody else, you know. They … 


they don’t have enough people to do what they have to do, so they were trying to rationalise 


things. (Bp27) 


The question was asked whether facilitators needed to be members of the fire-brigade. The 


answer was that ‘they don’t have to be but it helps.’ The discussion continued and also centred 


on the need for people skills and while selection of facilitators from the FESA perspective was 


not known the suggestion was that:  


P: I don’t (know). The reason I don’t is I don’t have a lot of knowledge … I mean, except for 


some of the things that came out at our original meeting, like I think it’s fairly obvious that 


the most successful groups are ones that are affiliated with bushfire brigade somewhere. So 


if the BRAG groups are run out of either the bushfire brigade or a fire service or something, 


or if it’s … well, it would have to be for a bushfire reaction group. Yeah. Sort of … I was 


just sort of thinking a bit wider in emergency services stuff, but … but looking under here at 


bushfire would … would be, yeah, they’re the most successful. 
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He continued in answer to the following question:  


K: Yeah. Peter, I’m thinking back to the discussion that was had at the reference group 


meeting where people were sort of tossing around whether it’s best to have someone who’s 


got lots of fire fighting experience setting up the groups you know in that community 


education or community safety officer role or whether to … you know, there’s other people 


saying there was a preference for people who’ve got the community engagement skills and 


that sort of background.  


P: I think … I don’t think … I think it’s like a lot of things, I think it’s advantageous if you 


have bushfire experience and knowledge because you can pass your experiences I suppose 


on to people easier. I don’t think it’s essential though. I think what’s more essential is that 


you have a person who’s keen, dedicated and has good communication and people skills and 


can … and good relationships with the community. Because you can always get the other 


stuff in…You can always get the fire knowledge in. You can always get you know whatever 


knowledge you want, you can ask them to come along and talk. You don’t actually have to 


have that yourself, but it’s … it’s a bit like some of our you know fire officers, they’ve got 


great fire skills but they don’t handle people too well. 


Such people, acting as ‘drivers’, as was mentioned earlier are very important if people are to be 


kept motivated. (Bp29, 30) 


Engagement 
If success is determined by how many turn up to a meeting, 170 residents turned up to one 


meeting which had already been organised and less than 50 had been expected because that was 


all the hall fitted normally. A fire in a nearby area was the reason for the high turnout as people 


were worried and wanted information about the pumps, (one of the proposed items for 


discussion already on the agenda) and on the fire from the BRAG/fire services people. ‘They 


were getting showered with ash and … and that was worrying them.’ Normally though the 


choice is to hold smaller meetings though it is still difficult to motivate and get people out if 


there is no fire danger. The barrier would appear to be complacency as people relax in quiet 


years. (Bp4) 


This barrier based on complacency was confirmed in the 2nd interviews when the facilitators 


remarked  


S: That you just, especially with the meetings, I mean it was actually easier to begin with 


because we just put everyone on a base line and then just worked from there, whereas now 


it’s harder because some groups are really into it, and within that group there are people you 


know who have everything, they have fire pumps they have you know and they’re all really 


up to date and they ask you more technical questions. And then there are others that are like 


I probably should rake up my leaves, you know that’s probably a fire hazard you know? So 


you just … it’s like teaching anyone, you just have to gauge, you know there’s a process that 
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you have to go through to gauge what they know, what they don’t know and what they want 


to know. 


Again motivation was said to have been overcome when there was the threat of a large fire and 


‘a couple of hundred people’ turned up at the meeting, confirming the report from the 1st 


interviews. The result of the BRAG meeting was that ‘we wanted to get in there and sort of calm 


them down and all that.’ (Bp4) 


The Bedfordale BRAG would appear to operate on an educational, community safety basis 


rather than placing greater emphasis on community building as the following exchange 


indicates:  


Never. (in answer to the question: do groups get together and do things like working bees or 


is that…?) And I tell you what else that we don’t do but we still … it still seems to work, we 


never have street walks. We never have street walks. I’ll send crews around with the fire 


trucks, and a couple of lieutenants picked up on it and they wanted to do it, to look at houses 


and properties. If anybody wanted to, I’d just send the fire truck around on an evening as 


part of their training for them. More training for the fire fighters. And this is what you’ve got 


to look for. And I give them the … the list out of the … the BRAG book which FESA used 


to send us. And I never went on any of them. I’ve been on a couple of street walks at … at 


different other levels, but we don’t run street walks. We never get asked for them. They’re 


happy to come here and listen to me and Sam and Ray talk … and watch videos or 


something. Whatever we happen to have…  


K: Okay. I wondered whether the different BRAG groups, whether they … there’s different 


things that they want from you or different things they want to know about or they’re sort of 


happy to come along here … I: Well, basically … we’ve told them just about everything 


they need to know and … and the thing is to keep their interest up you really need something 


new every year. 


Examples are given for such new things as fire retardants being tested by the brigade which are 


not really BRAG, but are still used to ‘sell’ BRAG to those who attend (130 residents at one 


meeting). (Bp6) 


The way Bedfordale BRAG operates is very much centred on the facilitator who claims to know 


everyone in the town. He letter boxes the residents and holds public meetings where he claims 


to have just one failure and he rectified this by printing off and distributing 600 leaflets with the 


result that 50 residents turned up at a subsequent meeting. (Bp7)  


As this facilitator tries to motivate people with something new every year, unless there’s a fire 


as a motivator this becomes difficult. The following provides examples of how things operate in 


this particular BRAG:  


K: Yeah. So would the street coordinators be helping you to recruit new people? Like if 


someone new moved in to the street, would the street coordinator know … 
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I: Oh, I’d say the street coordinators … if you’ve got somebody new moves in to your street, 


you go and talk to them. It’s not my job. It’s not really my job. 


J: What sort of changes have you seen in terms of people’s … I guess both people’s 


awareness and their preparedness in that sort of time?  


I: I think this year it’s slipped a bit because we didn’t have the individual street meetings 


with the groups. And also all we had, like, as a new product was Killfire. And that was … 


we like to show them something, something new, every year. And it’s getting harder and 


harder because we’ve … you know, the PDOs … and DVDs and … like that DVD they 


made last year… There’s stacks of them. I’ve given out hundreds. Everybody Bedfordale 


has at least one of those. And that’s all pamphlets that FESA send me for BRAG…  


K: Do you think there’s any danger that people get this DVD and then think they don’t need 


to come to a meeting?  


I: Probably. (Ap13-14) … ‘Everybody likes it. They … it’s useful to them. And that 


prepared kit, you know, the little be prepared kit?  


J: Yeah. The leaflets? The three leaflets?  


I: Yeah, that was also a very good one that people were … that one. That was a very good 


kit. J: So when … in your meetings, do you reinforce the issues to do with stay and defend 


or … I: But we always have a video or something going and show video … or the latest 


video or whatever we’ve got … can get.  


Discussion over stay or go does occur at these meetings and as well:  


I: And quite often I’ll … I’ll go to talk to people afterwards and they … they’ll say ‘can you 


come and take a look at my place? And it’s not like a street walk where we … where a big 


group of us go. Sam or I or me and Ray now quite often we’ll duck around to people’s 


places…’ As a fire officer as well as BRAG facilitator his roles overlap and in the former 


role he will often adopt an ‘educative’ rather than a punitive response when misdemeanours 


are committed. (Bp7) 


This need for motivating the residents was highlighted by other facilitators in Bedfordale. For 


these other facilitators, keeping BRAG going is more a struggle now than it used to be: ‘Like we 


find that keeping BRAG active and the movement going is still a struggle, there’s no easy thing.  


K: Okay so even after this sort of length of time that you’ve been pretty active?  


S: Yeah it flows, it flows like even like the membership of the fire brigade will go in peaks 


and you know, and that’s something I think that happens but you have to keep like getting 


new ideas and keep pushing it otherwise people would become complacent again. They’re 


like I’ve joined the group, I’ve done my clean up it’s done now, you know? Sort of they’ve 


done everything.  
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R: Yeah. I did find that the way that we ran BRAG in the first place was when we had three 


coordinators meetings and then we had all of the … basically the street groups and that went 


well. But now what happens is there’s not many street group meetings. We have just 


coordinators, and I don’t think that works. That … that’s my own personal view. The 


problem is if they’re not having the meetings, the interest is … starts to slide away. I found 


when the brigade’s been involved, there … it’s more active. You know they think about it all 


the time.  


S: … I think one of the reasons why we started having just street … was because the 


numbers started dwindling in the street groups and then we sort of regroup like two or three 


groups together, because I mean you’ve got to think about it, you’re giving your time. And 


then we sort of were doing the same presentations over and over again. Well not over and 


over again, but you know we sort of almost ran out of material. And then not very many big 


fires, which is a good thing but the people just … I think it was a combination of things 


which is why you know we started doing the street coordinators meetings so I think … I 


don’t know, I don’t know how you sort of go about solving that, but when products came out 


like the Kill Fire and … the interest is still there, yeah. (Bp8)  


Interest in BRAG stems around the need to know what to do by way of preparation and how to 


use equipment, and this need does bring many people out to meetings. The idea comes up often 


for the need for training to use equipment but BRAG, for liability reasons, can’t supply this, 


only FESA is able to do so and what they do supply is limited by resources. (Bp9) In order to 


keep BRAG operating you need a team of people (in this case from the fire brigade) willing to 


type up material including new lists, letterboxing and to contact FESA and get information – 


‘who will work and get it done’ … ‘But that … that … that’s what it’s like, it never stops. As 


long as there’s new people there and if there wasn’t somebody to chase up those new people the 


gap would get bigger and bigger.’ A matter raised which followed on from the meetings’ 


discussion was the need for resource material if they were to operate effectively. Training also 


came up but this, while useful for one facilitator, was less of a requirement:  


S: We did have the idea one … they said one of the DVDs that they would like to get like 


one of those packs to be available if you buy a house in the City of Armadale, well not down 


in the flats but you know in a bushfire risk area you automatically, whether you buy a house, 


whether you build a house, it’s just something that you’re given. So that idea has always 


been brought up and that’s where the idea of the pack came in, but yeah you get people 


moving and … and everything like that and it just doesn’t stay the same. (Bp9)  


For the coordinator the changes that are occurring in his area with the high turnover of owners 


and as more people use the houses as weekenders or for renting out, has raised issues not 


present earlier on:  


Some people do buy and sell, I mean some stay, like me 10 years I’ve been in it, some have 


been there a lot longer of course. So that is something else we have to be mindful of. Now as 
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an example, the sort of thing that happens in one of my streets, Albany Highway, 


somebody’s been buying up properties and moving down the hill. Now of course there’s 


about three homes in a row that are empty and so there’s going to be no preparation done in 


some of those and if they do get people on a temporary basis renting them they’re not going 


to be ... and they shouldn’t feel obliged to do too much I guess. So there are going to be 


those sort of little issues, and I guess that’s just part of the management role. And they can’t 


expect things to be super stable but I think the turnover’s probably a bit high. And I think 


there’s ... and I’ve got to say I went through it myself, coming from the suburbs to a semi-


rural area is that you’re not really aware fully of just what the fire dangers are and the 


potential for there to be a major happening and with time I guess you pick that up. So when 


new people come in and you give them all the paperwork and talk about it and give them a 


bit of space so they can think about it and get back to you. I think it’s often hard to get the 


message through that it is an ongoing process that’s to their advantage to get involved with. 


(Bp15)  


Other problems highlighted were with the so-called hippies:  


Yeah Roleystone’s up the road, and they have tried. I think they have a few streets that are 


going but they just have no interest. I mean we like to call them hippies up there because 


they don’t burn anything and just have trees right up to their house but anyway (laughs). 


They just don’t seem to have the interest up there to … and it’s not from the brigade’s point 


of view they’ve definitely tried but yeah, so.  


R: They think it will never happen to them, and the trouble is you know like Karragullen was 


an eye opener and it’s a wonder that no one was killed in Karragullen fire. S: That was a 


huge fire that we had.  


R: The BRAG took off after that, and it always does after a major incident. (Bp18)  


Fear of the consequences - real or not – is used as a means of influencing people over whether 


they should join BRAG:  


Ian, have you got any thoughts on people who don’t want to come along or don’t want to get 


involved in a BRAG group? About what might be keeping them away?  


I: I’ve been asked that by people, what if we don’t join your BRAG group? What happens to 


us? Well, when there’s a fire coming we’ll go to the next property and wait ‘til it comes out 


of your place and stop it on theirs. And they look at you and K: No wonder you’ve got so 


many people involved.  


I: But you … 


K: Blackmail as a … 


I: …wouldn’t …  


K: … strategy.  
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I: … do it. You wouldn’t do it obviously. They stop and think. They think oh, oh … and 


whether they believe me or not I don’t know.’… ‘But most people join BRAG groups and 


some of them don’t participate very much. They put their name down to be on the telephone 


tree and then they do bugger all … And you accept that. That you’re not going to get … like 


I say, I’ve got 100% of the area of BRAG, probably 90% of the people in Bedfordale have 


signed up to be on the BRAG. But you’d probably … in people are doing preparation you 


could drop back to 70% maybe that do the preparation. (Bp21)  


There is a bottom up approach as well where a number of suggestions as to what BRAG can do 


come from residents and the meetings have structure but are informal at the same time. 


The role of the street coordinators is not too onerous but it is time consuming and does involve 


much communication both with the residents and with the brigade:  


K: And what do you think street coordinators should cover? Obviously the telephone tree is 


a pretty crucial role?  


S: Yeah or any … some sort of communication, it doesn’t have to be a telephone tree, but 


definitely like they are our next line, like our next step down to get the message out in a 


situation so they definitely would need to … they just need to be able to communicate 


between both the fire brigade facilitators and the members of the community. If they’re sort 


of a very private person and just stay in their house you know they’re not really going to 


meet their neighbours and arouse interest in that respect.’ (Bp28, 29) 


TRUST AND SELF CONFIDENCE  
For the regional FESA officer BRAG success, with some downsides, can be seen along with the 


trust the residents have in the BRAG facilitator as:  


But … I think in BRAG areas, they get a better identification of fires. Quicker. One of the 


downsides of that though is that we’ve got a … because we have a 000, as probably just 


about everywhere, 000 fire notification. One of the negative I guess aspects of BRAGs is 


that people don’t ring 000, people will ring Ian. Okay. Because they know Ian. So they’ll 


ring him. But on the positive side, you get the notifications I think quicker. I think … I don’t 


think there’s necessarily a correlation between BRAGs and less fires, because I think the 


majority of fires you could safely say are lit by people. So … and, you know, and … and it 


wouldn’t be people who were involved in BRAGs, but it’s going to be school kids, you 


know, the usual sort of stuff, and I don’t think BRAGs have much effect on that.(Bp5)  


More evidence of this trust in BRAG and its approaches and how the program can change the 


practices of residents can be seen in this exchange with a young brigade member who the key 


Bedfordale facilitator mentored and trained as a BRAG facilitator from the age of 13:  


I remember doing so many letterbox drops and speaking to people and running the meeting 


and I found it very, very personally satisfying because I got to see the reaction of people and 
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especially that initial being able to get the message out and just seeing the misconceptions in 


the community and being able to stand up here and actually having people listen to you and 


really respect you for what you do I found that quite, quite satisfying so that’s why I did it 


because I got a personal buzz out of it. So yeah and I did get rewarded for it with awards and 


medals and all that sort of jazz, so yeah that’s why I started. (Bp22)  


As with any community organisation anger and conflict can be present and unless this is dealt 


with then trust and confidence won’t be built up. These Bedfordale facilitators dealt with these 


issues through the following strategies:  


S: Not get angry yourself, so don’t fuel the anger, and you really have to … I think you have 


to be quite firm, because I’m not very, or my voice is not very authoritarian and that was … 


that’s been a great learning curve for me I’ve had to diffuse situations because you don’t 


want to make this experience especially in the fire shed a negative one or people going away 


thinking well that was very badly done all that sort of thing. So I would usually try and get 


the differing opinions and then move onto something else, I mean that’s just the way I’d do 


it. So this person had this experience and that’s what happened or they have this opinion on 


what should be done, I would give my opinion and then we’d … in theory that’s how it’s 


supposed to work but yeah just to try and diffuse the situation and move on, but some people 


would always come back to the same thing or be the loud mouths of the group or you know, 


you would always get that so it’s just … it’s learning how to do that as a facilitator and I 


don’t know if that can be taught in modules or training.  


K: And I was imagining that you’d need a certain amount of support, particularly if it’s a 


new role that you’re taking on, that can be pretty hard to deal with sometimes if you’ve got 


angry people in front of you or …  


S: Well having Tomo there he’d just be like shut up so it was very good. \ 


R: Get it off the floor, the support from the floor. Because you know those that are … you’ll 


always get some that are negative and you’ll get some that hate the neighbours. (Bp24) 


The street coordinator spoke of the problem of motivation, partly due to the view that the 


current system is working effectively: ‘those people now on the periphery of BRAG who were 


once more involved, turning up regularly to meetings when it was being set up, who now just 


want ‘to make that one phone call’ they don’t attend as often now because they think they’re in 


the system and the system seems to be giving them that assurance that things are okay and what 


the brigade’s been doing. There’s a bit of peace of mind there for us all.’ ‘As well, people turn 


off in winter.’ (Bp24, 25) 


For the coordinator, his two roles- as councillor and street coordinator coincided with each other 


and allowed for a consistent message to be presented. He was out there to listen, see concerns 


and then act upon them - hence the idea of placing BRAG related material in with the rate 


notices mentioned earlier. The coordinators are also amongst the most motivated of local 
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residents. He noted the importance of having committed and motivated facilitators addressing 


the public meetings as well:  


You know those sorts of things, but mostly ... less about fire fighting, more about avoiding 


the issue by preparing our homes. And that was the main focus. But what it did allow I think 


was people to sort of ask the whole range of questions, because it was really fairly informal 


although it was structured in terms of Ian knew what sort of message he wanted to get 


through. With his personality I guess it was really sort of fairly low key and people didn’t 


feel that were in the classroom and it became quite conversational at times and people sort of 


felt they could ask question and find out without sort of sounding silly or feeling silly, sort of 


thing. And I think that was fairly positive. And I guess that’s probably the easy bit because 


that’s the sort of focus there. (Bp29) 


A problem needing to be addressed by FESA would appear to be a lack of trust and confidence 


in FESA as the following indicates:  


K: Okay. So the council employs the fire chief.  


I: They … he’s paid by the fire chief and he’s appointed by the council.  


Other councils have fire managers appointed by FESA whereas in Bedfordale the position is 


funded by the council which was felt to be a good thing as: ‘He doesn’t have to take some of the 


bulldust that comes from FESA hierarchy. You … you’ve got that all the time.’…  


It … that’s right. It came down do we want a fire chief appointed by the council or a fire 


chief appointed by FESA? And the whole of Bedfordale and Roleystone said no, we want … 


by that time we were back only to two brigades left in … old Armadale West might’ve still 


been operating. No, we want one by the council. We don’t want to become that close into 


FESA. (Bp32)  


CONFIRMATION AND RE-ASSESSMENT 
Whether intended or not, one outcome from the facilitator/fire fighter’s perspective is when you 


have BRAG covering the whole area you need fewer fire vehicles:  


I’ve got 100% of the area of BRAG, probably 90% of the people in Bedfordale have signed 


up to be on the BRAG. But you’d probably … in people are doing preparation you could 


drop back to 70% maybe, that do the preparation. It good. And that many people, you know, 


I reckon four people in the BRAGs worth a fire vehicle on the fire ground.… 


Awareness is built up amongst residents through BRAG training where people are advised what 


to do in case of fire, even watching ‘hazard reduction burns’ where they see how these are 


handled. BRAG residents then would appear to be better prepared than would be the case if this 


training along with information distribution was absent. ‘You just get to your fire so much 


quicker with the BRAG group operating it.’ From the interviews it can be seen that resident 
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preparedness which includes the psychological as well as the physical is an intended outcome of 


the BRAG philosophy. (Bp2) 


Residents seeking confirmation of what their intentions are in the case of a fire can be seen is 


this exchange:  


R: It’s funny that the common question that they ask, how do I know if I’ll be able to cope or 


stay if there’s a fire, how do I actually know? They said to us you know you’re a fire fighter, 


how did you know? Well it’s only training and being out there, hazard reduction burning etc 


that introduces you to the fire’s behaviour and smoke etc. They don’t experience that and 


they’ve said that you know those that really want to find out say how do I experience that to 


know if I can stay?’  


This discussion continued:  


S: Yeah but the good thing about BRAG is we’re not saying to people you have to stay or 


you have to go, but it’s just to be prepared. So … because I had a couple of residents you 


know when we first started doing the stay and go and they were like I want to go is that 


okay? And I’m like yes, but plan ahead, have that … in the summertime have that bag of 


things with all your papers and important materials and photos and stuff so you just get out 


and … and sort of go. So that … that’s the good thing about being like flexible because yeah 


you’re not actually saying to people you have to do this. Instead you’re like well you should 


you know, these are the things you should do. And people, especially adults respond to that a 


lot better than just being told to do it. 


For the street coordinator an important outcome is the early advice obtained through the 


telephone tree. This is important as a means of knowing whether to stay or go. The outcome 


is a much higher preparedness amongst BRAG residents in particular. (Bp3) 


Residents are keen for information and for extra resources which will help them deal with the 


risk of fire:  


Just see the public with that information, they’re happy that they’ve got something. If there’s 


something new ticking over all the time, if there’s somebody comes up with some other 


design of at some stage of helping defend the homes, whatever. What products are available 


… maybe the government’s helping them with a rebate or something to purchase stuff. Any 


of that sort of information that’s valuable to them, even in times when we haven’t got fires, 


it’s enough that they’re keeping them interested and they’ll go to the ends of the earth to 


make sure they’ve got it because they don’t want their homes to burn down. So basically 


they are concerned. 


S: Yeah, FESA’s got like the basic bush fires manual and like a diagram of the house and 


how to protect the home, and all that basic stuff would be important to keep, but if they 


change or give new information and that’s one of the keys because when we go to a meeting 


we don’t just lay out all the usual stuff and they’re like yeah got that, got that. But it’s 
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actually like yeah you know, this is new out or this is the way FESA sees this. Even like a 


list of plants like that are more fire retardant than others and that sort of thing is just really 


helpful so.’ (Bp10)  


FESA does work closely with the BRAGs at meetings, supplying information on such things as 


what it’s really like to be in a fire and how to prepare for it psychologically. They are also 


involved in community engagement which can lead to the establishment of BRAGs or to 


residents joining up in current ones. (Bp12, 13)  


A barrier for residents who actively seek information is how they are informed of such things as 


meetings, early warning and modern, time saving methods are now being used to advise people 


of coming meetings and likelihood of fire. SMS is used so that coordinators aren’t being tied up 


allowing anyone without SMS facility can dial up normally. (Bp23) The telephone tree is also 


used to inform residents.  


The telephone tree was tested in recent fires with the following results: And I think the 


telephone tree gave people some peace of mind because they understood that they were 


going to find out what was happening. In the early days, there was a couple of fires, not 


necessarily nearby but the smoke had hit Bedfordale and people are thinking, there’s a fire, 


where is it? And they started to ring the street coordinators. And then that was ... one of the 


members learning exercises I guess because after that if there was a fire which resulted in 


smoke in Bedfordale but wasn’t threatening Bedfordale, the street coordinators would be 


informed. And then we would get the telephone tree active and say, yeah there’s smoke here, 


the fire’s four kilometres away, it’s you know been contained, no real problems. And I think 


people got a bit of peace of mind out of that. (Bp25)  


This need for providing quick and accurate information and the difficulties associated with 


delivering it was emphasized in other interviews where the need for an early warning system 


was suggested as a way of assisting residents in their decision to stay or go, but FESA was not 


so sure:  


R: That’s the big thing … early warnings etc etc. There isn’t any early warning code as such 


for a fire in a certain valley for fires. There is if we have a cyclone. Now why can’t the same 


system be used? S: Or at least modified yeah.  


K: The one over the radio, the … the emergency warning signal? Yeah like up north we’ve 


got the red … blue, yellow, red is that right?… I mean but it’s obviously easier … or easier 


to predict a cyclone than a fire, because that’s one of the barriers because I was talking to x 


at FESA about it and she seemed to think that it was going to be too hard to do because a fire 


changes so quickly. But I was thinking of something not so categorical as the cyclone 


system, but just a way of saying you’re in this radius of the fire, or you know whether it’s a 


small or a large fire. If you’re in a 5K radius or something like that, that would definitely 


help people because one of the things that doesn’t happen is well … one of the things BRAG 


tries to improve on is the ability to get information out and that’s one of the things that we 
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struggle with, because you get so much going on at the station you … yeah.’ Once the 


direction of the fire was known then the telephone tree could be activated. (Bp32) 


COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT AND COLLABORATION 
With regard to community involvement, it’s not simply a matter of residents collaborating with 


each other, it’s also a matter of residents pressuring their neighbours and differing authorities to 


prepare more adequately when it comes to the extensive hazard reduction program. This is 


where BRAG members are very useful:  


But your BRAG groups and your sort of community can apply pressure, because there’s 


nothing worse than for the BRAG people when they’re sitting there and they’re cleaning up 


all their … round their house nicely and just over the fence is a piece of land which is owned 


by Water Corporation for example, hasn’t got a fire break on it and it’s got a whole heap of 


fuel on it. Well, they tend to get a bit vocal and upset when that happens and of course that 


starts to apply pressure. So, you know, that’s a good thing.’ (Bp5) 


The BRAGs vary in their approach to community engagement. In Bedfordale, meetings are the 


main way the information is exchanged and all meetings including those called by the street 


coordinators are held in the brigade hall. However some coordinators do hold smaller local 


events: ‘A couple of them have barbecues and breakfasts and things… the group together. And 


that always works as a good help’… ‘and it’s good because it gets them all together’ (Bp6, 8) 


The problem would appear to be to get and then maintain public interest in attending meetings – 


e.g. 10 out of a possible 30 turned up to one meeting and most in attendance were coordinators. 


This lead to the following comment:  


But I think there might not always be that critical mass to have a fully functional meeting. 


Because the groups ... you know, like with mine if a third of them front up, there’s not really 


enough there to sort of provide that critical mass to make it a decent sort of get together and 


get a range of points of view.’ It was proposed then to join 2 groups together so that a variety 


of views could be presented. (Bp11)  


In relation to group collaboration and in response to the question: ‘Do you get some groups sort 


of taking on like deciding to do something as a group, you mentioned people helping each other 


in the street or, I’m just wondering if it’s mainly people come together, meet and get the 


information and discuss it and then sort of go away and individually do things to get more 


prepared or do ..? The following was the answer:  


S: I would say sometimes they do that but if they’ve got social networks already with their 


neighbours they would go and maybe help or … I have heard you know they’ll go and prune 


… prune the trees, like get one mulcher or something and borrow each other’s equipment 


and that sort of thing, so I have heard of that.  


K: So have a street clean up or something?  
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S: Yeah and then there’s that one road where they’ve had a street party, and that was an 


existing thing before BRAG so that was … it was good and they would just meet in here but 


I think most of the time they take it back to their own property because that’s what they want 


to save in the end sort of thing, so it’s not … but I know people … like there are some 


elderly people who would go and then they would speak to their neighbours- if you could, 


could you turn the sprinklers on the roof on? or you know if they’ve got young children then 


all the children will go to one house and then if the men of the house would go to the other 


house and that sort of thing. So there was definitely interaction, helping each other.  


K: Yeah, so people would talk about what their plans were?  


S: Yeah that’s what we wanted, that’s what we tried to initiate to get them …  


R: As long as they’ve got a plan. S: Yeah, not to say that not one’s right and not one’s 


wrong, it’s just what you want to do and … and yeah in that respect like they say can you 


turn my pump on or just to let them know I’ve got this equipment available, I’m going to be 


out of here but … or if I’m at work you know because … or if I’m away or …’ (Bp18, 19) 


Though it’s not always so straightforward: ‘you’ll always get some that are negative and you’ll 


get some that hate the neighbours.’ In these circumstances, the BRAG facilitators recognised the 


need to keep these residents on-side: ‘ 


S: And sometimes you can bring a bit of humour into it or you know to try and diffuse it, 


and let them have their say for a certain amount of time but then … so you’ve heard them, 


you hear what they have to say and then you judge it on how relevant it is and then …  


K: Yeah because if you shut people down too soon then they never come back  


S: Yeah exactly because you don’t want them to be like they’re ostracised now they’re not 


part of the group so you don’t want that either…’ (Bp24) 


One important reason for the success of this BRAG is the apparent sense of community 


alongside the active involvement of members of the fire brigade:  


I: I think with the brigade being involved, and I’m talking about Bedfordale. Bedfordale’s a 


very or a fairly close knit community. It’s a lot like the old country communities. It’s 


different from, I don’t know, like Roleystone’s a bigger sprawled out more one. And 


everybody knows the fire brigade. And we’re a central focus of Bedfordale. They’ve been 


here for years apparently and even before I came. And I just think that that little bit of 


authority at the top and … and we’re a fairly relaxed group really. And it just seems to work 


so well. I don’t know the real reason, but just, it’s a figurehead, you know, the fire brigade 


oh yes, and Bushfire Ready Action Group, well that all goes together. I’ve got nobody on 


my BRAG team at all that’s not … oh, bar the street coordinator, but a lot of them are ex … 


ex ones. He was a fire fighter. He wasn’t. He was in the country. (Bp22)  


The success of this BRAG no doubt has a lot to do with past and present facilitators with Ian, 


the current one, claiming to know everyone at least by face in the area. He would know the area 
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well as for many years it was he and a few others who letter boxed all of the residences while 


the street coordinators have their own specific tasks: 


They, basically, they organise the telephone tree and … and they get that, you know, once 


there’s a group going it’s their job to get the telephone tree and … and get it back to me in 


… in that sort of form. So that we have a telephone … there’s a file here that says BRAG 


which our station officer uses and it’s got the … all the street coordinators, so wherever the 


fire we can ring the street coordinator, and a copy of every group so that we can … we can 


ring them from here. And it’s pretty well up to date and that.  


K: Yeah. So would the street coordinators be helping you to recruit new people? Like if 


someone new moved in to the … in to the street, would the street coordinator know …  


I: Oh, I’d say the street coordinators … if you’ve got somebody new moves in to your street, 


you go and talk to them. It’s not my job. It’s not really my job. What all of this has meant is 


that, apparently, and this is Ian’s greatest achievement to his mind, the whole of Bedfordale 


is covered by BRAG which makes the life of the brigade so much easier. He also puts this 


accomplishment down to the ‘community spirit’ present in Bedfordale. (Bp28)  


Because the size of the groups is quite small, the BRAGs apparently work reasonably 


effectively in bringing residents together:  


R: Well this way they are meeting their neighbours because you’re talking about a small 


group you know. The big group, you would never know who was at the other end really 


socially, but the small group you know you can go to your neighbour’s and have a cup of tea 


or whatever and have a real free flowing talk between those groups. And that’s why I said 


you have to keep the numbers down, and then you know the next lot up would do the same. 


So it’s close environment that would always have contact whereas the long streets it’s just 


lost.’ (Bp29)  


PLANNING, PREPARATION AND SAFE RESPONSE 
While perhaps not an indicator of who does the planning in the home, it should be noted that 


when viewing who is most likely to participate in BRAG more women than men attend the 


meetings and about one half of the street coordinators are women.  


The Bedfordale BRAG had its origins in 1994 and was the result of a bottom up process: ‘ 


I: Look, I’ll tell you how we started it. We had Bob Tizard … we knew he was interested in 


having a group. And all we had was the … the Carradine … a locked view they call it. It’s 


this long street here comes right through there and locked view is this road here. They had a 


big fire in … in ’94 and they started a community fire group.’ As just 3-4 individuals they 


drew up leaflets, walked the streets, held meetings. (Bp20) 


Maintaining the momentum of the residents to plan ahead is an ongoing problem though a fire 


in the area does motivate them: ‘ 
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I think while it was all in front of us and really working to a goal of setting something up, I 


think people were sort of easier to get motivated. Where now they’ve got to a stage where 


they’ve sort of learnt about keeping their places low on fuel and to have relative spacings 


between a bit of bush and homes and all this sort of stuff. We call it the circle of safety and 


this sort of thing. And I think people, I don’t think they’re getting blasé but I think it’s hard 


to keep that level of involvement up. Now what did happen, and I think it’s been mentioned 


at one of the meetings that there was a fire, a big fire in Roleystone and that particular night, 


whatever it was had been arranged where Ray would talk about fire pumps.  


K: Oh, and that’s when a couple of hundred people turned up. B: The little room where we 


were the other night, this particular meeting was about fire pumps but people came because 


there was a meeting at the fire brigade and there was this threat not that far away sort of 


thing and it was amazing and then after the fire’s gone then I guess all those people we 


haven’t seen since.’ As well, people move out of the area. (Bp26) 


3.2 DARLINGTON BRAG: MODEL ANALYSIS 
CONTEXT 
The context for the establishing of the Darlington BRAG was as follows. This BRAG arose out 


of fear of fire and 


It was really initiated through the … the local Residents and Ratepayers Association. They 


felt that there was a need for such an organisation or an awareness more than organisation. 


The aim is to get the information out into the field to protect their own…(You) don’t have to 


worry operationally with fire suppression where BRAGS are present – time is saved as the 


houses are set up properly. According to the local officers, the role of BRAG is to train 


people and make it clear what they’ve got to do (e.g.. they can use trailers in the mopping up 


and management of rubbish and waste) and recognise the dangers of (if they’re not fire 


fighters) what they shouldn’t do. (Dp1) 


Frustration was expressed by the facilitators and local officers on a number of counts and these 


act as barriers to the success or not of the BRAGs. Firstly, for example, over a perceived lack of 


support from FESA: ‘they (FESA) were saying on one hand, you know, we need to have a … 


but there didn’t seem to be any … any drive from within FESA to actually deliver … what they 


wanted to deliver.’ (Dp2)  


Secondly, and this was more from the officers’ perspectives, 


across the State, it’s not known how many actual functioning BRAGS exist, (no records) nor 


how successful they are. These interviewees also noted that ‘there’s not too many BRAGs… 


the demand for them is not there… People can’t commit themselves or they won’t …’ (Dp2) 


And thirdly 


Time limits are a problem in carrying out tasks – need to share the work around. 


Consequently there’s frustration on the part of facilitators that more streets are not involved 
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as it’s not expanding enough and more money needed to enable facilitators to carry out their 


tasks – ‘budget just peanuts. (Dp2, 3) 


With regard to FESA, further concerns were expressed: ‘Problems occurred when political 


issues between the shire and FESA arose over ownership of the processes. Financial incentive – 


‘the only thing that got things moving, was taken away.’ (Dp3) These problems point out the 


need for BRAGs to be adequately resourced and funded if they’re to succeed. The difficulties 


associated with finding and/or replacing and then in enabling facilitators to carry out their tasks 


are then matters needing to be addressed. ‘More time, money and people are needed. When 


people leave there’s often no one with their skills to replace them. And, more support is needed 


‘as people feel on their own.’  


Support from the authorities at the various levels was called for to assist in the maintenance of 


the BRAGs and the exchanges on this topic is provided in full:  


FESA people should be more permanent in the BRAG role ‘from a fire brigade point of view 


it would make our life so much easier if we could see that people were going to hold their 


positions and take ownership of their responsibilities’. – building knowledge, which is lost 


as people want full time positions so they move on…The structures in their organisations 


need to work for them’.  


What I’d like to see is a dedicated person really, you know. Somebody who had no other 


function …but they do BRAG. I think once you start getting in to community education 


there are just so many different avenues of it, they can lose their focus just by demands from 


the public. If you say there’s somebody there, whether it be full time, part time, whatever, 


their sole functionality is that they deal with BRAG. And then you would find that you 


would get an automatic growth in … in … because people, once they get started, they would 


see that they’ve got somebody to help them, you know, somebody to keep the momentum 


going.  


This need for more staff was confirmed by the community fire managers:  


They need a dedicated … at least one, maybe two, dedicated officers just for BRAG really 


for it … because…it’s a valuable resource in the very high and extreme risk areas, because 


their places are kept better than ones that aren’t. Which means less stress for fire fighters. 


It’s got to keep the place better … 


Reasons for extra support staff are: if you haven’t got a champion … 


A: That’s the problem. It becomes where what we’re doing is relying on volunteers out there 


to carry the can… with no day-to-day support for them on a reasonable basis. I mean, they 


don’t need day-to-day supports per se, but they need somebody whose job it is to do that, 


just to keep the interest going and to keep … keep things moving in the right direction. 
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Brag for these managers is the right model but it does need more people resource back up (it 


doesn’t have to be done by volunteers) and the cooperation of the Shire with the local 


community is necessary as they can enforce the Act,  


taking action against those who don’t reduce the hazard… that’s (coordination across the 


Shire) a pretty big task for someone to coordinate. And with current resourcing it won’t 


happen. Consensus then is that more input is also needed from the Shire ‘we’re not getting a 


drive from the shire …Person…but… we would get as much support as we wanted to, but I 


think you would have to ask for it, yeah.  


A structure is also needed where feedback can be provided to FESA as well as FESA advising 


the BRAGs: 


this structure somewhere where, you know, there is a consultative committee so that you’ve 


got this…opinions coming in from BRAG groups and also the outside areas as well. (Dp4, 


5)  


The impression was that although a particular district officer encouraged and supported BRAG, 


being glad it existed, he didn’t ‘drive it’ nor see it as one of his ‘core roles and there had been a 


breakdown in communication for about two years.’ (Dp6) There’s been frustration that two 


years ago BRAG was not going anywhere and any benefits could not be seen and ‘FESA was 


totally non-committal’… The only enabling thing was that three groups had strong and 


committed leaders who kept persisting with a willingness to continue. (Dp9) 


In Darlington, the shire awareness level would appear to be high (though not as much as the 


interviewees would like) with an excellent fire service. ‘The regulatory approach the council is 


enforcing is more of a stick rather than a carrot… (Though there was some dissension as to 


whether a stick was used). ‘They do encourage the … you know, they have the summer safe 


Sunday and all those sorts of things, you know, they … and they do readily support anything we 


do. But the only thing is that I’d say they don’t actually drive it, you know, that’s … if you 


wanted to … any sort of observation about it.’  


The importance of the shire was also stressed in another interview: local government should be 


involved because it is their community.  


And … and so you really should have those three bodies together. So it’s a matter of trying 


to coordinate that to look a bit bigger than just … just a BRAG group. And it’s …important 


that local government are involved because they’re the enforcement agency. And under the 


Bushfires Act, local government can take action against people that don’t reduce their 


hazard. It doesn’t just have to be done by the volunteers…’ Later it was said that: ‘…we’ve 


just got to work in to the local government. (Dp16) 


The obvious problem for the continuing of BRAGs to operate stems from the difficulty in 


finding volunteers to carry out the key roles of facilitators and street coordinators - ‘you need a 


dedicated driver.’ It was said on this point that: 
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There would appear to be too few facilitators and street coordinators: ‘and … whereas the 


original concept was that each street would have a leader and all that sort of stuff and that’s 


how it would work. But that just isn’t happening that way. We’ve got the guy in Darlington 


doing it, but he’s not doing a street in Darlington, he’s doing the whole thing. 


You need such ‘dedicated drivers…if you haven’t got that they generally fall over. The people 


do it for a few years, get tired …don’t want to do it anymore. And at the moment we’re relying 


on the volunteers to …pick that driver up.’ (This was in the context of needing more permanent 


staff to assist the BRAGs). All of this was confirmed in Interview 3 with it being noted that 


there was the danger of being over committed and with the current set up with the emphasis 


being so much at that sort of facilitator in the … the local community, if that person leaves then 


… 


A: It falls over.  


J: it falls apart …And I think you’ve got a serious issue in …over in Bedfordale with that. I 


think you’ve got two key players there that are really driving that, and in 10 years’ time 


when they’re gone …  


M: There’s nothing.  


A … it’ll fall over. You know, if you haven’t got a champion A: That’s the problem. It 


becomes where what we’re doing is relying on volunteers out there to carry the can … with 


no day-to-day support for them on a reasonable basis. I mean, they don’t need day-to-day 


supports per se, but they need somebody whose job it is to do that, just to keep the interest 


going and to keep … keep things moving in the right direction. Outside pressures make it 


difficult for these people to operate effectively as the problem lies in there being too many 


bodies involved and a lack of coordination. (Dp14, 16) 


ENGAGEMENT 
Engagement of residents in BRAG is variable and intermittent depending on financial situations 


and time available as well as commitment over time. The complexities and commitments of 


volunteerism act as disincentives to participation, according to the Community Fire Manager: to 


some of the members of BRAGs in that,  


you know, they have the meetings and they discuss all these great ideas about what they 


could be doing to enhance their preparedness, but at the end of the day there’s I guess 


financial requirements that, you know, commitments they’d have to make and also 


coordinating within a street to … to, you know, to … to facilitate that. And that’s where, you 


know, in some cases it seems to fall down a bit. Where, you know, those great ideas can’t be 


developed because there’s a … I suppose perhaps a lack of incentives to do so from a … 


from their own personal point of view. (Dp2)  


How these local BRAGs operate, and the tasks don’t appear to be too onerous, is as follows: 


they meet on a street by street system but on an irregular basis:  
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I would say very irregular. I would say probably less than 5% of the streets would … this 


would just be my guess. I mean, at a street meeting if you ask them …it might be different, 


but I would say there’s very few streets would meet on a yearly basis…Although, having 


said that, there are a couple of very keen streets … Edith Street where Mike Mackay is I 


know meet annually, just to go through the telephone tree just to make sure that the numbers 


are all current and all the information that is on those lists for, you know, where the fire 


pumps are and all of that … if they’ve got pets, dogs, old age people or whatever … that 


they put on theirs. I know that they meet annually so I would think there’s only probably one 


or two.  


Street contacts personally invite new residents to BRAG meetings while residents are 


letterboxed with information, invitations and ‘there’s an insert goes in to the review in October 


every year which has information on certain things, and has all the street contacts phone 


numbers.’ The size of groups varies as does their commitment:  


they can be just about from a half a dozen people through to about 15, 20 people or houses 


and that …sort of thing. They’re very … very large variation. Very … very large variation in 


the needs of the group. Very large variation in the commitment of the group. You know, you 


get some people who are just interested in knowing, and you get others that actually take it 


very seriously depending on who the contact is. Some … some contacts drive very hard and 


they ensure that, you know, any … you know, that any issues are brought up and … and 


make sure that every … newer members come in to the flock and all that sort of thing. So … 


and, you know, it just depends on the contact, you know, the coordinator. If they’re 


enthusiastic then the whole group is driven by it and, I mean, that’s good… (needs vary 


because) some of them are bordering on the national park. So they might perceive that their 


risk is really severe… I think some of them just have greater awareness or greater need. 


Some of them live in cut off roads, you know, cul-de-sac, which is very common in 


Darlington, you know, so (it’s) very common, because of the structure of the land. (Dp3) 


From the local fire brigade viewpoint it was said that it is essential to have the fire brigade 


involved in BRAGS:  


Plus it is essential that you have your fire brigade involved in the area, I think that is a key to 


it, again as Ken said, I was the same when I joined back in 1979, all I wanted to do was get 


in those trucks and drive with the siren going, get out and put a fire out. You know this 


preparedness and awareness ... no, no, no, no, somebody else can do that, not that it was 


around then, but I think in hindsight now we realise how important it is to have that is a very 


integral part of a fire brigade. 


Even the Shire recognises this as they’ve appointed ‘a community fire manager’. For these 


respondents, education with large scale awareness is the key:  


we’re looking at, you know offering knowledge to people that need it, you know. I think 


that’s what we’re basically doing. It’s the education, community education side of it and 
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obviously if people do their bit, then when we go out there as fire fighters, we’re not going 


to be faced with the trauma of which house do we save and which house do we let go, you 


know that type of thing. So that’s the kind of difference that it could make. 


Knowledge is a positive when dealing with fires. (Dp3). Whether the coordinators needed to be 


members of the fire brigade was debated as the following exchange over their role indicates: 


‘firefighters generally aren’t interested in facilitating’ ‘it’s very hard to get people to actually 


want to deliver training and actually want to be involved in the community’… BRAG 


Facilitators need much more ongoing commitment: 


I’ll go to a school or I’ll go to a community group and lecture, but people don’t really 


generally want to make a big chunk of their … you know, spend a big chunk of their spare 


time doing that kind of thing. The role also includes them delivering new information such 


as the ‘bushfire manuals to the street contacts while they rely on the street contacts to contact 


new residents and inform them on relevant information. The role can be carried out by 


anyone and you don’t need fire fighting experience: ‘I believe it can be done by anybody, 


particularly somebody’s who’s got good, you know good skills, you know, good people 


skills and presentation skills and that sort of thing. I think that’s ... obviously they need the 


background knowledge and they need to understand their information, they need to 


understand that intimately…Credibility is the key.’ (Dp13) 


The FESA district manager outlined his role: ‘It’s a role of the district manager of the local 


bushfire brigades to look after the BRAGS”:  


I’m the one that gets involved with BRAG in basically getting information from the 


department out in to the field and promoting it … the concept, basically. And I’m only new 


in to this area, but I’ve … my previous role was in Perth south coastal and I was involved in 


the setting up of BRAGs down there. And we ran training courses and what have you down 


there to get those up and running. So yeah, pretty much that’s my role is it’s sort of in the 


background support role to the BRAG groups themselves, yeah… And they get involved as 


well, but we’re the … we’re the regional link. We canvass the area to find out who wanted to 


be involved in the BRAG group, and that involved going to the local brigade meetings and 


also to the fire advisory meetings, to get that information out in to the group. And then from 


that we’ve received information back from the brigades as to where they wanted to form 


BRAG groups. And most of the BRAG groups were … are being run by brigades. They’re 


not run by a street.  


Even though the BRAG concept is basically to get an individual street organised, the ones 


that I’ve had anything to do with that have kept going are the ones that are run by the 


brigades themselves. So because of that fact, I tend to be fairly involved with them on a 


more regular basis when they’re there. So basically we’ve … we got the concept going, then 


we set up training for the guys to come down and learn what they’ve got to do to run their 


BRAGs and all that sort of stuff. And we have the people from Perth come out and do the 
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delivery to it. And then when they have an activity going around, like they’ve been doing the 


… the stay or go plan … that’s … we’ve been involved in … in the logistics behind that. 


And that’s about where I’ve drawn the line, yeah. I … we don’t have much time to do much 


else at that point.  


J: So the resources from central office, they provide them to you and you disseminate them.  


A: That’s right, yeah. 


Initial contact is through the local community fire manager and the following occurs: 


What happens, the initial contact’s usually through myself. I’ll have a resident that will 


phone up and they’ve either heard something or wanting to know what they can do. So I give 


them a run down on BRAG, just a very brief overview of what BRAGs about, and then I 


give them a contact in Perth. After they contact the people in Perth they will … they pay the 


… the interested person a visit, and if they’re still interested I’m involved in the first and 


quite often the second meeting where we get all the street together. And I find out what the 


… you know, what their concerns are, what the risks are, and the expectations. We’ve got 


some BRAG fliers and we give them the fliers … fliers to, you know, protecting your home 


and all that sort of stuff. So just the usual material.  


And then after that that’s … I really cut my ties because I … I haven’t got any time 


whatsoever to … to … even though they’re very … they do a great job, they’re a very 


important area, but it depends on the risk and who’s the driver. But after two visits that’s 


generally the end of my association with the BRAG groups… 


The process then is for this manager to provide advice from a professional fire fighter’s 


perspective working with the BRAG facilitator if there is one. They usually meet in a lounge 


room (once in a hall) where people feel comfortable and can see the risks and benefits as they 


are shown around the house and burning programs and mitigation processes are described. ‘And 


if they’re in the BRAG, generally the BRAG facilitator or the FESA employee will go in to that 


detail, you know, the phone tree and the advantages and the resources.’ (Dp4)  


BRAG for these managers is the right model but it does need more people resource back up (it 


doesn’t have to be done by volunteers) and the cooperation of the Shire with the local 


community is necessary as they can enforce the Act, ‘taking action against those who don’t 


reduce the hazard… that’s (coordination across the Shire) a pretty big task for someone to 


coordinate. And with current resourcing it won’t happen.’ Success comes with training and 


people need to know they’re not firefighters…they can use trailers as that’s one area they are 


usually skilled at but not necessarily in panic situations so even this area needs proper 


management.  


Information in Darlington was distributed in the following manner with the following results: ‘a 


monthly review is used to disseminate information and to recruit new members to BRAG’:  
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One thing that we have within Darlington is what we call the Darlington review. That’s a 


monthly review in a local magazine, which comes out, as I say, monthly. In that I write 


articles and invite streets to participate, want me to come, or just give them information on 


what is occurring and things that they should do from a BRAG perspective. And we … and 


then also every year we have a Darlington Arts Festival here in November, and the brigade 


run a bushfire … bushfire expo… in that expo we’ve had a stall. The FESA … BRAG. It’s 


just a display type of …Just a display of BRAG …And … materials. And with people 


available to consult and give advice and that sort of thing. Information is distributed at street 


meetings where the community fire manager adopts the following approach: ‘in the lounge 


room, very relaxed atmosphere, as you go through and … yeah, it’s not even a PowerPoint, I 


just get up there and talk. And usually I have … I’ll print out … I take … get … print out 


large maps of the area so they can get an overview of the shire and an overview of their 


particular place. Everyone likes looking at their own place, so they … but they can see the 


risk in their … around their place. And I can point it out and they can … they can physically 


see it then. It has a bit better impact than trying to describe.  


J: So do you think the sort of credibility of having someone like yourself there is a very 


important factor in it sort of getting off the ground?  


M: Very much so, I think. You … you need that initial I suppose professional fire experience 


there for a starter, so they have a clear understanding that if … if they’re a major risk or not, 


if they’re really wasting their time or not.  


Brochures, magazines and an ‘excellent’ DVD which ‘is quite confronting’ are used to 


distribute information and create awareness.  


The brochures whilst seen as being well presented were not in themselves so useful: ‘I think 


that’s all it is, you produce this many brochures, we’ve got a new brochure, yeah, they’re all 


good, no question about that but ... no good unless somebody’s reading then or somebody is 


interpreting them or ... 


K: Absolutely, and glossy brochures only reach so many people, we all get ... 


C: Other than also those who are already involved.  


P: And it’s well known you can stick brochures in people’s letterboxes and that was the 


whole reason for it in the first place. It’ll all finish up in next week’s recycling. You need 


someone to say ‘this is important.’ New information from FESA is delivered to street 


contacts who deliver it to all the houses in their streets. They may/not meet to discuss things 


later. (Dp6)  


While it is possible to log-in to an area through the internet for information and fire alerts which 


are updated by FESA, it was felt that information is poorly disseminated in some cases:  


And the other major problem that we find within BRAG is the lack of information, fire 


information, being available to the community. Thankfully in the last couple of years that 
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has improved. Not as well as what I believe it could… There is a long lag, seems to be, 


before the notices are up on the … the web or over the ABC. And people need to know, it’s 


a bit like the cyclone, you can see it building … and with fires you need to know that 


information so that you can make the choice you’re going to leave early or …need to do all 


those things. So I think fire information and awareness again is a really crucial … and it’s 


not being done well enough at the moment. And the website’s probably about the best thing 


nowadays because, you know, so long as it’s kept updated regularly, it’s something that 


doesn’t require phones or … well, it requires a line, a connection, but you can get that 


without phones and so on, so you know you can get that on laptops with wireless and all 


sorts of things now. So a website would be the ideal if somebody could, you know…’ You 


need a variety of methods including telephone trees to get the message across it was said. 


(Dp6, 7)  


How the training/information sessions using the ‘wow’ factor of the DVD as the discussion 


starter were run was as follows: the DVD works as ‘it’s quite confronting’. It and other material 


is discussed over 2 week nights and weekend day. The sessions cover generally:  


go through the videos, question and answers, target specific focus areas of interest, you 


know. So like it might be house survival, bushfire preparation, and the last one is personal 


survival and those sorts of things, you know. And to how, you know … and then the final 


one would be a day time and you would examine a house which … which is still in 


there…‘During actually a facilitation meeting where you’re doing … running a group, 


people will ask things you know about how they can … how they can deal with this or that 


or whatever. Within the group, you know, it makes it easier because you can just simply 


refer has anybody else got that experience, you know, being an instructor and that sort of 


thing. You can just simply bring it out of the group, you know, well you guys tell him you 


know. You just sit back and they can … they can share their experiences with it.  


But if nobody in the group seems to know you just throw in a few extras of your own, you 


know, so that … about how things can be addressed you know and you encourage them to 


get together and do, you know, work … busy bees type of thing you know to collectively … 


you know, if somebody says they don’t have a trailer or … well, does anybody in this group 


have a trailer you know. Okay that’s solved, you know. We can … you can collectively … 


has somebody got this kind of tool, that tool, okay. You’ve got the resources at the fire 


brigade and things like that, you know. And so you’ve got these … these options to deal 


with it and you’ve also … option of burning or whatever. And, you know, on … in that one 


meeting you know collectively you can often get the result. Or otherwise they go off and 


somebody says oh, I know … I’ve got a contact here, I can find out. So, yeah, usually within 


a group you’ve got the answers.  


Some people choose not to continue with the group:  
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they’re mainly happy that … that they know enough or they’re satisfied with the way the 


group’s operating and that their … that … that their issues are being dealt with and …And 


again I suppose also as we have the BRAG review, it comes out monthly, in my notes I write 


about things that people should do around their homes to prepare for the … the summer fire 


season. So, again, there is an awareness within the community of … and then also each 


November the shire have a … a green waste collection within this locality which we 


advertise, and it enables people then to … to put out just prior to that collection period, 


hopefully clean up their … their yard to some degree anyway.  


For obvious reasons, those living near National Parks were those most interested in what 


BRAG had to offer. Differing risk perceptions meant different needs which lead people more 


motivated and committed while others have a less sense of urgency. It was suggested that a 


good size of a group is around 7-15 houses (or a dozen) with the original ideal being 9-10. 


This is a good number as: ‘when you’re conducting the sessions you don’t have hordes of 


people asking questions all the time. I mean, the larger the group the better in the … in the 


sense that you’re delivering more information. That … that’s good, and you know you … 


you’re addressing more houses with your time so it’s very cost effective time wise. But 


smaller groups work extremely well. So I think an ideal would be about 10…’ and with a 


group this size the telephone tree is easier to operate. (Dp9) 


While the Darlington BRAG eventuated due to residents calling for a meeting with the local 


organisers, it would appear that initially it’s a top down process using the structures already in 


place with e.g. coordinators sending out invitations and calling twice yearly meetings. The top 


down process is more from the fire services rather than from the shire who have very little input 


into the BRAGS. (Dp12) 


TRUST AND SELF CONFIDENCE  
Trust and self confidence needs to be developed and maintained. In the BRAG context trust is 


present to some degree but does need to be further developed. There does appear at the moment 


to be some antipathy between BRAG and central FESA that needs to be addressed if trust is to 


be developed at that level and for BRAG to have confidence in what they’re doing now and into 


the future. Similarly with relations with the Shire where consensus then is that more input is also 


needed from the Shire ‘we’re not getting a drive from the shire …Person…but… we would get 


as much support as we wanted to, but I think you would have to ask for it, yeah.’ (Dp5) 


With FESA relationships, it was felt that a structure is needed where feedback can be provided 


to FESA as well as FESA advising the BRAGs:  


this structure somewhere where, you know, there is a consultative committee so that you’ve 


got this…opinions coming in from BRAG groups and also the outside areas as well. The 


Western Powers, the … the Westrail people, all of those that … who are involved with fires. 


And the necessity to be able to … to have input to … to something to have a structure saying 


yeah, this is what we think should occur to reduce the hazards around or to try and prevent 
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the outbreak of major fires, other than just a suppression unit, I mean, as FESA is. I mean 


that’s … that really what FESA is, a suppression unit...  


This view was supported by the Community Fire Managers:  


I believe it’s got to be a coordinated effort between the police with neighbourhood watch, so 


looking for criminals, the BRAG which is bushfire and the winter safe, you know, for your 


winter activities, and tying it in to your local government, police and FESA. You need … it 


goes back to the green waste again. Your BRAGs aren’t going to function too well if it’s 


going to cost them, which it will with the green waste, trying to neat … tidy their place up. 


So we’ve just got to work in to the local government. And I like talking about the 


compliance. Compliances, you know, they should be dealt with by the local government as 


well. But just working on the BRAG or the … or the BRAG program, or a … or a 


community program like that, it needs somebody … it definitely needs an employee, 


probably with FESA, to liaise with the local government and say the benefits and even if 


they … it’s difficult with your green waste, if they’re a BRAG group and functioning, they 


can get the green waste picked up, you know, by the local government. You know, that sort 


of thing. So … which is improving the safety of, you know, the residents. They can build on 


it from the ground floor I suppose. But you need those … those three areas really. If they can 


come together that …I think that’ll be the key. And especially local government. (Dp5) 


There is though a large degree of self-confidence present particularly through the work of the 


local officers and BRAG facilitators in advising residents what their options are: From this 


advice, group members realise that they are not dealing with the problems alone but as a group:  


They have more power, more strength, and they’re more likely to get a resolution. Except 


the neighbours who don’t want to do anything. Well, sometimes they’re stuck with that. The 


people go away from the meeting with information and the realisation that they can deal 


with issues and physical needs collectively. (Dp9, 10) 


To the question whether it’s necessary for BRAG to work to have firefighters as facilitators? 


The response was:  


I don’t think it matters, we’re just fortunate here within Darlington that the BRAG groups 


sits as a sub-unit of the brigade so we’re very fortunate and again all the facilitators have 


been brigade members. I personally don’t think it’s a necessity as long as you’ve got 


someone who’s prepared to champion (it). The facilitator needs good people skills and 


presentation skills and that sort of thing. I think that’s ... obviously they need the background 


knowledge and they need to understand their information, they need to understand that 


intimately. But as I said it’s hard to get fire fighters who are prepared to do it but it’s not 


hard to get a fire fighter to sit there with somebody who’s facilitating. 


Filling in the gaps and ‘giving credibility to the facilitator.’ Problems do occur over ownership 


and the funding in some areas of volunteers with political issues intervening in the processes. 


Friction between some of the brigades, FESA and the shire meant things fell in a heap. Yet, still, 
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the BRAG program does work and the level of awareness has increased with fire brigades being 


called in earlier for small fires. But it is variable and works better in some areas than others. 


(Dp10) 


Security in the face of a fire would appear to be  


BRAG’s greatest aspect…coming out of the BRAG programs now. Just giving people that 


level of comfort and awareness and, again, then if they say they’re going to stay they stay, 


having taken all of the necessary precautions like getting out elderly people or evacuating 


early and doing all those things which the DVD and literature tells us to do. So I think that 


that’s been another very positive aspect of the … of the programs. And, again, giving people 


surety. Because, I mean, your house is your greatest asset that you own, other than your 


family of course. (Dp17) 


CONFIRMATION AND RE-ASSESSMENT 
The initial aim was to review Darlington residents’ awareness of fire risk in their suburb and for 


the facilitators, to also take the concept of Community Fireguard to its streets as this was being 


implemented at the same time: ‘there was a structure in place coming out of the community.’ 


This BRAG arose out of fear of fire and  


It was really initiated through the local Residents and Ratepayers Association. They felt that 


there was a need for such an organisation or an awareness more than organisation. The aim 


is to get the information out into the field to protect their own…Don’t have to worry 


operationally with fire suppression where BRAGS are present – time is saved as the houses 


are set up properly.  


According to the officers, the role is to train people and make it clear what they’ve got to do 


(e.g.. they can use trailers in the mopping up and management of rubbish and waste) and 


recognise the dangers of (if they’re not fire fighters) what they shouldn’t do. (Dp1) 


It was said in Darlington that street stalls are often the useful way to attract street coordinators 


with the best being during or following an actual fire:  


some people have come up and we’ve said this is what … we’d like you to be a street 


contact, and we’ve had a couple this year do that. So … and they’re the mechanisms by 


which we try to attract, but again the best one, of course, is to have a major fire in the area 


and then everybody wants … well, not everybody …but most … most people become 


…when people discover that they do have issues. I think that prompts them to find out what 


they can do to deal with those issues. And then they discover that there is something 


available and … and motivates them to actually do something, you know, constructive 


…See, that’s … that’s how you get fire fighters too, because people realise how vulnerable 


they are. (Dp2)  


Very little was mentioned in Darlington on the representativeness of the residents in BRAG, 


Although the following does indicate that there is apathy towards preplanning on the part of 


some residents: the local BRAG was initiated through: ‘the local Residents and Ratepayers 
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Association. They felt that there was a need for such an organisation or an awareness more than 


organisation.’ And, people are prompted to enquire about BRAG but even then not all residents 


are concerned: ‘the local people don’t seem to want to care too much about it other than those 


that were already in the system so you feel a bit despondent...’ (Dp8)  


And again on this theme of involvement in pre-planning etc: the role of the street coordinator is 


also important, with some being more enthusiastic than others:  


They’re very … very large variation. Very … very large variation in the needs of the group. 


Very large variation in the commitment of the group. You know, you get some people who 


are just interested in knowing, and you get others that actually take it very seriously 


depending on who the contact is. Some … some contacts drive very hard and they ensure 


that, you know, any … you know, that any issues are brought up and make sure that every 


newer members come in to the flock and all that sort of thing. So, you know, it just depends 


on the contact, you know, the coordinator. If they’re enthusiastic then the whole group is 


driven by it and, I mean, that’s good. Being in a high risk area also concentrates the thinking 


of the residents. (Dp13) 


It was said though that since the inception of the BRAGs there’s been a high level of 


preparedness where they have been established according to all of the interviewees for example: 


“How do you measure that [preparedness] ? 


K: Good question. 


C: We’ve not lost a house. Not had a major fire in Darlington. So it must be working very 


well… 


P: Well, we’ve had houses that have said that when a fire went through their area that they 


felt that … their preparedness as a result of the BRAG education or Fireguard education as it 


was then, has saved their house…’  


FESA has now recognised that people should stay in there in the event of a fire and where 


BRAGs exist the house will be secure and the people know how to handle it. In 2001 when the 


police were forcibly moving residents out of their homes and the various Acts are in conflict as 


to their right to do this and according to the Health Act they could but not according to the 


Bushfire or Police Acts. For one BRAG member this was the last straw and he left…  


They were evacuating people on foot. People had no vehicles or whatever and they were 


telling … and they said okay, where do I go, what do I do, you know. They’re walking in 


smoke.  


K: I mean, a disorganised … 


P: That was … 


K:… evacuation … 


C: Oh, it was shocking.  
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K: … is dangerous.  


P: That … and so it was actually putting people at greater risk by evacuating them. And we 


felt that, you know, we were really left in the cold with that one. We … we were seeking 


advice … and this is where if you had a BRAG person they would’ve clarified that very 


quickly and they would’ve said okay, you … you know, instead of us …(Dp17) 


COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT AND COLLABORATION 
As to community involvement, for the BRAGs to function adequately and for community 


collaboration to occur the following was noted: It was suggested that a good size of a group is 


around 7-15 houses (or a dozen) with the original ideal being 9-10. This is a good number as 


when you’re conducting the sessions you don’t have hordes of people asking questions all 


the time. I mean, the larger the group the better in the … in the sense that you’re delivering 


more information. That … that’s good, and you know you … you’re addressing more houses 


with your time so it’s very cost effective time wise. But smaller groups work extremely well. 


So I think an ideal would be about 10…’ and with a group this size the telephone tree is 


easier to operate. (Dp9)  


The groups are then able to work effectively as they have local people involved:  


Every incident management team will comprise of people of the local knowledge. And they 


will be able to know what risks are and what … which people are affected and which people 


need to know. Yeah. I mean, if there’s evacuations going on or if there’s … then they can … 


then they can say recommended evacuation from … if you live in this area here or … or 


whatever, well, prepare for evacuation. Those sorts of things are the sort of things that 


people look for. (Dp10) 


Important for maintaining this community cohesion is the facilitator. The Facilitators’ (Street 


Co-ordinators’) roles include liaising with FESA and facilitating meetings and in Darlington one 


facilitator in particular apparently held the group together: ‘P’ said  


…but because of your persistence, I think, and the fact that the groups here do have a … a 


willingness to, you know, continue … and they have, through you, had somebody to actually 


be person in the meat in the sandwich in between and trying to push FESA in to, you know, 


providing what we need. (Dp13) 


Peer pressure is also of great importance in the process of developing community awareness and 


for maintaining the properties:  


You will find that the ones that are more enthusiastic, they collectively get together, they 


sometimes try and do a bit of peer pressure on the ones that aren’t lifting their game. But 


they’re … some of the groups have that other issue of that they … there are some houses that 


won’t participate and won’t get involved and then they have to sort of try and work around 


them. But with peer pressure … peer pressure they try and get things happening there, but 


ultimately no. And the other things that they do is that they put pressure on or collectively 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


get together to try and get things happening like some of the burns, so hazard reduction 


burns in the area, and Colin encourages them to bring them through themself to the BRAG 


meetings. And that gives them an added incentive to be there, that they can actually present 


their priorities and see if they … see how they rated within the shire’s priorities. Also … 


yeah, other issues … it gives them an opportunity to ask questions about how they can deal 


with things, you know, whose responsibility … who owns this and how they can … how 


they can deal with it. So, collectively, if they’ve got an issue with a section … a parcel of 


land that is a risk to everybody, they can sort of come to the meeting and find out how that 


works and then collectively they have the power to put pressure on the owner or whatever as 


a group rather than as an individual, which they’d have probably no chance. (Dp13) 


PLANNING, PREPARATION AND SAFE RESPONSE 
How the residents can best receive information that they can act upon and the role of the 


firefighters in this dissemination was discussed along with the positive outcomes of BRAG’s 


existence: ‘it’s very hard to get people to actually want to deliver training and want to actually 


get involved with the community. They might do a little bit here and there and they say well, 


you know, that’s it …’ whereas BRAG people are ‘quite different in terms of the ongoing 


…commitment.’ Success can be seen in that the most positive outcome is that in the event of a 


fire, BRAG members are comfortable ‘that they’re doing everything right, they are prepared.. 


and their house will be secure’ and more money needed to enable facilitators to carry out their 


tasks – ‘budget just peanuts.’ BRAGS are ‘more successful when requests come from the group 


as the following indicates: ‘because it came in as a group, you’re inclined to favour them 


because they’re pulling their weight so, yes, I’ll…I did move them up a slot. And the council 


will do the same. If it comes in as a group, if it’s a compliance issue, it’ll be dealt with a lot 


swifter than a one independent person. But that’s …that’s the only real pull they’ve got, you 


know, because they’re a group and generally know what they’re talking about. And they have 


some built up expertise.’ BRAGs are also valuable resources as their places are kept better 


which means less stress for fire fighters.’ (Dp2) 


Some groups are more self motivated than others and Street coordinators take control with 


limited input from the facilitators and the former’s enthusiasm will make it happen even though 


the facilitator would run things more effectively. Other groups rely much more on the facilitator. 


(Dp13) This input from the facilitator and BRAG generally is important as it would appear to be 


difficult to get a number of residents to comply with the regulations. They move to high risk 


areas and think ‘that it won’t happen to me.’ State government pressure is needed ‘on local 


governments to set – stick by the rules (of the Bushfires Act) – but it’s political and they won’t 


go and lean on (them). ‘So BRAG groups are important as one way of getting things done on the 


ground floor.’ (Dp16) 


3.3. Yallingup BRAG: model analysis 
CONTEXT 
A worrying aspect which kept coming out in the discussions was an apparently perceived 


breakdown in the relations with FESA, particularly with the Perth office but less so with the 
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regional officers. Support was seen to be lacking as other strategies such as a TV commercial 


were seen by FESA as being able to reach more residents, making more homes safer at less cost 


than was the case with the very labour intensive methods adopted by BRAGs: ‘For the amount 


of money and major, coordinated across the state, effort a TV commercial would lead to more 


cleaned up gardens than BRAG achieved in the whole state.’ (Yp5) Annie, the key facilitator 


believed that FESA wanted to ‘can’ the BRAGs without any feedback on what had been 


achieved by the Yallingup BRAG. She had just received an award from the Premier – 


recommended by the shire for services to the local fire brigade and to BRAG. (Yp3) And FESA 


also wanted ‘to turn BRAG into something else.’ (Yp4&14) A further breakdown in 


communication was when the group wanted to develop a BRAG related website and was told: 


No! Yet at Bedfordale, the BRAG there had just gone ahead and successfully developed one –


‘he just did it.’ (Yp3) and for a fuller explanation of this rejection see Yp30) Similar requests for 


BRAG signage at properties and the use of BRAG calling cards were also greeted with a N0! 


(Yp2) 


The feeling also expressed was that even without the support of FESA this particular BRAG 


would continue, i.e. be ‘self-sustainable,’ with the support of the local residents and this was 


mainly due to the hard work of Annie the facilitator and it would continue as long as someone 


like her was around. (Yp4, 13) A particular problem perceived was that there was a high FESA 


staff turnover along with a lack of interest from Perth. (Yp6) The following exchange indicates 


both the success of the local BRAG and the frustration felt over the breakdown in 


communication with FESA Perth: 


T: Yeah, I mean 90% of the community does understand but I think they ... so you know ... 


and I suppose part of when they invented BRAG, it was just another idea of how to get the 


message out and you know ...  


G: Let me ... let me say and I’ll only say it once, BRAG in the Yallingup area is very 


fruitful. It works well and it only works well because of one woman and that’s it. And she 


puts a lot of time and effort into it. I don't think ... I believe she doesn’t get enough backing 


from Perth and that's something that needs to be looked at seriously. ‘Cause she gets very 


frustrated sometimes and I can see when ... when I talk to her about things I can see where ... 


where she’s getting frustrated. Like you know she’ll send them an email and six months later 


she still hasn’t got an answer to that email, you know? And ... and this needs to be sorted 


because if ... if you want something to work properly you’ve got to have the backing and if 


the backing’s not there, people are going to lose interest and subsequently ... (Yp27)  


The need was expressed for a FESA full time member of staff, perhaps coming from the 


Community Engagment Directorate – or someone ‘with a public education degree’ - at the 


regional level to support BRAG. There is also the need for such a person to produce new 


materials such as up-to-date pamphlets. (Yp27, 28, 32) It just needs 
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someone someone who’s prepared to be the person ... you know who’s doing the first 


contact with FESA who can just say, or FESA come to them and then say, yeah we’ve got 


new stuff on, there’s now a new policy, there’s new regulations or whatever, new ideas. 


Then that can get distributed out, so as far as it’s in place, in a small community like ours, I 


think it’s ... it will stay unless someone drops out or leaves or whatever. And as far as ... I 


mean just around BRAG as far as what we need, I think it is very much up to the individual 


group. But it does need good communication especially between, and it needs to be ... it 


needs to be you know made aware that it’s being supported by FESA, by the authorities, that 


this is ... we’re right behind you and not for Annie to have to go and say, I'm not getting any 


feedback guys, what’s happening M: Which is what’s happened in the past. (Yp13)  


One reason for the establishment of this BRAG was the high number of ‘nuisance and other 


calls’ to fires which should not have started but the brigade still had to attend. Success for the 


efforts of this BRAG were seen in the much lower number of calls for such turn outs since its 


establishment – due to the much higher degree of awareness present in the locality. There was 


no such call for the brigade last year. (Yp3)  


It was felt that BRAG would only work areas ‘where there’s small settlements’ where there’s a 


‘cluster of houses’ but ‘you’re wasting your time in farming areas.’ (Yp5) 


The shire sees great benefits in having a BRAG presence (‘It’s beneficial for the shire, it 


certainly is’) and they’ve offered Annie, the facilitator various supports printing admin etc., but 


she hasn’t had the need for it as yet. Though she did ask for a BRAG calling card but that was 


rejected by FESA. (Yp22) 


The Yallingup area has particular socio-demographic features which makes it difficult to reach 


all residents with fire safety information as these ‘sea change residents’ move in to the area from 


urban environments where ‘fire and ambulance services are on offer’ whereas ‘these are served 


by volunteers and may be based some distance away.’ (Yp9) Hence they ‘have very little fire 


knowledge.’ (Yp34)A further problem is that many house owners are only there at weekends or 


at other limited times of the year and won’t receive the information regarding what’s required of 


them as far as land clearance is concerned while others are renters who also don’t receive the 


rate notices which have this information. The council website was said to be poorly designed 


and hard to understand, making it difficult for some residents to comply with the regulations. 


(Yp31) 


There have been no major fires in this BRAG area since 1962 and ‘complacency has set in and 


every year we don’t have a big fire means we’re closer to having a big on: because of the fuel 


build up.’ People take risks and ‘aren’t quite on the ball’ as regards preparedness. (Yp35) It was 


also said that: ‘One of the shire’s greatest problems’ is ‘the Perth people’s apparent lack of 


concern as they ‘go back to Perth and forget about their property’ 


T: So ... and ... and they’re that wealthy that when they do come, laws don’t exists and 


money’s not an issue… (Yp35)  
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Apparently though at the emergency services level there is now better communication and 


coordination between these services since FESA brought them all together. (Yp31) 


ENGAGEMENT 
As mentioned above, many of the newer residents are not fire aware and consequently the 


BRAG facilitators have experienced difficulty in reaching these people with information, so it is 


most probable that these people in particular are less likely to be ‘strongly involved in 


organisations such as BRAG. This doesn’t mean however that all longer term residents will join. 


Where neighbours are in conflict the development of groups was said to be hindered. (Yp2) 


Each neighbourhood, despite the best of intentions and even when there’s been a fire, will differ 


and brigade members may fail to establish a viable BRAG. See the example of 180 houses on an 


island and there was no success (Yp4) yet following another fire elsewhere 150 turned up to a 


meeting. However 2 years later this hasn’t meant that the momentum continued. (Yp5)  


The most powerful tool for influencing local residents to become BRAG members, creating 


awareness, is apparently the DVD which was produced by FESA and has been widely 


distributed. All street coordinators have copies and any of the residents can take them home. 


This DVD along with other videos is seen as being so powerful that little needs to be said 


though discussions are usually held following the showing of them, but not always. (Yp2, 8, 11) 


Packages however which were ‘once available (from FESA) have apparently run out and 


haven’t been replaced’ so the DVD has become the major tool for creating awareness. (Yp2)  


The process of keeping BRAG operating is very labour intensive as the following methods 


adopted by street coordinators indicate. As well as uses meetings and the DVD as the major 


tools in informing residents as well as BRAG members, street walks are used as a non-


threatening’ way of advising residents what the risks are and what they can do to prepare their 


house and land in case of fire and whether their property conforms to regulations. Neighbours 


also become aware of what their fellow neighbours needs are. Though not all residents are 


happy with this ‘intrusion’ it was said. The aim is for residents to become self-motivating. (Yp9 


& 18)  


One street coordinator kept local interest up by constantly following up matters with his 


residents in his area. Phone calls were made but emails in particular were used to inform and 


keep up interest. Anyone who had expressed interest in BRAG but may not have actually joined 


up were included in the emails. He tried not to harass people. Some people will then join up 


whether ‘out of guilt or conscience or whatever they jump into it.’ as they appreciate the 


information provided while others are just willing to stay on the mailing list for information. 


BRAG T shirts have been used along with fire brigade uniforms have been used as something 


that has worked in attracting interest in bushfire safety and BRAG. (Yp10) Individuals want to 


‘know more about fire’ and ask for the coordinator to go and talk to them. They are told about 


BRAG and if they’re interested it ‘goes on from that.’ (Yp11) The telephone tree is an essential 


tool for maintaining communication links and mobile phones have made this form of operation 


simpler to perform and dissemination of information is so much simpler. It’s centred on the 
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facilitator and permeates out from her as residents are contacted with relevant information. 


People ring in also if worried. All occupants of BRAG households are ‘aware of what to do and 


who to call.’ (Yp24) 


From the shire’s perspective, an approach currently in use to encourage self-motivation is the 


stick approach of infringement notices where residents who fail to obey the regulations are fined 


$250. It’s the fear approach. (Yp5) This stick approach hasn’t been effective with the ‘greenies’ 


‘as they were not worried about their houses burning down as long as the environment was left 


alone and they were also not interested in joining BRAG.’ (Yp5, 6) Responses to the approach 


vary but one has seen the shire rangers referred to as ‘the fire Nazis.’ (Yp31)  


The policies and the importance of BRAG to the shire was elaborated upon further: 


we’ve got to have a good program and I’m hoping out of this there’ll be something which 


we can grab hold of and run with for a while to get some good results out of ’cause you 


don’t want to be throwing resources and money at something where one person leaves and 


the whole BRAG collapses. And that’s the way we’re at the moment in ... in here, you 


know? Like I said before, from my ob ... observation there’s a lot of people that are willing 


to jump onboard as a community group but no one’s willing to lead them and ... and I think a 


lot of that’s come from people who’d say it’s a heavy handed approach. We’ve done it in our 


firebreak inspections but it’s needed. It was a ...a pretty bad condition so I think that’s 


filtering through to the community that are very scared of the rangers and that ... that we’re 


going to come in and fine them, so working together. And I know we’ve been handing out 


and/or giving advice out for that. Some of the stuff I’d like to see long-term which is only 


small things but once you get BRAG groups up and running in streets, I’d like to be able to 


put signs up in the street and say BRAG group, contact this number and come back to the 


shire so we tell you what street you’re in, give the zone and hand it out there. 


He also expressed the view that BRAG members did not have to ‘dob in’ their neighbours if 


they were breaking any of the rules ‘because we’re going to find them anyway. (Yp16) 


Related to the work of the shire, a major concern that arose in these interviews was centred on 


the problem as to whether residents actually received or understood ‘fire notices’ which were 


sent out with their rate notices. For various reasons a number of residents did not receive these 


notices or the local paper where the council advertised – they may have been renters and the 


landlords dealt with the rates or accountants dealt with them on behalf of owners or they only 


came to the properties occasionally and didn’t receive the local paper. For others the notices are 


‘pretty well unreadable … and the website is badly designed’ according to the BRAG facilitator. 


To overcome this Annie, the facilitator gets a bundle of notices from the shire and ‘literally 


hands them out’ to residents who have just moved in and introduces herself and if they need 


advice here’s my phone number. (Yp18 & 19)  


The answer to the following question about the ‘stick’ approach provided a divided response:  
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So would you say that that stick from the shire’s been an added motivation for some people 


to get involved with BRAG or ..?  


D: I think so, probably.  


H: Probably the other way round perhaps ... the shires ... because of the activities of 


volunteers, people like yourself.  


M: I think it’s a good point quite frankly. I don’t reckon the shire’s acted off their own bat at 


all, I reckon they’ve been sort of ... struth look at these guys. Shamed into it.  


M: Shamed into it, yeah absolutely. And you can quote me on that one. (Yp12) 


This stick approach isn’t followed by the BRAG facilitators in Yallingup as they prefer the more 


subtle approaches of neighbours working with neighbours in a process of education. It’s an 


empowering approach leading to a feeling of responsibility on all sides as awareness is 


developed through discussion and observation of properties over what’s required for community 


safety. The approach avoids conflict where possible and is used often in conjunction with the 


DVD. For the firefighters it’s time well spent as ‘one hour spent here is going to save me 10 


hours on the ground.’ (Yp7) Residents are made aware that the fire truck may not be available at 


their property and this awareness is more likely to lead to preparedness. (Yp7 ,8)  


The approach adopted varies with the facilitators and its success can be variable.  


There have been mixed reactions from residents who have attended training courses with 


putting energy in that rubbed off on others who could see the potential and ‘went away and 


give it a go’…  


A: And not everyone did. 


These latter residents came for a few meetings and then stopped thinking they’d obtained all the 


information they needed. (Yp8)  


As for the manner in which they operated on the following indicates that there was a degree of 


flexibility present and that FESA training package materials which they think are useful was not 


always followed to the letter as the following indicates. It also indicates the need to tailor the 


message to fit the locality, the different ways people learn and the facilitator’s own expertise. 


The DVD as was constantly mentioned has a great impact and much of the discussion at the 


meetings will centre around that:  


A: … the actual training package, I had my doubts about, of how to do it. But the idea of it 


and how … and I did try, my first few groups, I tried to do what they said, follow it by the 


book. But … 


M: Cause I lost the book shortly after the first course, but …But the concept was there.  


A: Yeah, the concept was fine.  
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M: So I’ve never actually followed any sheet. Just gone with the basic agenda of what 


you’re trying to achieve, and then have it so that it’s a quick talk.  


M: Bit of a DVD, and then some group discussion about practical things that happen … And 


so that … use that as a sort of starting point then for once you’ve got your basic messages 


across to them, have a bit of a discussion and then discuss what you can do down the track. 


So what … these are the problems, these are some of the problems and talk about solutions 


along the way but then if the group’s keen, you organise another group too and try and keep 


it to two hours…’ Another less confident facilitator needs the structure of the manual and 


works his way through it – seeking advice from ‘Annie’ as to what to do next. (Yp8)  


Because the coordination at the different levels needs not only organised persons who are able 


to do such things as run the phone tree and organise meetings but they must also have to time to 


commit themselves to BRAG. Both Yallingup facilitators have ‘fobbed off’ people in the past 


(suggesting on occasions they join other BRAGs rather than run one themselves) as they knew 


that they would not have the time. Others are reluctant but with a nudge and follow up they will 


take on the tasks. Others are just straight unsuitable for the role or even to be a member of the 


group and in one case the person was ‘kicked out.’ It’s often then difficult to find suitable 


coordinators and for one group a coordinator was found after five or six attempts and that 


competent high school teacher found them not the other way round. From these discussions it 


can be seen that coordination at the various levels is hard, time consuming work which needs a 


quite competent communicator to make it work. Both of these people were upset that they were 


not receiving the support and feedback they believed to be their due from FESA. (Yp25, 26) 


Trust and self confidence  
As inferred earlier, trust and confidence between BRAG and the Perth based FESA appears to 


be lacking at the moment but a level of trust does exist at the regional level as the following 


exchange indicates: ‘A plus for these people was at last there is an officer working for FESA but 


contracted by the shire: ‘He’s a top bloke, anything you need now, we ring him up and say, 


Andy this doesn’t work, this didn’t work, something’s going wrong here, that firebreak’s stuffed 


or whatever. He gets straight onto it. Now that’s ...’ Things for these people working both in 


BRAG and as firefighters is getting easier – whereas before they had to ‘beg and grovel’ to get 


things despite the fact that they were volunteers.  


M: Absolutely, guys like Andy Thompson made a massive, massive difference. And it is 


getting better but it could always be better.’ (Yp11, 12)  


As well as using the ‘stick’ approach the council ranger has used past fire experiences (e.g. how 


the fire was stopped from burning a person’s house down) in high risk areas to build up 


awareness working ‘with them on an education basis.’ Whilst letting people know he’s not 


‘snooping’ trust is being built up. (Yp4) The need as the ranger saw it is to adopt a non-


threatening approach as the view residents often hold of the ‘blue light’ services is negative:  
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M: It’s good to be able to approach them in a non-threatening way, you know, without pips 


on your shoulder and all that sort of thing as well. Most people’s reaction to lights and sirens 


and cars and you know, ranger uniforms, blue ones, is police which sort of puts them on the 


defensive mode a little bit. (Yp7) 


As for appropriate planning on the part of the residents, the DVD plays major role in this. They 


become aware that the fire trucks may not necessarily be available to save their house and they 


realize they have to use the time available to them to prepare for the fire ‘and hopefully the fire 


trucks will come with it.’ (Yp7, 8) The whole point then about BRAG is that it is self-


motivating and this applies to them as a group and in the way residents prepare for the future. 


BRAG doesn’t need a lot of resources once the initial thing is established. (Yp9) One resource 


though which is greatly needed is the access to a person or persons to assist the BRAGs in 


carrying out their tasks so a plus for these people was at last there is an officer working for 


FESA but contracted by the shire: ‘He’s a top bloke, anything you need now, we ring him up 


and say, Andy this doesn’t work, this didn’t work, something’s going wrong here, that 


firebreak’s stuffed or whatever. He gets straight onto it. Now that’s ...’  


Things for these people working both in BRAG and as firefighters is getting easier – whereas 


before they had to ‘beg and grovel’ to get things despite the fact that they were volunteers. ‘M: 


Absolutely, guys like Andy Thompson made a massive, massive difference. And it is getting 


better but it could always be better.’ The cooperation between the brigade and BRAG was again 


mentioned as a plus and all three of these interviewees are members of the brigade. They also 


have the support of the local brigade captain. All this has meant that when a meeting is held – or 


at least at the beginning – most of the street coordinator’s group would attend – 30 or 40. People 


are much more aware now and comfortable with the idea of a fire breaking out. (Yp11, 12) 


The roles of BRAG and the rangers were discussed (Yp2) and there was no agreement on 


whether BRAG should be simply an ‘advice thing about how to do it’ while the ranger does the 


inspections and ‘books them’ and so on. There was agreement though on the biggest problem 


which is getting people to run the groups and the council does encourage residents to join:  


W: Or is there an opportunity here, Geoff, to encourage their own BRAG group while you're 


there?  


G: Yeah. Well, this is it, yeah.  


W: If we can get the right paraphernalia out and say well here, think about this with your 


neighbours, you know? It’s all about being pro-active, isn’t it.  


G: Well, that’s it, you know. I’ve taken Annie a couple of times with me and you know it 


does her good too. (Yp17) 


In the light of too often resident apathy, having committed facilitators – in some cases 


charismatic ones – would appear to be important if resident trust is to be developed in the local 


BRAG. Knowledge of firefighting appears also to be a motivating force for attracting 
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facilitators. One reason given for becoming a facilitator was that they as fire fighters had been 


going to too many ‘silly fires’ and ‘were tired of seeing so many burnt sheep’ for example and 


they wanted to inform people, creating awareness in order to change their practices. ‘But it just 


… the same motivation of not wanting to go to fires on Christmas Day, I don’t want to have to 


go and kill a kangaroo with a shovel or go and beg somebody to kill a kangaroo for me, have to 


pay them half …’ The reasons for joining BRAG then arose out of this belief that there was 


more to their role as fire fighters than putting out fires.’ (Yp25) Facilitating is not an easy task 


but the role is somewhat easier the longer the BRAG has been established. The role of the 


facilitator and the time one is willing to spend and the confidence needed to not only run 


meetings but to confront often disgruntled residents means a fairly committed person is needed 


to carry out the tasks. Annie – a key facilitator - according to M has been very successful 


whereas it’s more of a slog for him as they noted:  


A: Oh, well I don’t have to go and find BRAG groups now, BRAG groups come to me. I 


mean I do have some BRAG groups, I …  


M: It’s having a go-to person. Because, you know, I’m great at presenting them but as far as 


checking them up and all and [unclear] goes, I get sick of putting in the leg work which 


you’ve got to. And you have to really bully and barge people until they front up, you know. 


(Yp25) 


With council officers being referred to as ‘fire Nazis’ due to their fining of residents for 


breaking the regulations the officers realise that BRAG is needed, providing an alternative 


approach to the problem. This BRAG have had to deal with angry residents and the facilitators 


would rather use education leading to self-motivation rather than the ‘big stick’ approach 


current being used. The council officers now realise that they need BRAG and are more relaxed 


about the group now. (Yp31) The end result of BRAG’s presence then according to the 


interviewees is that Compliance seems to be more present where BRAGs are located:  


K: So Tim, if I could just back track a minute, in ... in areas where BRAG is active and I 


know in ... that’s not most of the shire but where it is ... have you noticed any difference in 


terms of number of infringement notices and ..?  


W: Yeah, look, especially this year. Yeah, yeah, look this year we did notice a big difference 


and last year we didn’t get to all of it ... of the whole of the shire so while the infringements 


are on a same amount this year, actually I had the availability to hire Jeff and someone else 


to help us out to get to more of it. We actually probably did 99% of the shire. Last year we 


probably only did 65-70% of the shire. We still got the same amount of infringements. We 


did a lot more inspections. (Yp32)  


The facilitators are brought in to deal with often difficult situations, for example:  


A: They’re jumping up and down and they’ll say Annie would you go and talk to this person 


and I’ll go and talk to them and give them information, give them the DVDs, tell them about 


BRAG but they … if they’ve been fined three times they don’t really want to know about 
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BRAG … they’re not expecting me to do it, they’re just saying there’s this person there that 


wants to know more, if you have the time, can you do it. (Yp11)  


The end result of this activity is that people are much more aware now and comfortable with the 


idea of a fire breaking out. This attendance and awareness is also no doubt partly due to the 


$250 spot fines imposed by council rangers for breaking the rules such as not mowing the grass 


and building codes. (Yp12) 


CONFIRMATION AND RE-ASSESSMENT 
It would appear that BRAG’s existence has lead to a reassessment of residents’ plans for fire as 


the following indicates:  


H: So there’s an awareness now, which probably wasn’t there before.  


M: Yeah. Very much so.  


J: And that’s really been quite a rapid change, just a couple of years?  


M: Oh yeah, a lot of people have gone from being completely ignorant of the danger and no 


idea at all and doing things that ... to someone who’s found out, I didn’t know it all, well 


none of us knew it all. Have always known it all but we’ve learned doing things ... we look 


at it and go gee, oh careful what I say ... struth, can’t believe you’re doing that. You know to 


being you know much more aware of it so you can bring people up to speed. Radical, radical 


turn about for some people I’d say over two years. (Yp21) 


For residents, reassessment of plans and the joining of BRAG often comes about due to the 


heavy hand of the council. So from the council perspective, again:  


W: But infringements are a part of education. It’s a big part because we ran a really heavy 


media campaign for the last two years with lots of ads in the paper, warning people what we 


were going to do, stories and that and full-page ad at the beginning of the fire season with all 


the fire requirements, ads in there. So I’m not sure what else you can do. We invited all these 


people to an expo and in that expo was there for opportunity to come speak to us, BRAG, or 


anybody else about their fire requirements.  


T: I think the only way dealing with this issue is that it’s got to be part of in the BRAG 


campaign, that if you don’t comply, in the end, the rangers will get you because being a 


member of BRAG do ... doing nothing isn’t going to give you any protection.  


W: No, we’re not biased.  


T: And so we don't scare the right sort of people away from BRAG we’ve got to be able to 


say you know, you need to do this and you know you can help your neighbours to do this.’… 


‘It comes down to Good cop, Bad cop: ‘W: We have a lot of issue with wineries and chalets 


and accommodation and there which is really, really some grey areas and ... and I’m well 


aware that I’m not very popular out on the ridge area and a lot of people don’t but at the end 


of the day, if we ever get a fire there and it probably saves it, perhaps they might. And that’s 


the only ... the only way they're ever going to see it and someone has to be the baddie. 
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Because if we’re the baddie and then encourage BRAG’s or support BRAG on another hand, 


make them look the goodies, well, at the end of the day we’re going to find an even balance. 


That’s what it’s about. (Yp31, 32) 


COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT AND COLLABORATION 


Collaboration between neighbours is not always as simple to achieve as one hopes. One barrier 


to success would be when there’s conflict between neighbours, often over whether the 


neighbour has cleaned up their property or has trees too close to the dwelling or is using the 


firebreaks illegally. While it has nothing really to do with BRAG in the sense that it is a council 


and fire concern, it still does hinder the development of groups where neighbours are in conflict. 


(Yp3) 


A lack of community concern about preparedness, or at least being prepared to form or join a 


BRAG, was discussed at length in a fairly frank exchange, on how difficult it is to establish a 


BRAG and then what makes a BRAG function successfully, occurred with the 3rd interviewees 


from the FESA regional office and later with a council officer where the following was said:  


They tried [to form a BRAG] but the people that did it, didn't have the awareness of it all so 


it withered on the vine and it died that one. And historically, this year we had a decent house 


fire on Molloy Island which is an island in the middle of the river and a lady, she’s a ... 


there’s a female chief in Margaret River, and it was her brigade so she tried to run one of 


these things. Did all the normal PR stuff, nobody comes to the meeting. A hundred and 


eighty houses there, you know? They just had this fire in the middle of summer and so you 


know she rang me up and said oh God, how do we do it? And I said ... so it’s not that simple. 


And I’m not sure that I’d ever know the answer but it’s to do with the type of people.  


But after the Bridgetown fires a couple of years ago, there was a big fire nearly burnt the 


town down, a huge fire, and we ... regionally we thought the way to try and get these things 


to start is we’ve got to you know overhead package and all that sort of stuff. And went down 


there to a packed house of oh, like 150 people three months after the fire and basically the 


story about how to do it and all that. Two years later you wouldn’t find anyone that was 


prepared to do it. And so you know part of that means is that you can get some interest after 


a big fire but it doesn’t mean you get continuation and in fact Annie’s one has never had a 


big fire to drive it. It’s always a threat of the big fire and it has got to do with she’s got good 


back-up from the brigade and the shire and we had some good people. (Yp4, 5) 


BRAG membership would appear to provide residents with confidence to approach neighbours 


who might be flouting the regulations while in the past they may have sat back from it all:  


A: We go back to the question of motivation, it’s just, to me it’s just kind of like, I don’t 


know, just neighbourliness I suppose and one of the things I say to BRAG people is if they 


see someone piling up a pile of wood and they’re going to burn and it looks like it’s not the 


time now, this time of the year, fine, but it’s not the time of the year to burn and they see it 
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starting to build up, it’s just say hey, when you’re ready to burn that next winter, give us as 


yell and we’ll give you a hand.  


Just giving them some strategies to how to approach the problem instead of … one of the 


BRAG groups that … and so they were all over various barking dogs and other things, the 


neighbours just weren’t talking to each other. And then you get the other thing is when 


you’ve got friends next door to each other and you see your friend, that’s your neighbour 


that you want to stay on the right side with, and they’re burning on the wrong day, you’re 


not going to dob them in, you just sit there hoping that the fire’s not going to get away. 


Whereas now they, well Hartley seems to think … that Hartley said that you know, he’s got 


a much … 


M: He’s gone over the yard and approached them on … 


A: They all feel much more, I don’t know what’s the word, empowered is not a good word 


but something along those lines, they feel like they have a responsibility to … 


M: It’s good to be able to approach them in a non-threatening way, you know, without pips 


on your shoulder and … all that sort of thing as well. Most people’s reaction to lights and 


sirens and cars and you know, ranger uniforms, blue ones, is police which sort of puts them 


on the defensive mode a little bit. (Yp7) 


Motivation to join or even form a local BRAG can come from more than just a bushfire, 


particularly as there have been no major fires for some years. There have been ‘spin offs’ in that 


the BRAG system was used for other than bushfires – when a child was lost – and the following 


resulted:  


M: We had the spin-off.  


A: … the police ring me and say Annie, can you get people in this area which happened to 


be this area where I live. So I rang a BRAG group and they all went into action. So then 


somebody else who was involved in that came and said well this is fantastic, we want this. 


So their introduction to it was a community group going to solve a problem and was nothing 


to do with fire. So then I said to them well this is what it’s about. And they were quite happy 


to go on with it and it did become a BRAG group [unclear –diction]. And a lot of them are 


motivated by the social side of it. I’ve had a lot of people that … Avril rang me up and she 


said you know, my friend so and so has got this BRAG group going and we’re, I don’t know 


any of my neighbours and we haven’t any sense of community, we need something like that. 


And she wasn’t motivated by fire at all. (P9) 


Once BRAG is in operation the hope is that it will continue, particularly as residents realise its 


value that goes beyond bushfire preparedness.  


M: I think it’s pretty ... yeah I think it’s pretty much self-generating.  


D: I mean all we can do is ...  
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M: Self-perpetuating rather, so once ... so now it’s got going I think it keeps going, again 


largely comes down to the people on the ground and people involved, not so much ...  


D: We can let everyone know when there’s a meeting if there’s going to be a meeting or new 


DVD that comes out or ... that doesn’t take much. That takes ... shoot off a few emails like 


we did that time, we got a lot of response, get a lot of people down the fires station, which is 


a great place to do it. Because you know you’ve got the machinery down there and you’ve 


got a room and the fridge with beer and all the rest of it and coffee and whatever. So ... and 


well set up with the DVD….  


The beauty of BRAG is that they all know their neighbours and can make suggestions to each 


other and also help each other when needed and shame each other into taking action on their 


own properties. A spin off is that this all supplies a sense of security as it acts as a form of 


neighbourhood watch and people worry less if they’re absent from their properties for a while. 


Though for this cooperation to continue occur the facilitator central role in the running of the 


BRAG is important:  


M: Even if everything ... all the support completely disappeared from FESA overnight, 


tomorrow they just showed no interest at all, it’s to our own benefit as I think I mentioned 


earlier on this evening, it’s to our own benefit to make our neighbours fire aware. So I think 


we would probably keep it ... we’d probably keep it going anyway and particularly with 


people like Annie who are very motivated and have a real sense of doing the right thing, the 


community thing. I think ... I’d like to think we’d keep going in some way, shape or form 


regardless of the support we were getting from FESA.  


H: I certainly wouldn’t be as prepared and aware as I am now if it hadn’t been for Annie and 


Annie’s interest. (Yp14)  


The importance of the facilitator was raised constantly throughout the second set of interviews. 


Annie appears as a quite charismatic leader who has inspired those around her to not only join 


but to take on roles themselves – ‘she’s done a fantastic job’ (See Bps 1-2,4,20,30-31 for 


examples) 


Community awareness is developed as the coordinators go about their tasks. The coordinators 


themselves as mentioned earlier will commit themselves to knocking on doors and generally 


acting as good neighbours. They even develop methods for dealing with absentee residents and 


making sure that they themselves are not too overcommitted:  


D: I don’t now I think it’s just hanging ... I’ve just hung a plastic bag with a kit in it, easy to 


read thing on the doorknob if they’re not there. If they are there well that’s fine but most 


people ... I say most people, the majority of people are aware of that. Because there are more 


people moving into the area who are retiring permanently or living permanently to the ... 


maybe to the house that they’ve been keeping as a holiday house, but are now moving in. 


And even if they’re not there’s always somebody who’s next door and not far away, so it’s 


good with BRAG, it’s got to be really local, local, you know it’s got to be literally your 
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immediate neighbours I think. Because if you ... for the person coordinating it or you know 


... it’s just if ... you can only go so far and ... 


M: You spread yourself too thin and you just don’t ... people don’t contact ...  


D: Not doing the contact properly unless you get someone else involved who will say, yeah, 


I’ll do this street. And you just keep in ... it’s basically just communication, keeping the lines 


open all the way through and if somebody new comes on, a new brochure comes out of a 


new video, you just say I’ve got half a dozen of these, do you want to spread them around, 


you know. And I think it’s just ... that’s how it best works in our little area and I think it 


would ... it’s not an awful lot of work you know it’s just you know especially in ... it is a new 


area…’(Yp26) 


 
PLANNING, PREPARATION AND SAFE RESPONSE 
An example of residents planning for the future was provided in the following response from 


Annie where the problems they have in working with FESA was highlighted:  


So I did it, I just made it myself, never made a website in my life before and put it on a … I 


hosted it myself and then I thought I need to do this properly, I’ll ask them for some money. 


And they said no, you can’t have one. You just can’t have it. Why can’t I have it? Because 


we won’t support a website that’s giving out information because then we’re accountable for 


that information and people take the information and come back at us. Well how come all 


these other fire brigades have got websites? Oh because, well oh I don’t know about that, 


well I don’t know they do. Now, in the Karragullen fire when the FESA website crashed and 


you couldn’t get on to it, everybody was using the Darlington … Glen Forest, Glen Forest 


website which was providing information to communities because the FESA one didn’t. So I 


mean they’re there. And they’re all … they’ve got FESA all over them and the quote that 


they said to me is you can’t have any acknowledgement of FESA on it. (Yp3) 


Planning for the future is very dependent on the particular household’s needs and the following 


exchange is worth quoting in full:  


J: Is Stay or Go a big issue down here or do most people tend to want to stay and defend?  


M: I think ... Stay and Go is a big issue, I think it depends too on perhaps some people may 


... you know the age of the people has a big bearing, if you know you’re ... well it’s hard to 


say what age, but you know if you’re sort of elderly you may not be too ... 


D: Or with kids, or young kids.  


M: Or yeah, and the opposite, if you have very young kids, babies or whatever you might be 


influenced to leave but if you’re fit and maybe your kids aren’t very little and you know you 


may be more of the idea that you’re able to handle ... more capable to be able to stay and do 


something about it. Yeah I think it is a bit of an issue ...  
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J: So for example in your area Hartley, as part of your communication line, have people said 


whether they’re planning to stay or given an indication?  


H: Have a fairly good idea of who’s going and who’s staying.  


D: I think maybe Theresa across the road might.  


H: She’s going.  


D: She’s going. Yeah said I'm not staying, I'm buggering off, yeah, which is fine 'cause you 


know ... but there’ll be still making their house as safe as they can, but it’s just not.  


M: I think people, if they’re fit enough and capable enough will stay because there is a ... 


you have a very high chance of saving your house, very high in a bush fire, in our area. You 


know maybe if you’re on the side of a mountain in New South Wales or Victoria it might be 


a different story, but yeah.  


D: If you’ve got a hose, got a good hose like ...  


M: If you’re set up you have a very ... around our area if you’re set up with all the right gear, 


you have a very high chance of saving your house I think.  


J: So that’s the sort of advice you’d give to people when you’re talking to them? It’s their 


choice, isn’t it  


M: Yeah, very … I’d be very reticent to say, oh no you should stay. Because I’d ... because 


if they stayed and you know someone died in the fire or ... might also be very reticent to go, 


we make it very clear I think when we tell people that ...  


D: Well the booklet makes it very clear.  


M: And the booklet makes it easy. You decide, you know it’s very much a personal thing, 


you decide. I wouldn’t dream of suggesting people do one or the other actually. 


K: Do people ever ... within the little BRAG groups, do they plan amongst themselves? For 


example the ... you know if you’re not home I’ll take your dog or ...  


D: Well that’s the idea of it, I mean there’s the neighbourly thing that you know we ... most 


people’s properties ... we’ve been in you know to several people’s property and we know 


where the pump is and know how to start it if they’re not there and you know where the hose 


is and we can figure it out. So that ... not everybody’s comfortable with that but most people 


think that if they value their property would be happy for their neighbour to come in and say, 


yeah okay, where’s your pump? Where’s your hose and ..?  


M: We have an arrangement like that, Doug and I are close and absolutely if it was ... if 


Doug wasn’t there I’d be over there at his place and I'm sure visa verse, you know. And we 


also try and make one of the things is that anyone who may leave or ... everyone ... not just 


people may leave, but they make us, the brigade, aware of where their things are and so 


forth. Where they keep their fuel or whatever have you. That’s really handy for us at the 
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brigade, we go fighting bush near a house and for some reason the pumps run out of fuel, we 


may know where they keep their fuel. So we can go and get the pump going again, or 


whatever, you know. (Yp13) 


According to the second interviews, properties in each street coordinator’s group are kept to a 


manageable size from around a dozen down. This enables them to have ‘the time to get people 


involved’  


H: We’ve got a really good communication set up now, people will sort of ring me. We’ve 


had a couple of instances this year of mainly kids coming down from the city, two instances 


with a rental property near one of the people who are in my group who lit bonfires basically 


out of season, and we were able to sort of get that nipped in the bud straight, so attended to 


those.  


M: I think you rang me once.  


H: People have called you know to say look, there’s a fire, there’s smoke around, do you 


know where it’s coming from and rang Douglas or whoever, Annie and usually it’s 


somewhere 300 miles away.  


M: Yes, they’re doing a burn off in Esperance.  


H: So there’s an awareness now, which probably wasn’t there before.  


M: Yeah. Very much so.  


J: And that’s really been quite a rapid change, just a couple of years? M: Oh yeah, a lot of 


people have gone from being completely ignorant of the danger and no idea at all and doing 


things that ... to someone who’s found out, I didn’t know it all, well none of us knew it all’ 


(Yp21) 


4. DISCUSSION 
4.1 Context 
There are a variety of contextual factors to consider in Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup as 


well as similarities and differences between the case study locations. These are important in 


determining the appropriateness and success of BRAG at different levels.  


Locality 
Bedfordale and Darlington are both rural-urban fringe locations in the Perth Hills area with high 


risk properties bordering state forests and reserves. The steep slopes and vegetated properties 


add to the risk to many of the properties. They are both established suburbs in growth areas of 


the Perth metropolitan area. Yallingup, in the South-West of Western Australia is a rural 


township on the coast surrounded by national park and state forest. In addition there is also a 


large amount of agricultural land in the vicinity including wineries, orchards and grazing land. 


The three case study locations vary in size with the following populations: Bedfordale 1,831, 
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Darlington 3,447, and Yallingup 1,061.3 Median house prices in Darlington and Bedfordale are 


considerably above the regional average.4  


Livelihood/lifestyle 
Bedfordale and Darlington have large commuter populations living on a variety of small and 


medium sized blocks. There are some small land-holders and farms bordering the suburbs, 


particularly in Bedfordale. However there are also a growing number of housing developments 


with a more suburban feel. Yallingup has a large weekender population with about a 50% 


absentee landowner rate. The properties vary from small holiday shacks through to large seaside 


mansions. The implication of a large percentage of holiday homes is that there may be many 


properties unattended before and during the fire season. There is also the potential for the 


properties to be leased by the owners or borrowed by friends or family who may not have 


experience or understanding of bushfires. It also presents a challenge in terms of targeting 


owners with information about BRAG who may either be absent in the build up to the fire 


season or in holiday mode when they are in Yallingup and less likely to feel a desire or interest 


to get prepared for bushfires. Of those who live there permanently there is a mix of small 


landholders and farms and a number of housing developments on large blocks of land. Many 


can be labelled sea change residents who have moved to the area from metropolitan areas, 


especially Perth and have often had little or no experience with bushfires or been accustomed to 


being serviced by full-time paid fire and ambulance services.  


Community 
The local brigade forms an important part of the community in Bedfordale, Darlington and 


Yallingup. In both Bedfordale and Darlington the fire shed is in a central location in the 


township. The local brigades have a proud history and many volunteers have been involved for 


a long period of time. In Yallingup the brigade underwent an amalgamation with the rural 


brigade in Yallingup Siding recently. This has increased their response area considerably 


including more rural properties. Issues pertaining to community in the three case study locations 


are further discussed in the next section. 


The nature of past and present events 
Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup are all considered to be high fire risk areas in Western 


Australia, although within each area there is a considerable variety in the level of risk. This 


necessitates targeting of high risk properties for BRAG, particularly in Darlington. None of the 


case study locations have been impacted by a major bushfire since the involvement of BRAG by 


their respective local brigade. However there have been fires in the Perth Hills region that have 


come into close proximity with Bedfordale and Darlington. The Perth Hills fire in January 2005 


came close to Bedfordale with residents reporting ash landing on their properties. The last major 


fire to affect Yallingup was in 1962 but as in the case of Bedfordale and Darlington, there have 


                                                           
3 2006 ABS census data 
4 Bedfordale median house price $730,000 (region $420,000) and Darlington median house price 
$545,000 (region $410,000) – figures from suburb profiles on www.domain.com.au  
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been a whole series of small incidents and the annual threat each summer. Table One5 shows a 


breakdown of reported tree, scrub and grass fires between 2000 and 2007 in each of the case 


study locations. None of these appear to have turned into major events but clearly presented a 


level of risk to the immediate community.  


Table One: Number of reported tree, scrub and grass fires reported from 2000 to 20076 


 
BRAG LOCATION Number of Tree, Shrub, Grass 


Fires
Period


Yallingup 75 2000/07
Bedfordale 115 2000/07
Darlington 160 2000/07
  
Membership 
At the time of the interviews involvement with BRAG in the three case study locations was as 


follows: in Yallingup seven street level groups had been established since 2004; in Darlington 


42 streets were involved in the BRAG program which commenced as Community Fireguard in 


1996; and in Bedfordale the main facilitator and his support team had “covered” all 600 


properties in Bedfordale between about 2001 and 2006. By “covered” the facilitator means they 


had invited all residents to participate in BRAG, estimating about 80% of properties have 


become involved to some degree or other. This ranges from being on a telephone tree list for the 


street, through to active street level groups. In all there are 35 street coordinators in Bedfordale, 


either covering a street or part of a street. 


Prior level of engagement/interest in issue 
Prior to this, levels of engagement with the community had been minimal in all three locations. 


No formal programs had been in existence in Darlington and Bedfordale prior to Community 


Fireguard’s adoption from the eastern states in the mid-1990s. In Yallingup there had been some 


involvement in BRAG prior to 2004 but this had not been a great success, which was attributed 


to in the interviews as being a result of not having a facilitator in place who could keep BRAG 


going. Interest in the issues prior to the program was predominantly at a local brigade level 


where the focus was principally on response. The increasing emphasis on community safety for 


bushfire, the driver for piloting Community Fireguard in townships such as Darlington was 


symptomatic of an increasing acceptance amongst fire brigades of the benefit of engaging with 


communities and making residents better prepared. Certainly this has been the case in the three 


case study locations where portions of the local brigades have got behind the initiative and seen 


the merit in it. 


                                                           
5 Data supplied from FESA records – there are no data available for the period 1996‐1999 
6 While in terms of total numbers Darlington had the most reported tree, scrub and grass fires during the 
period 2000 – 2007 in relative terms as a percentage of the population there have been fewer reported 
incidents there than in Bedfordale or Yallingup. However there are also a range of other factors that may 
impact on the numbers, such as the reporting and classifying of incidents.  
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History 
Further contextual issues related to the history of BRAG are covered in the introduction to this 


report.  


Relationships 
Relationships are an important contextual factor for BRAG at a range of different levels: inter-


organisational relationships during planning/implementation of the program; intra-


organisational relationships; and agency/community relationships. 


There is a diversity of players involved in the BRAG program which became clear from the 


interviews. However, these roles are not always clearly defined or distinct. In fact in some cases 


multiple roles were carried out by a particular individual.  


At a local government level there is a responsibility to residents in their LGA to ensure they are 


prepared for a range of hazards including bushfires. In the three case study locations this means 


Busselton Shire for Yallingup, the City of Armadale for Bedfordale and the Shire of Mundaring 


for Darlington. It is therefore the responsibility of Community Fire Managers and/or Fire 


Prevention Officers and Chief Bushfire Control Officers to promote BRAG in the case study 


locations and provide on-going support to the facilitators. Interviews with the respective 


managers highlighted the time restraints that they had in terms of providing the ongoing level of 


support to groups.  


Getting the support of operational staff is clearly an important issue for FESA central office. 


This includes those based in the operations directorate in Perth and in the regional offices. The 


interviews with FESA staff revealed that there had not always been full backing for the BRAG 


program from operations, or that it had not been considered of importance to them. Getting a 


level of buy-in at this level was seen as crucial for encouraging FESA staff with an operational 


background at all levels to champion the cause and lend support to facilitators and BRAG 


coordinators.  


4.2 Activities and Resources 
In the way that BRAG operates today in Bedfordale, Darlington and Yallingup there are a 


number of elements to the program. These can be considered in terms of formal elements and 


informal elements. At a formal level these include print media and other resources (e.g. leaflets, 


brochures, DVDs) that are provided through BRAG and at meetings targeted at the general 


public or specific BRAG street groups. At an informal level there are day-to-day interactions 


between people involved in BRAG and various social gatherings. Lying somewhere between the 


formal and informal is a general BRAG community presence in the three case study locations.  


Print media & DVDs 
At a formal level a variety of print media and other resources are distributed through BRAG. 


Some of these are specifically designed by FESA for the BRAG program, while others are more 


generic resources that are available outside of BRAG as well as to participants. Examples of the 


latter include the “Bushfire Stay or Go Kit” and the “Be Prepared” DVD. Both these products 


are made available to the public through FESA’s website and through other channels (e.g. at 
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council offices and on request). However they have also been disseminated through BRAG 


groups and this appears to have been an effective strategy as it has provided the information in 


the context of fire preparedness at a time when the audience (BRAG participants) have been 


taking an active interest in the issues. In the interviews it was reported that a common 


occurrence at BRAG meetings was a viewing of the Be Prepared DVD, followed by a 


discussion between the facilitator and the people present. This was seen as extremely beneficial 


in terms of helping people to think about the preparedness issues that they needed to consider 


and stimulating considerable discussion. It therefore made the DVD a far more interactive 


resource than would be the case if it were simply mailed to residents in high-risk locations and 


left to the individual or family to utilise.  


Similarly BRAG participants also saw the Stay or Go Kit as being of great value as something 


tangible that could be taken home after a BRAG meeting and discussed with family members. 


The kit contains three leaflets with information designed to help residents make a decision about 


staying and defending, or leaving well in advance of a fire in line with the current national 


position on the stay or go policy7. The first leaflet explains what staying and defending entails 


and what residents would need to do in terms of preparation and preparedness prior to the fire 


season and what actions would need to be taken to actively defend a home during a fire. The 


second leaflet focuses on the decision to leave early and what that involves in terms of the 


importance of not leaving at the last minute and the appropriate items to pack. The third leaflet 


then provides the template for developing a family plan. These are all issues that are covered 


and discussed through the BRAG program - certainly in the three case study locations BRAG 


participants interviewed mentioned them frequently. As with the DVD, the kit helps to reinforce 


the information provided through BRAG meetings and sparks conversation amongst participants 


as well as offering a resource to take away and consider. Once again the consensus from the 


interviews was that BRAG participants were able to get much more out of the kit once they had 


been actively engaged with the issues and were more motivated to make use of the resource.  


In fact the interviews identified just how important it was to have new resources for BRAG 


meetings. This desire was both amongst BRAG participants and BRAG facilitators. In the case 


of facilitators they see the importance of having a “hook” to entice people to their meeting. This 


                                                           
7 The Australasian Fire and Emergency Services Authorities Council (2005) Bushfires and Community 
Safety. This paper sets out the position that householders should ‘stay and defend or leave early’. The 
recommendation is now “widely endorsed, at least on paper, by most Australian fire authorities and 
other emergency services” (Handmer and Tibbitts, 2005, p. 82). It is based on the view that in the event 
of fire, residents are less vulnerable if they stay with their prepared property and defend it, or leave well 
in advance of the fire front arriving. Australian research has shown that most fatalities in bushfires have 
been the result of people fleeing at the last moment, either in vehicles or on foot, and succumbing to the 
intense radiant heat (Krusel & Petris, 1992). Research has also shown that a well prepared home that is 
actively defended by able‐bodied residents before, during and after a bushfire has a high probability of 
survival and provides a safe refuge while the main fire front passes (Wilson & Ferguson, 1984). Given that 
not everyone is capable, either physically and/or mentally, of actively defending their property, leaving 
well in advance of a bushfire is a necessary alternative strategy and for many is a far safer option. The 
message is complex and success is likely to depend on a mix of factors including an understanding of 
what ‘stay and defend or leave early’ actually means, being able to plan accordingly, and the nature of 
the particular circumstances that are confronted before and during a fire. 
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is particularly important where a BRAG street group has been operating for several years. 


Facilitators reported the challenge of keeping residents interested and motivated to attend, 


especially prior to the fire season or when there has not been much fire activity. Resources help 


to keep people interested and involved in thinking about bushfire preparedness. However the 


emphasis on always having something new to present to participants clearly presents challenges 


to FESA both from a resource perspective and for message integrity. The key safety messages 


that BRAG advocates are a fairly constant entity, therefore there are only so many ways that 


they can be presented. It can become detrimental to the effectiveness of the program if they are 


modified. Even if budgets were not an issue it would be difficult to provide facilitators with new 


ideas and products. While the facilitators may understand this, their experience of coordinating 


the program in their locality has been enhanced when they have had a new resource to offer. 


Across the three case study locations these print materials and DVDs were the same, which is to 


be expected, as they are FESA resources. There did appear to be some differences in the 


experiences of the facilitators in terms of obtaining a regular supply of available resources. This 


appears to have been particularly problematic since the 2006 Risk Analysis and subsequent 


controls placed on the program pending the full review. In particular the facilitators in Yallingup 


have on occasion found it hard to get the requested resources from FESA central office.  


Meetings 
Meetings, as previously mentioned, are an important element of BRAG at a formal level. This is 


both in terms of the initial establishment of BRAG in the case study locations and the ongoing 


activities of BRAG in a location. Several different forms of meeting were identified through the 


interviews. These included general public meetings, street level group meetings and street 


coordinator meetings.  


The general public meetings are typically open to all residents and held at the local brigade. 


These have been used in Bedfordale quite extensively especially when a fire is nearby and the 


facilitator feels that it would be a good opportunity to update residents, as well as cover some of 


the BRAG topics. This type of meeting has also been used in Bedfordale in the initial program 


introduction for identified streets. Meetings of street level BRAG groups were mentioned in 


Yallingup and Bedfordale. In Yallingup these have mainly taken place at a resident’s property 


whereas in Bedfordale all meeting focus on the local brigade as the venue. The street 


coordinator meetings are particularly prevalent in Darlington, where the BRAG facilitator calls 


meetings of the street coordinators prior to and after the fire season. This is also done in 


Bedfordale but in a less formal way than in Darlington where minutes have been recorded for 


the meetings. In both cases the meetings of street coordinators serve as a way to pass on 


information to street level participants as well as discussing strategies and ideas for BRAG. As 


the street coordinators are predominantly local retired brigade volunteers the meetings often 


form an extension of other local brigade activity.  


It is interesting to note that the original Community Fireguard approach of the facilitator holding 


a meeting with a street level group is currently only in evidence in Yallingup. This may be in 
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part explained by the relative recency in the establishment of many groups in Yalingup, 


compared to Bedfordale and Darlington. Street coordinators at their own discretion may 


organise street level group meetings in Darlington and the facilitator in Bedfordale organises 


meetings at the local brigade for two or three groups at a time. However the notion of street 


level groups working systematically through BRAG modules over several facilitated meetings 


has largely disappeared from the original program approach. It has been replaced with what on 


the surface appears to be a much more ad hoc approach to program delivery. The approach 


taken by the facilitator depends on what seems to work for them and what they perceive most 


suits the participants in their community. In the case of Yallingup the facilitator has found that 


working at a group level and running meetings accordingly works well. The fact that there are 


only seven groups helps make this approach viable. It also requires a level of cooperation and 


willingness amongst group members to invite people to their homes. Therefore, existing levels 


of community, or friendly neighbours, are a necessity for this to work. Interviews in Darlington 


revealed that there are groups there where this level of community mindedness is absent. In 


addition, in Bedfordale where the facilitator takes a very active role in each street level group 


the numbers of meetings that would be necessary to hold makes it impractical for one person. 


Therefore the solution was to hold meetings for a couple of groups. This also relates to the 


broader question of what can be practically achieved (or realistically expected) by one, or a 


small group of volunteer facilitators.  


There are a couple of other factors that also help explain the use of street level group meetings 


in Yallingup. Several of the groups that have been established are in new areas of housing with 


quite a high percentage of new arrivals to the area. The properties are on large blocks and 


therefore, the nearest neighbours may be a considerable distance away. The establishment of 


BRAG groups and meetings at residents’ homes have been a good way for these people to get to 


know their neighbours and find out about local issues. BRAG is the first such community group 


in the area and as such has been a useful way for people to meet as well as discussing important 


fire issues. The groups are also relatively new - some have met for the last two or three fire 


seasons but some are considerably newer. It may be the case that once the initial core topics 


have been covered group meetings will become less of occurrence. There is evidence from 


Community Fireguard in Victoria that shows that some established groups are a lot more active 


than others. For some this means meeting regularly while others are content to have infrequent 


contact and rely more on other means of communication. The facilitator in Yallingup uses email 


a lot to stay in contact with the street coordinators. For some street level groups this is the best 


way to communicate as finding time for meetings is not always possible. This is particularly the 


case for part-time residents.  


Attendance at meetings appears to fluctuate enormously. General public meetings have on 


occasions drawn large crowds, particularly when the spectre of nearby bushfires has motivated 


people to find out more information. From the analysis it was apparent that the facilitators 


struggled to maintain interest amongst the public when there were no major fire threats or after a 
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couple of “quiet” years for bushfires. This has an impact both on the establishment of new street 


level groups and the maintenance of existing groups, with complacency and apathy both 


mentioned as a challenge to overcome. Of course the sheer number of people present at a 


meeting doesn’t always correspond to the success. This can be especially true with street level 


group meetings, when a small number of people is often more conducive to a discussion 


between members of the group and the ability of the facilitator, or other brigade members, to 


answer peoples’ questions. The importance of local context is also well illustrated by this point. 


The local relevance of the information being relayed to participants was mentioned as an 


important factor in the acceptance of the risk and understanding of what residents can do to be 


better prepared. This can be enhanced when a meeting is held at someone’s property in a way 


that is less possible if the meeting is held at the local fire brigade shed. However, advantages of 


holding meetings at the shed were also put forward in the interviews such as the symbolism of 


the local brigade in the community. In addition, in the case of Yallingup where the local brigade 


is situated quite a long way from the township, getting people to come there highlights the fact 


that the brigade would not be able to be at a resident’s property immediately a fire breaks out 


As well as the participants, facilitators and street coordinators there are additional people who 


may be present at meetings. This includes FESA central office personnel, regional staff and 


members of the local brigade. In the initial setup of groups FESA central office and regional 


staff, such as the District Managers, may attend a BRAG meeting to provide support to the 


facilitator and to answer questions from the participants. In terms of FESA central office this 


was more of a regular occurrence when there was a full time BRAG coordinator. Bedfordale 


and Darlington both benefited from having such support in the early years of the program. The 


fact that the FESA community safety officer role now encompasses and supports a range of 


other activities and hazards makes it harder for them to make it to meetings. A further hindrance 


is that BRAG meetings on the whole take place outside business hours, which is not always 


practical for a community safety officer with a family and home commitments. The District 


Managers interviewed reported attending initial meetings but being unable to continue to attend 


after that due to their own time limitations and other responsibilities. 


Other BRAG activities 
In all three case study locations BRAG activities go beyond meetings and resource 


dissemination to a broader presence in the community at local brigade events, local festivals and 


other events. The facilitators use these events to raise awareness of the bushfire risk and how to 


get involved in BRAG. It also helps to raise the profile of BRAG in the community. They make 


use of static displays with posters and hand out BRAG information brochures and other 


resources to interested members of the community. For instance, in Darlington mention was 


made of the annual arts festival as an important opportunity to recruit members of the public to 


BRAG and garner additional support. Local brigade events are also important for raising the 


profile of BRAG. This is particularly important for the recruitment of street coordinators, many 


of whom have ties to the local brigade. An important role of the facilitator is to identity potential 


street coordinators who can help generate interest in the program amongst their neighbours.  
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As well as these more formal events that provide an opportunity for BRAG activities and the 


distribution of BRAG resources there is also the more informal BRAG presence in the 


community. This is harder to document and less well defined than the formal program activities 


but equally important to the maintenance of BRAG. A common characteristic across the three 


case study locations is the ability of the facilitator to find ways to promote the program among 


the community. They are resourceful, dedicated and enthusiastic about BRAG and actively 


encourage people to get involved. In Bedfordale the facilitator hand delivers invites to meetings 


about BRAG and has a strong presence in the community. He interacts with residents in his 


local brigade capacity as well as in his role as BRAG facilitator. Away from the brigade he also 


has a lot of contact with local residents through his work as a fencing contractor. This constant 


presence helps to instil interest in the program amongst residents in Bedfordale and appears to 


be the driving force behind the program. In Yallingup the facilitator is also a strong presence in 


the local community, as well as the local brigade. She spends a lot of time speaking to residents 


and often broaches the subject of BRAG with them. In addition she emails information to 


BRAG participants about a wide range of fire related issues. Lines of communication are 


similarly extensive in Darlington where once again the facilitator has a strong presence in the 


local brigade that spreads to other parts of the community. He uses local media outlets, such as 


the village newsletter to spread information about BRAG, which helps to broaden the audience.  


4.3 Facilitators 
As mentioned above the characteristics of the facilitators play a vital role in the three case study 


locations. They are the driving force behind BRAG and their position within the local brigade 


helps to ensure good local support. However a lot of the day-to-day responsibilities inevitably 


fall on their shoulders. This responsibility includes identifying possible new groups or getting 


new residents involved in existing groups as well as helping to maintain existing groups and 


keep them active. They are local champions in their community and appear to be well known 


and respected in their respective townships. The way they use their local knowledge is 


extremely important for getting street level groups started and finding ways to encourage 


resident involvement. For example, in Yallingup the facilitator is well aware of when new 


people move to the area and uses the opportunity of introducing herself as a chance to also make 


the resident aware of BRAG. Similarly in Bedfordale one of the facilitators, who is also the 


brigade captain, is a plumber by trade and has strong ties with local plumbing businesses. He 


has been able to utilise this network to hold presentations on fire pumps at the local fire station 


and provide BRAG residents with discounts on purchasing fire pumps. This type of activity has 


proved extremely popular amongst some of the more affluent and enthusiastic members of 


BRAG street level groups.  


The main facilitator in Bedfordale has also played an important role in the development of 


younger members of the local brigade by encouraging them to take an active role in BRAG. He 


identified one girl at the outset of his involvement with BRAG who agreed to help out with 


delivery of flyers about meetings and keeping records of street level groups. He then encouraged 


her to get involved in BRAG meetings, presenting information on bushfire preparedness to the 
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participants. He has also played a similar mentoring and encouragement role with some other 


young people involved in the brigade. Unfortunately from the perspective of BRAG’s long term 


future in Bedfordale the youngsters who have been brought through have moved away from the 


area. However it still is an excellent example of a broader outcome of the program that was 


made possible by the qualities that the facilitator brought to the role. 


In all three case study locations a question mark remains about the sustainability of the program 


if the facilitator were to leave their role. Their influence appears to be integral to the continued 


involvement of residents in BRAG and the qualities that they bring to the role. This is backed up 


by their background as volunteer fire personnel. It does not make easy to find replacements 


within the local brigade or wider community. There was no shortage of praise in the interviews 


for the role the three main facilitators play in their communities and a lot of the perceived 


success is attributed to them.  


4.4 Street coordinators 
The role and responsibility of street coordinators varied considerably across the case study 


locations. In Darlington the vast majority are local brigade volunteers, whereas in Yallingup 


most are not brigade members. In Bedfordale traditionally they were but this has changed in 


more recent times as larger groups have been divided to make numbers more manageable.  


They are typically the most aware and prepared members of a street level group which may be 


made up of residents who are very actively involved in BRAG and others who have their name 


on a contact list but have very little other involvement. They are clearly pretty motivated and 


interested in bushfire safety and this has prompted their involvement. The facilitators appear to 


work quite hard to identify people who enjoy socialising with their neighbours and who seem 


able to encourage people to get involved.  


Telephone trees 
A recurring activity of the BRAG street level groups interviewed was the use of telephone trees 


at a street level. The main responsibility for these fell on the street coordinator to organise and 


implement. It appears that very little direction is provided in the BRAG information about how 


the telephone tree works, they are simply offered as a desirable group activity. Interviews with 


street coordinators highlighted some of the challenges they found in getting them to work 


properly, although they were seen as a useful and important element of bushfire planning and 


preparation. There was the issue of setting them up in the first place and encouraging everyone 


in the street level group to join. In some instances street coordinators reported that they came 


across residents who felt it was an invasion of privacy and therefore wished to stay out of it. 


Once the tree is established the next challenge is keeping it maintained as peoples’ contact 


details change and there is also a movement of people in and out of the streets. Related to this is 


the fact that there is a need for multiple points of contact for each person as the tree may need to 


be alerted when people aren’t necessarily at home. Testing of the telephone tree is seen as vital 


to making sure that they provide an effective early warning system. However this does not seem 


to be a regular occurrence for most street level groups.  







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


A minority of street coordinators interviewed indicated that they had found additional uses for 


the telephone tree that had helped to keep it up to date and functioning. Such examples were in 


Bedfordale where an established group’s coordinator uses the tree to advise neighbours of 


planned burn offs. The coordinator is contacted by the local brigade and is then able to distribute 


the information through the telephone tree. This has proved quite an effective strategy for this 


group. There are also examples of the telephone tree being put into use for other emergencies 


than bushfire. Yallingup provides a case in point where a group were able to utilise their tree to 


get information out about a missing child in the vicinity. Therefore, there is the potential for it to 


become a useful network and it helps to stream line the flow of information during an 


emergency.  


A key factor is the size of the telephone tree. One street coordinator’s experience was that it 


took about an hour to relay a message to 7 homes. The feeling was that in order for a tree to be 


effective the size could not exceed about 8-10 people. Weak links in the chain were reported 


where residents are unable to pass on the message in a reasonable amount of time. An issue with 


testing is that if people know it is not a real emergency they tend not to take the whole exercise 


very seriously. There is also an issue with consistency of the message as it passes through the 


group. Issues that exacerbate this are where residents do not know the people they are 


responsible for calling, or not everyone in the household is familiar with the telephone tree. 


Consequently there are a number of problems associated with this form of information 


dissemination that can be particularly challenging when a group is not well established or 


known to each other. It therefore calls into question the ubiquitous development of telephone 


trees by street coordinators unless there is the collective will amongst residents to utilise it 


effectively and responsibly.  


4.5 Causal processes and outcomes 
Awareness 
From the interviews there was the general sense that BRAG was helping to increase awareness 


of the bushfire risk in each of the locations, although the level of buy-in by residents and 


associated preparedness activities varies enormously at both an individual level and at a street 


level. 


The information booklets, brochures etc. were generally well received by participants, 


coordinators and facilitators. BRAG appears to be a more effective distribution mechanism for 


these resources as it helps to put the information into the local context and encourages people to 


actually read and act on the information. There is always a danger with passive forms of 


education that people will not actually read the booklet or watch the DVD. However BRAG, 


either through a public meeting or a street level group meeting appears to enhance the likelihood 


that the information will be listened to, understood and acted upon. A lot of benefit appears to 


come from discussion, for example, after watching a DVD being able to talk about the 


implications with neighbours and friends. 
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There seems to be an ongoing demand for new materials and resources with facilitators needing 


new information (or new ways of presenting information) in order to encourage BRAG 


participants to attend meetings and take note. 


DVDs as an interactive medium appear to be particularly useful and popular. The Tenterden 


DVD was mentioned in most of the interviews as motivating BRAG participants to take action 


as it effectively brought home the need for families to plan for a bushfire. 


Preparedness 
The interviews gave an indication of the preparedness activities brought about by BRAG in the 


three locations. At a street level, activities varied enormously. For some residents, being in 


BRAG meant simply being on a telephone tree list. For others it was much more than that. 


Setting up of telephone trees was a commonality across all groups. There were several issues 


that emerged about them. Regular maintenance and testing appeared to be essential and formed 


a major focus of meeting prior to each fire season. There were reports that the testing of 


telephone trees had not always run smoothly and that there were concerns about whether in the 


case of an actual major bushfire it would work efficiently. This has implications for the street 


coordinator who has a level of responsibility for getting information about a fire threat to the 


residents. There were some privacy concerns as well about having personal details on a public 


list. However, these appeared to be fairly isolated incidents. Size of the group had been 


mentioned with eight to ten residents considered by most to be an optimal size for a telephone 


tree. However, some groups were considerably larger, while others had split into two or more 


groups for this reason. There also was mention of the potential application for telephone trees to 


other emergency situations, such as lost persons and other disasters. 


Meetings of street level groups, especially in Darlington and Bedfordale, were quite limited and 


up to the street coordinator to arrange. This is certainly a major difference from the Community 


Fireguard model that develops ongoing meetings of street level groups. This also reflects that 


outcomes of BRAG in terms of preparedness are more focused at the individual level rather than 


collectively. Residents involved in BRAG reported undertaking clean ups around their property 


and increasing their personal preparedness by buying equipment. However, there were few 


examples of groups of residents undertaking working bees or even having much of an 


understanding of their neighbours stay or go plans. Where groups have existed for a number of 


years, ongoing activity has either tended to plateau at best, or in other cases dwindle. 


At the other extreme there was a street level group in Yallingup who had bulk purchased pumps 


and who knew each other’s properties. This level of collective preparedness went beyond fire 


preparedness to other aspects of safety, more akin to Neighbourhood Watch. There were also 


isolated examples of this more developed group approach in Darlington and Bedfordale. 


However in all cases this was the exception rather than rule.  


A common theme to emerge from the interviews was the desire for accurate and up-to-date 


information amongst residents, both during bushfires and also when the local brigades were 
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carrying out hazard reduction burns. This has been done through the telephone trees. It also 


appears to be apparent in the increased communication between those responsible for fire safety 


(local brigades and local government) and the community. This desire for information amongst 


groups is well illustrated in Bedfordale where plans for an SMS-based warning system have 


evolved out of BRAG. 


The local brigades in each of the three locations are an important part of the community. For 


example, in Bedfordale the fire shed is a major focus of community life, and in Yallingup 


BRAG is one of the first community groups that have been established. BRAG is an extension 


of the brigade into the local community and is helping, to some extent, to spread information 


about the importance of engaging with the fire risk and becoming better prepared. 


The focus in each of the locations is on shared responsibility and creating more of a partnership 


approach with community. There is a desire to enhance self-reliance by getting residents to plan 


and prepare in the knowledge that the fire service cannot guarantee to be at their home in a 


major bushfire. In addition, increasing the community’s responsibility for maintaining 


defendable spaces around their homes and minimising “silly” fires are positive outcomes of 


BRAG. A regulatory approach may well help to enhance the effectiveness here as well through 


council fines. Consequently BRAG in the three locations needs to operate in conjunction with 


other types of programs and interventions to be most effective. 


5. Conclusion and recommendations 
5.1 Conclusion 
BRAG has in some ways evolved into a flexible and community-driven program in Bedfordale, 


Darlington and Yallingup. The program has evolved considerably from the original Community 


Fireguard model introduced to Western Australia in the mid 1990s. A greater emphasis has been 


placed on creating an environment for groups to develop in a way that meets their needs. 


Therefore it is to be expected that BRAG in some towns will have progressed further than 


others, and this also applies at the individual street group level. In the three case study locations 


unique qualities and a level of self-government are in evidence. This is largely driven by a core 


of interested and active people who have a passion for their community and have invested a 


large amount of time and energy in BRAG. The members of the BRAGs in each of these 


locations have a responsibility to decide when, where and how often to meet and what 


components of the program they wish to use. Thus a complex picture of program outcomes 


emerges as a result. 


The interviews undertaken for this work have proved a rich and valuable source of information 


and offered insights into the program that expand well beyond the parameters of this study. At 


the core of the analysis work for this project has been the consideration of the contexts, 


mechanisms and outcomes in evidence in each of the three localities.  


Diverse contexts are important in determining the appropriateness and success of BRAG in 


Yallingup, Bedfordale and Darlington. The long association with BRAG in Darlington and 
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Bedfordale, combined with the consistency in facilitators driving the program has helped to 


embed the program and the ethos of community safety among significant portions of the 


respective populations. However, ongoing challenges remain in terms of keeping interest levels 


high and moving from short/medium term outcomes (e.g. attending meetings and watching 


DVDs - individual activities with merit in their own right) to longer-term outcomes centred on 


the notion of sustainable preparedness and a culture of partnerships between the community and 


brigades. In Yallingup the timeframe of involvement with BRAG is somewhat smaller, but the 


level of impact in the community is no less.  


The contrasting context of a new and expanding community in a rural/coastal setting has 


brought some different challenges., not least the prevalence of part-time residents. But the 


facilitators have been able to generate a considerable amount of involvement and interest in 


BRAG. The fact that that this was one of the first community groups in the area bodes well for 


its longevity. It may well also act as a building block for other community based activities, some 


of which is already in evidence with the expansion of the idea from bushfire focused groups to 


all-hazard groups. However there is the sense that here too a lot rests on the ongoing 


commitment of a few. 


It is apparent from the study that a “one size fits all” approach in the case study locations is not 


realistic as individual understanding and acceptance of the risk varies. Whilst this may not be 


palatable in terms of replicating the approach elsewhere it highlights the importance of 


understanding the needs and requirements of individual communities and offering a package 


that can address their needs. At present there are not the resources to do this at a regional level 


or in a centrally administered fashion from FESA central office. A recurring response in 


interviews to this challenge was the need for regional BRAG coordinators who would have the 


time to support existing BRAGs and identify and develop new ones. This clearly has financial 


implications but in terms of enhancing the ability of FESA to offer a flexible Bushfire Ready 


approach it offers significant advantages over the current situation.  


Flexibility has become an important process in BRAG but requires skilled facilitators with the 


necessary resources and support, as well as an appropriate structure. The qualities of the 


facilitators in each of the case study locations are a major factor in the success of the groups. 


However, while some of these are qualities that can be taught (e.g. bushfire behaviour, 


presentation skills, etc.), others are very hard to replicate. The wealth of experience, 


commitment to community safety and passion for what they do are vital to the presence of 


BRAG in Darlington, Yallingup and Bedfordale, and cannot be underestimated. As the 


facilitator is such a major driving force in BRAG it raises the dilemma of succession planning if 


these individuals were to move on. It also means that consideration must be given to how such 


individuals can be identified in other communities and whether some of these qualities can be 


passed on to others through training. A further complication is that it is by no means one set of 


skills or backgrounds. Therefore just as flexibility is needed in the development of groups, so is 


flexibility needed in identifying and nurturing potential facilitators.  
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At an outcomes level a major contrast between the original Community Fireguard model and the 


present situation in the case study locations is the level of group activity reported. It has long 


been argued that the rationale behind CFG in Victoria requires the careful adherence to the 


program logic and that deviations from this undermine the likely attainment of the desired 


outcomes. The focus of Community Fireguard remains of developing groups who, after the 


initial core units and training, continue to meet and carry out activities to become better 


prepared for bushfires. Group activity along these lines is not as in evidence with BRAG in the 


three case study locations, at least in the formal sense. Much of what goes on by way of 


preparedness activities appears to be at an individual/householder level. The telephone tree 


tends to be the most formalised group activity but little in the way of working bees or regular 


group meetings is apparent.  


Individual preparedness outcomes are more common than community level outcomes. A good 


example of this is that residents interviewed reported considering their plans but not in 


consultation with their neighbours. Even amongst the longest running groups there was not a 


great deal of movement beyond improving individual levels of preparedness, in a tangible sense. 


However in other areas there was a sense that neighbours involved in BRAG were at least 


talking to each other about bushfire related matters and had a better sense of the needs of their 


immediate community. It has to be acknowledged that the development of self-sufficiency 


amongst communities does take time and that programs like BRAG do not offer an overnight 


solution, but rather need to be used in conjunction with a suite of other initiatives to maximise 


their impact.  


Resources, both in terms of print/media and people are vital to the groups for their ongoing 


success and maintenance. This is particularly the case when used in combination with other 


activities. For instance, it became apparent from the interviews that the DVD and booklets were 


much more effectively utilised by BRAG participants when done so as part of a BRAG meeting. 


A desire for new and updated information by participants and facilitators was a common theme. 


The need to have a “hook” to keep people interested and give BRAG meetings a clear focus was 


apparent. And it also acts as a conduit back into households and families who can then discuss 


the implications of the content. Inevitably resources come at a cost and, as has been touched 


upon above, it requires an ongoing level of commitment from FESA to enable this. It is also 


worth re-emphasising that it does not appear to be an either/or situation in terms of either 


funding for resources or funding for people. A combination of both is necessary for BRAG in 


these case study locations to continue to be a viable proposition.  


A further important contextual factor in the case studies was the issue of conflict. BRAG is 


generally dealing with conflict in the three case study locations, both amongst individual groups 


and between the groups and FESA (both central office, regional and local government). 


However there was some evidence to suggest that conflict has the potential to hinder groups in 


the future. This relates to a number of issues ranging from the access to resources for 


facilitators, through to the support and backing for BRAG amongst FESA operations. There was 
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little evidence in the interviews to suggest that this was causing major impacts or negative 


program outcomes. But it does suggest that careful consideration of these matters needs to be 


given to managing conflict for the future success and sustainability of the program.  


Finally, in the case study locations the socio-demographic make up of the townships was 


predominantly affluent, middle class Australians with small CALD and Aboriginal populations. 


It was not possible in this research to examine whether the model would work for communities 


with differing demographics. Or for that matter, whether the findings in the three case study 


locations are reflective of other areas where BRAG is in existence. This reinforces the 


importance of viewing this research in the light of offering insights into the BRAG program in 


Darlington, Yallingup and Bedfordale, where it has clearly had a significant impact on 


community awareness and preparedness for bushfires. 


5.2 Recommendations 
 That BRAG in some form or another should be maintained where it is operating 


successfully and expanded to communities where it is not operating at the moment. 


 That FESA should continue to provide and update the material resources available to 


BRAGs and should consider providing dedicated staff to resource the ongoing 


maintenance and development of BRAGs. 


 That the communication lines between FESA central office and the local BRAG 


facilitators be improved. 


 That FESA continue to evaluate and monitor the existing BRAGs in the light of socio-


demographic changes occurring in local communities and to monitor the manner in which 


BRAG facilitators are trained in how best to manage these changes. For example: in the 


light of these changes BRAG facilitators should be trained in how to include CALD 


communities in their operations and appropriate multilingual material should be available 


to them from FESA head office.  


 That, in the light of the importance of having committed facilitators if a BRAG is to 


operate effectively, FESA cooperate with the local governments in recruiting and training 


facilitators and coordinators to ensure the future continuation of these and other BRAGs. 


 That training is tailored to the particular needs of these BRAG recruits: e.g. community 


education and communication perhaps for fire fighters and necessary aspects of fire 


fighting needed for non-fire fighters. 


 That the potential for Regional BRAG Coordinators be explored by FESA as a way of 


more effectively providing support to existing groups and extending the program further. 


 That the internal review of BRAG that FESA will commission considers the findings and 


implications of this research.  
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Appendix 2: Example of Interview Schedule - facilitators 
How did you become involved as a BRAG facilitator? 


 What motivated involvement 
 How long involved? 


What does the role of facilitator involve? 
 Contact with street coordinators – individually and in groups? 
 Contact with BRAG members – individually and in groups 
 Information dissemination – how often, how 
 Convening meetings 
 Are FESA and/or community expectations of your role realistic? 
 How many street coordinators/groups (B 35/D 34/Y 10) 
 How many members in each group? 


How are new groups started? 
 Who (or what circumstances) initiates the formation of a new group? 
 How do you go about starting a new group? 
 How are street coordinators recruited? 
 What is the role of street coordinators 


Differences/similarities between groups 
 Are the types of people involved very different between groups? 
 Differences in how groups communicate/interact/plan 
 How active are individual groups  
 Do activities vary much between groups/to what extent do groups determine their own 


priorities for information/activities?  
 Differences in terms of activities at community vs individual level? 
 Is it harder to get groups established in new developments? 


Maintaining groups 
 How stable are groups? 
 What is important for maintaining interest in BRAG? 
 Have many groups disbanded/become inactive - if so what factors have contributed to 


this? 
What supports/sustains you in your role as a facilitator? 


 Support and resources at community level? 
 Support and resources from brigade at local level? 
 Support and resources from FESA? 
 Support from other sources? 


Training for facilitators 
 Have you attended facilitator training offered by FESA? 
 Was the training useful? 
 Was training prior to, or after beginning in role as facilitator? 


Training/education offered to BRAG members 
 Have FESA resources been useful? 
 Have you developed any training material that you use with groups? 
 Is there a sequence that is used with groups as they join – eg start with making a plan? 


What in your experience are the achievements of the program? 
How will these achievements be sustained over time?  


 What’s needed at a local level 
 What’s needed from FESA? 
 If you were to leave as facilitator, do you think BRAG would be sustained in x? 


What works well/doesn’t work well – what supports of hinders the program? 
 How important is a ‘local champion’?  
 Is the program vulnerable if this champion leaves? 
 How important do you think it is for facilitators to have operational experience? 
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Is there anything that you would change in the initial program theory? 
 How important is the telephone tree? 
 In what ways is BRAG helping participants be more prepared? 
 Is the program flexible enough to meet the needs in x? 
 Do you see it as a partnership between the community and brigade? 
 Has it helped raise the profile of the brigade in the community? What benefits has this 


brought? 
 Has it helped developed links in the community beyond being bushfire ready? 
 How important is it that BRAG facilitators are local brigade members? 
 Do you, as a BRAG facilitator, feel empowered and able to take initiative? 
 Have you seen a difference in the sense of community in x since BRAG started? 
 Describe the challenges of running BRAG in a rural area/in an interface zone. 


How could BRAG be improved? 


Appendix 3: Initial interview analysis 
BEDFORDALE 


THEMES AND AREAS OF ANALYSIS: WHAT WORKS? 


WHAT ARE THE INTENDED/ACTUAL OUTCOMES OF THE PROGRAM? 


(SHORT/MEDIUM/LONG TERM)  


Whether intended or not, one outcome from this fire fighter’s perspective is when you have 


BRAG covering the whole area you need fewer fire vehicles:  


I’ve got 100% of the area of BRAG, probably 90% of the people in Bedfordale have … have 


signed up to be on the BRAG. But you’d probably … in people are doing preparation you 


could drop back to 70% maybe, that do the preparation. It … it’s good. And … that many 


people, you know, … I reckon four people in the BRAGs worth a fire vehicle on the fire 


ground.’… ‘Well, those people have got the properties prepared. A lot of them have got 


pumps. There’s a tremendous … the pump man would give me anything I wanted for 


nothing for about two years he sold that many pumps … down there. And set up that many 


sets of sprinklers and pumps and things around the place. … (Ap23-24)  


Awareness is built up amongst residents through BRAG training where people are advised what 


to do in case of fire, even watching ‘hazard reduction burns’ where they see how these are 


handled. BRAG residents then would appear to be better prepared than would be the case if this 


training along with information distribution was absent. (Ap31-32) ‘You just get to your fire so 


much quicker with the BRAG group operating it.’ (Ap44)  


From the perspective of two younger facilitators there has been a welcome change in the 


expectations of the residents in their areas after BRAG was introduced to their streets:  


It was positive to see that it was … for me … that to see what it was doing for the 


community and being in the fire brigade, seeing that it would benefit us as well you know in 


… not just lightly but I could see it as a fairly significant change for us. And it’s all about we 


don’t really want to be here all the time, we … we’d rather just get things out and go home 


and on with our jobs again because it is voluntary. So to see that, to see how happy the 
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community were that someone actually was really looking after them. I think before they felt 


a bit lost, and they also, when we spoke to them they also thought there was going to be a 


fire truck in every driveway when there’s absolutely not a chance at all. So that was a big 


turnaround, big eye opener for myself too when you get everyone after a big, significant fire 


like we had and you come back and you think like all those residents are all different. … 


And to see that if they could change … look after themselves a little, change their line of 


thought on the way that they address their problems. It still is an issue, not from BRAG’s 


side of it, but clean up from the shire side of it because they’re limited for the amount of 


litter that they get rid of. (B14) 


From these comments it could be seen that resident preparedness which includes the 


psychological as well as the physical is an intended outcome of the BRAG philosophy as the 


following exchange indicates:  


K: Yeah so it’s focus on the psychological preparedness sort of thing?  


S: Yeah because that’s it as well, it’s not just all the physical stuff you know? And we bring 


up things you know people on certain medications and that who in a stressful situation might 


not … you know they think they can cope if everything was dandy but then we sort of … 


you know you can’t keep your head in a box, you have to sort of talk to people and … and 


things just come up. People just see a piece of information and they … and they think oh 


well in this situation what would happen? And then we sort of discuss that so.  


K: Okay so it’s a discussion that’s as valuable as the formal sort of presentation? S: Yeah I 


… well we try … I guess the meeting is formal because we come in our uniforms and we 


might have the laptop going and stuff, but it’s informal in the way that I don’t like just 


standing here and … and telling people what to do, I’d prefer to actually say well what do 


you think or what would you do and that sort of thing. And also because I just wouldn’t want 


to come and spend my evening with someone just telling me what to do sort of thing, so 


that’s just my way of learning but yeah.  


R: It’s funny that the common question that they ask, how do I know if I’ll be able to cope or 


stay if there’s a fire, how do I actually know? They said to us you know you’re a fire fighter, 


how did you know? Well it’s only training and being out there, hazard reduction burning etc 


etc that introduces you to the fire’s behaviour and smoke etc. They don’t experience that and 


they’ve said that you know those that really want to find out say how do I experience that to 


know if I can stay?’ (B14-15)  


This discussion continued:  


S: Yeah but the good thing about BRAG is we’re not saying to people you have to stay or 


you have to go, but it’s just to be prepared. So … because I had a couple of residents you 


know when we first started doing the stay and go and they were like I want to go is that 


okay? And I’m like yes, but plan ahead, have that … in the summertime have that bag of 


things with all your papers and important materials and photos and stuff so you just get out 
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and … and sort of go. So that … that’s the good thing about being like flexible because yeah 


you’re not actually saying to people you have to do this. Instead you’re like well you should 


you know, these are the things you should do. And people, especially adults respond to that a 


lot better than just being told to do it. (B14) 


All of this preparedness has meant that residents are more aware now of what to do and who to 


contact. From the brigade perspective:  


BRAG … without doubt BRAG’s created us to be far less. We had this year twice the 


number of incidents as last year, so … and we … on the ground we spent half the amount of 


hours we did last year. (Bp17) 


For the street coordinator an important outcome is the early advice obtained through the 


telephone tree. This is important as a means of knowing whether to stay or go. (Cp8) The 


outcome is a much higher preparedness amongst BRAG residents in particular:  


I know myself I’ve got more awareness of what issues are and what I need to do and how I 


can make my place safer. And how that I guess impacts on others. And I think for those 


people involved in BRAG that’s fairly common. Because invitation has been extended to 


any of them to ... Ian Thompson and others, will come to your property and have a look at it 


and will assist you in assessing where your risks are and what you might do about them and 


some of them can be quite practical and not expensive to do. So I would say, without a 


doubt, and I just watch the guys that are in the brigade how they are now reacting, they just 


feel a lot more comfortable in terms of what’s out there, in terms of preparedness from the 


point of view of these people being aware of the fire. But also, what they do in terms of 


reducing fuel load in their own properties. (C12-13) 


ARE THEY SUCCESSFUL OR NOT? WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS/FACILITATORS? 


According to I.T. he’d offered to go anywhere to promote BRAG but he felt he was fobbed off 


by FESA.  


… Go to these places, and just give my opinion on BRAG and how good it is. But, no, every 


time I ring up … I rang x when they had the big fires up there and I said are you going to 


have a meeting like we discussed? Oh, just … we’re doing this and we’re doing that and 


we’re not going … and, well, I did offer. (Ap1) 


FESA apparently is afraid also to make recommendations on such things as sprinklers on roofs 


according to this same interviewee:  


And a lot of people asked about sprinklers on roofs … And FESA won’t recommend 


anything ‘cause they say, oh well, if they … somebody puts something on and the house gets 


burned down they can sue us ‘cause we told them put the …We just suggest it. Anything on 


your roof, anything you can do to stop the fire, is an improvement. You know, if you want to 


put sprinklers on your roof we can’t tell you what to put. Talk to some of the local plumbers, 


some of them have done it, go ahead and do it.(Ap2) 
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If success is determined by how many turn up to a meeting, 170 residents turned up to one 


meeting which had already been organised and less than 50 had been expected because that was 


all the hall fitted normally. A fire in a nearby area was the reason for the high turnout as people 


were worried and wanted information about the pumps, (one of the proposed items for 


discussion already on the agenda) and on the fire from the BRAG/fire services people. ‘They 


were getting showered with ash and … and that was worrying them.’ (Ap2-4) Normally though 


the choice is to hold smaller meetings though it is still difficult to motivate and get people out if 


there is no fire danger. The barrier would appear to be complacency as people relax in quiet 


years. (Ap6-7 &19)  


This barrier based on complacency was confirmed in the 2nd interviews when the facilitators 


remarked: 


S: That you just, especially with the meetings, I mean it was actually easier to begin with 


because we just put everyone on a base line and then just worked from there, whereas now 


it’s harder because some groups are really into it, and … and within that group there are 


people you know who have everything, they have fire pumps they have you know and 


they’re all really up to date and they ask you more technical questions. And then there are 


others that are like I probably should rake up my leaves, you know that’s probably a fire 


hazard you know? So you just … it’s like teaching anyone, you just have to gauge, you 


know there’s a process that you have to go through to gauge what they know, what they 


don’t know and what they want to know. (Bp4)  


Again motivation was said to have been overcome when there was the threat of a large fire and 


‘a couple of hundred people’ turned up at the meeting, confirming the report from the 1st 


interviews. The result of the BRAG meeting was that ‘we wanted to get in there and sort of calm 


them down and all that. (Bp8) 


From the regional representative of FESA some of the barriers would stem from the differences 


of opinion between themselves and the local councils. Politics intervenes in this relationship. 


Though they do have better working relationships with some councils than others:  


A lot of it’s to do with the perception I guess by local government of FESA. I mean, on a 


personal basis, a regional office basis, we get on very well. I mean, I get on well with the chief 


bushfire control officers and stuff out there. There’s no problems there. But FESA’s this big 


faceless thing, you know. So from the perspective of the region there’s not any issues, but they 


have issues with FESA. So that’s just the way it is.  


K: We have been hearing stories about how in some local government they actually don’t 


support the … I’m going to get the name of the role wrong, but the … the bushfire control 


officer who is doing the infringement notices … 


P: Yeah.  
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K: but in some councils they actually, yeah, seem to frown upon issuing infringement 


notices.  


P: Because it …Yes. It’s a very political thing. Because if you’re in a relatively, not size 


wise but the number of people wise, local government … and it is very much a … a 


parochial approach to things which, of course, FESA works to break down. And … and is 


not thanked for that. But it … but it’s that type of thing where if, you know, you … you 


don’t go out and infringe the … the local councillor for not having fire breaks. In fact … in 


fact the … the local councillor, if he doesn’t think fire breaks for example are a particularly 


high thing on the agenda then he’ll suggest that they shouldn’t be issuing infringement 


notices for breaks, which is probably what you’re referring to.’ ‘It’s a very political thing’ 


(Dp5)  


For this FESA officer BRAG success, with some downsides, can be seen as:  


But the … I think in BRAG areas, they get a better identification of fires. Quicker. One of 


the downsides of that though is that we’ve got a … because we have a 000, as probably just 


about everywhere, 000 fire notification. One of the negative I guess aspects of BRAGs is 


that people don’t ring 000, people will ring Ian. Okay. Because they know Ian. So they’ll 


ring him. But on the positive side, you get the notifications I think quicker. I think … I don’t 


think there’s necessarily a correlation between BRAGs and less fires, because I think the 


majority of fires you could safely say are lit by people. So … and, you know, and … and it 


wouldn’t be people who were involved in BRAGs, but it’s going to be school kids, you 


know, the usual sort of stuff, and I don’t think BRAGs have much affect on that. What else  


K: I’m just thinking, presumably if the fires are being … if you’re being notified earlier, 


they’re smaller when you get to them.  


P: Yeah, I think that’s … that’s very true. I think they’re smaller. We also have a pretty 


extensive hazard reduction program that goes on over here in the west. So BRAG ties in to 


that quite well.  


J: In what ways, sorry?  


P: A couple of ways I guess. One is that they do tend to put pressure on local government 


departments which is one of our, I guess, issues in little … with a little I, is that local 


government departments have got protection of the Crown. So they don’t … well, most of 


them do put in fire breaks and things like that. Keep the fuel down. They don’t have to. So if 


you strike a … a department that doesn’t want to play ball it can be an issue. But your 


BRAG groups and your … your sort of community can apply pressure, because there’s 


nothing worse than for the BRAG people when they’re sitting there and they’re cleaning up 


all their … round their house nicely and just over the fence is a piece of land which is owned 


by Water Corporation for example, hasn’t got a fire break on it and it’s got a whole heap of 


fuel on it. Well, they tend to get a bit vocal and upset when that happens and of course that 


starts to apply pressure. So, you know, that’s a good thing. (Dp8-9) 
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Because BRAGS belong to local governments rather than FESA cooperation across local 


government boundaries would appear to be ad hoc and this would hinder the BRAGs learning 


from each other. (Dp20-21) 


How are they achieved? What activities/resources required? What 
processes take place?(individual/household/community) what happens and 
why? 
How is information disseminated to fellow residents? 
In Bedfordale, meetings are the main way the information is exchanged and all meetings 


including those called by the street coordinators are held in the brigade hall. However some 


coordinators do hold smaller local events: ‘A couple of them have barbecues and breakfasts and 


things the … the group together. And that … that always works as a good help.’(Ap8) 


I.T. and his daughter have trained residents in how to use the telephone tree, and they have a file 


on the different groups in the brigade office as the following indicates: ‘that’s one of the groups 


and how they did up their … and they send it to every member. A map of the block, where they 


are, and some of them have even got copies of the … of the telephone tree and … and how it 


works with the groups.’ (Ap9)  


The way they work is as follows:  


Never. (in answer to the question: do groups get together and do things like working bees or 


is that…?) And I tell you what else that we don’t do but we still … it still seems to work, we 


never have street walks. We never have street walks. I’ll send crews around with the fire 


trucks, and a couple of lieutenants picked up on it and they wanted to do it, to look at houses 


and properties. If anybody wanted to, I’d just send the fire truck around on an evening as 


part of their training for them. More training for the fire fighters. And this is what you’ve got 


to look for. And I give them the … the list out of the … the BRAG book which FESA used 


to send us. And I never went on any of them. I’ve been on a couple of street walks at … at 


different other levels, but we don’t run street walks. We never get asked for them. They’re 


happy to come here and listen to me and Sam and Ray talk … and watch videos or 


something. Whatever we happen to have…  


K: Okay. I wondered whether the different BRAG groups, whether they … there’s different 


things that they want from you or different things they want to know about or they’re sort of 


happy to come along here … I: Well, basically … we’ve told them just about everything 


they need to know and … and the thing is to keep their interest up you really need something 


new every year. (Ap9)  


Examples are given for such new things as fire retardants being tested by the brigade which are 


not really BRAG, but are still used to ‘sell’ BRAG to those who attend (130 residents). (Ap10) 
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The way Bedfordale BRAG operates is very much centred on the facilitator who claims to know 


everyone in the town. The following exchange is his description of how BRAG operated over 


the past year:  


But … and so we didn’t have individual street meetings this year, we had this big open day 


and then I called two open BRAG meetings. And I had my first failure in seven years.  


K: And why … why do you call it a failure?  


I: Because it was only me and Ray and one bloke from Killfire and one resident.  


I: I’ve never had a meeting that was that bad.  


K: What do you put it down to?  


I: I advertised in the local little … what they call a blurb magazine that it was … open 


meetings were on. And obviously people don’t read it very thoroughly… We had two set, 


one for one Wednesday and one for the following Wednesday. So on Thursday I came down 


here and I cranked up that printer and I’d written a … I went home that night after having a 


failure and I wrote it out rough draft and Sam’s (his daughter who started with BRAG at 14 


and is now a facilitator) not with me any more so I’ve got a lady that lives just around the 


corner from me who does good with computer … I don’t know, I haven’t got a computer. I 


haven’t … I can’t use a computer. I’m clue … she printed it all up for me and I came down 


here and I printed out 600 copies and I delivered one to every property in Bedfordale. And 


the next week I had 50 people sitting in this room. It’s the individual letterbox drops that 


work for us. That’s … that’s what we find.  


K: And in … do the … do the street coordinators, would they do the letterbox drops for you?  


I: I’ve never asked them.  


K: What do the street coordinators do?  


I: They, basically, they organise the … organise the telephone tree and … and they get that, 


you know, once there’s a group going it’s their job to get the telephone tree and … and get it 


back to me in … in that sort of form. So that we have a telephone … there’s a file here that 


says BRAG which our station officer uses and it’s got the … all the street coordinators, so 


wherever the fire we can ring the street coordinator, and a copy of every group so that we 


can … we can ring them from here. And it’s pretty well up to date and that.  


K: Yeah. So would the street coordinators be helping you to recruit new people? Like if 


someone new moved in to the … in to the street, would the street coordinator know …  


I: Oh, I’d say the street coordinators … if you’ve got somebody new moves in to your street, 


you go and talk to them. It’s not my job. It’s not really my job. (Ap11) 


He continued to describe the past year – the longest group in the area had been operating for 7 


years:  
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J: Have … what sort of changes have you seen in terms of people’s … I guess both people’s 


awareness and their preparedness in that sort of time?  


I: I think this year it’s slipped a bit because we didn’t have the individual street meetings 


with the groups. And also all we had, like, as a new product was Killfire. And that was … 


we like to show them something, something new, every year. And it’s getting harder and 


harder because we’ve … you know, the PDOs … and DVDs and … like that DVD they 


made last year… There’s stacks of them. I’ve given out hundreds. Everybody Bedfordale 


has at least one of those. And that’s all pamphlets that FESA send me for BRAG…  


K: Do you think there’s any danger that people get this DVD and then think they don’t need 


to come to a meeting?  


I: Probably. (Ap13-14)  


Everybody likes it. They … it’s useful to them. And that prepared kit, you know, the little be 


prepared kit?  


J: Yeah. The leaflets? The three leaflets?  


I: Yeah, that’s … that was also a very good one that people were … that one. That was a 


very good kit.  


J: So when … in your meetings, do you reinforce the issues to do with stay and defend or …  


I: But we always have a video or something going and show video … or the latest video or 


whatever we’ve got … can get.’ (Ap16) Discussion over stay or go does occur at these 


meetings and as well: ‘ 


I: And quite often I’ll … I’ll go to talk to people afterwards and they … they’ll say can you 


come and take a look at my place? And it’s not like a street walk where we … where a big 


group of us go. Sam or I or me and Ray now quite often we’ll duck around to people’s 


places…’ As a fire officer as well as BRAG facilitator his roles overlap and in the former 


role he will often adopt an ‘educative’ rather than a punitive response when misdemeanours 


are committed. (Ap17) 


When asked about the relationship between his BRAG and FESA and who he would contact, 


the following was the response:  


I: I … no, (don’t contact the regional officers) I go … I just ring whoever is the safety officer 


or whoever it was, like say it was Mark Molnar, then Ruth Kramer, and now I … I believe 


it’ll be Helen. And those … I just ring them and say look I need X amount of this or this 


pamphlets or this … whatever I need, and that’s basically all I ever do on it. Like, you know, 


they’ll send them on a courier next morning if they’re urgent. Oh, yeah. I’ve never had any 


problem getting anything from FESA for my BRAG meetings. And I’ve had … I couldn’t 


ever get x here. She always oh, I’m going to try, but she had young kids. Did you meet Ruth 


last year with …’ He always believes it’s good to have FESA represented at meetings and 
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one had been at the last coordinators’ meetings at which only about half the coordinators 


were present as it is a quiet year with no fires. (Ap18-19) 


In Bedfordale the coordinators are a ‘pretty stable bunch’ with not a lot of turnover and things 


are planned to occur at different times of the fire season:  


I sort of say to them right, now you’re going in to winter. What you do, you go and find out 


anybody new in your street, because there’s a lot of people moving in to the area and moving 


out, you know. It’s a lot more changeover than there was five years ago actually.  


K: Yeah. So you might have people not used to living in a bushfire … I: That’s right. You 


go talk to them, upgrade your telephone tree, tell them what they’ve got to do. And I’ll have 


another one at the start of summer next year … or before summer  


I … I’ll have a street coordinators’ meeting in … in probably October, early October and … 


to see what they’ve done through the winter. And have a little parties if they want. Some of 


them are getting keen on this idea of having a barbecue and things with the … the near 


neighbours. And … and it’s good because it gets them all together. (Ap19-20)  


As for training of these coordinators, FESA training material appears to be lacking and the 


belief was that while information is supplied, ‘the training part they don’t help us a lot with 


now’:  


I: if there’s training I’ve never found it. But there is a kit that FESA used to give me for … 


for the street coordinators and it’d tell them what was expected of them. And I haven’t been 


able to get any of those lately, so … They thought it was useful. And they had a nice little 


bag that they could carry all the stuff around in and it told them what their role as a street co 


ordinator was. And that was good. But I couldn’t get any for the last couple of street 


coordinators I’ve had. I’ll have to chase that up again I suppose.’(Ap21 & 38) 


For the other facilitators, keeping BRAG going is more a struggle now than it used to be:  


Like we find that keeping BRAG active and the movement going is still a struggle, there’s 


no easy thing.  


K: Okay so even after this sort of length of time that you’ve been pretty active?  


S: Yeah it flows, it flows like even like the membership of the fire brigade will go in peaks 


and you know, and that’s something I think that happens but you have … you have to keep 


like getting new ideas and keep pushing it otherwise people would become complacent 


again. They’re like I’ve joined the group, I’ve done my clean up it’s done now, you know? 


Sort of they’ve done everything.  


R: Yeah. I did find that the way that we ran BRAG in the first place was when we had three 


coordinators meetings and then we had all of the … basically the street groups and that went 


well. But now what happens is there’s not many street group meetings. We have just 


coordinators, and I don’t think that works. That … that’s my own personal view. The 
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problem is if they’re not having the meetings, the interest is … starts to slide away. I found 


when the brigade’s been involved, there … it’s more active. You know they think about it all 


the time.’(Bp1-2)  


S: … I think one of the reasons why we started having just street … was because the 


numbers started dwindling in the street groups and then we sort of regroup like two or three 


groups together, because I mean you’ve got to think about it, you’re giving your time. And 


then we sort of were doing the same presentations over and over again. Well not over and 


over again, but you know we sort of almost ran out of material. And then not very many big 


fires, which is a good thing but the people just … I think it was a combination of things 


which is why you know we started doing the street coordinators meetings so I think … I 


don’t know, I don’t know how you sort of go about solving that, but when products came out 


like the Kill Fire and … the interest is still there, yeah.  


R: Well those … those that we had who I thought were good, you know those groups of 


three, four?  


S: Like four streets together?  


R: Yeah, yeah they were good because you’ve got not only that, that you’re letting people 


that they didn’t normally and it’s surprising you know they do talk on how things are 


working in their lot and (pause) things to make each other’s … some might be struggling and 


then they’ll get together and help each other, that was good. 


S: And just even different experiences in the fires and stuff you know that had different 


perspectives and … and that sort of thing to get them talking so yeah. (Bp2-3) 


Interest in BRAG stems around the need to know what to do by way of preparation and how to 


use equipment, and this need does bring many people out to meetings. The idea comes up often 


for the need for training to use equipment but BRAG, for liability reasons, can’t supply this, 


only FESA is able to do so and what they do supply is limited by resources. (Bp3-4) 


In order to keep BRAG operating you need a team of people (in this case from the fire brigade) 


willing to type up material including new lists, letterboxing and to contact FESA and get 


information – ‘who will work and get it done’ … ‘But that … that … that’s what it’s like, it 


never stops. As long as there’s new people there and if there wasn’t somebody to chase up those 


new people the gap would get bigger and bigger.’ (Bp12)  


Small group meetings, while more time consuming are seen as being useful as people are more 


confident to speak. There was some discussion on the appropriate size for educating the 


residents:  


So that … that big group you get in here and they’ll be talking and you know the 


characteristics of it, but then the characteristics of it are changing because people are moving 


in and out at the same time. So I don’t know because if you were really trying to teach them 


something a smaller group would probably work better like if we try and do the module on 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


how fire works and that sort of thing. But I think it’s a general discussion or … on pumps or 


something like that, I think a bigger group … I mean big by filling up this room, not big 


that’s so big that you know it’s too big, but yeah.  


K: So not a couple of hundred people, it’s more …? So it might be a couple of streets meet 


here at the one time or ..?  


S: Yeah. (Bp12) 


A matter raised which followed on from the meetings’ discussion was the need for resource 


material if they were to operate effectively. Training also came up but this, while useful for one 


facilitator, was less of a requirement: ‘ 


S: We did have the idea one … they said one of the DVDs that they would like to get like 


one of those packs to be available if you buy a house in the City of Armadale, well not down 


in the flats but you know in a bushfire risk area you automatically, whether you buy a house, 


whether you build a house, it’s just something that you’re given. So that idea has always 


been brought up and that’s where the idea of the pack came in, but yeah you get people 


moving and … and everything like that and it just doesn’t stay the same.  


R: At least it fits in the letterbox now.  


S: Yeah I know they originally did it, the worst thing and you can’t really bend it and we’d 


shove them in, taking them apart and …yeah.  


K: Speaking about the resources that FESA provide, do you find the training module useful, 


you know the … I suppose there’s two, one is the facilitator’s training that FESA provided 


but second is the resources that they provide for you to train the group, so I’ve seen there is a 


list of modules that the groups can go through is that … I’m wondering if you use … if you 


think of it and can use it?  


R: I never had the facilitators training did you? S: I didn’t get the facilitators training until 


just before I left I think. I’m pretty sure it was in that last year before I left so for me, I 


already knew a lot of the stuff, it was sort of a learning process sort of thing for myself. But 


that … the … the facilitators … the file that they gave us, it had like the modules to go 


through with the rest, that was really good because I only knew fire fighter training and I 


didn’t know sort of what residents might and might not need to know. And that’s why 


talking to them and that sort of thing … so that information was good and getting resources 


from FESA, if you’re persistent you’ll get them, and really they have … most of the time 


listen to our suggestions and come out with some really good products so yeah. I don’t know 


because Anne was … was a bit … we don’t get anything from FESA and … I don’t know 


what her brigade’s like maybe it’s a bit different in that it doesn’t have the same standing, 


maybe we’ve just got good … good representatives like PJ and that who … although their 


job is much more varied than just BRAG they will give you an ear and … and listen to you, 


to what you have to say so yeah. (Bp12-13) 
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Residents are keen for information and for extra resources which will help them deal with the 


risk of fire:  


Just see the public with that information, they’re happy that they’ve got something. If there’s 


something new ticking over all the time, if there’s somebody comes up with some other 


design of at some stage of helping defend the homes, whatever. What products are available 


is it … can they buy some of the stuff from certain areas at a … maybe the government’s 


helping them with a rebate or something to purchase stuff. Any of that sort of information 


that’s valuable to them, even in times when we haven’t got fires, it’s enough that they’re 


keeping them interested and they’ll … they’ll go to the ends of the earth to make sure 


they’ve got it because they don’t want their homes to burn down. So basically they are 


concerned.  


S: Yeah they’ve got like … FESA’s got like the basic bush fires manual and like a diagram 


of the house and how to protect the home, and all that basic stuff would be important to 


keep, but if they change or give new information and that, that’s one of the keys because 


when we go to a meeting we don’t just lay out all the usual stuff and they’re like yeah got 


that, got that. But it’s actually like yeah you know, this is new out or this is the way FESA 


sees this. Even like a list of plants like that are more fire retardant than others and that sort of 


thing is just really helpful so. (Bp13-14) 


The following lengthy exchange is worth having in full as it details the program as it moves 


through the year: 


K: With the models that FESA put out, if you had a new street group and … I suppose I’m 


still trying to get clear about whether you’ve got new groups forming. I know you’ve got 


new people moving in but I also sort of know that most of your streets are covered in some 


way. But with the … with the groups, the street groups, would you sort of systematically 


work through modules in a certain order? Like would you do fire behaviour and then stay 


and go or a property inspection, or does it vary according to what the groups’ interested in or 


how does that sort of play out? S: Initially it varied I think. Well we sort of had … I don’t 


know like some … some seasons we’d sort of do the … the same thing every meeting 


roughly, but it would change like we wouldn’t really follow a …  


R: Yeah we did have for a while inspections, for those only of course who wanted them, that 


didn’t really know or … or to explain what you need, what the requirements are. If then 


they’re still unsure they contact us, we’ll do an inspection for them so you’re not tied up 


doing an inspection for everybody and that was the drama because that could really hold you 


up. To go through the modules, yeah we … we went through and discussed bit by bit and as 


something new, if a new group of information come up we’d hold another meeting. It’s a 


good chance for them to hold another meeting.  


K: And when you say another meeting, is that another meeting for each street group?  
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R: Yes. The whole process starts again. Something new comes up, more meetings. And we 


try and keep that down to the residents would have basically two in a year. 


S: Yeah one before the season and one after the season. That was really all we could … 


K: It could still be about 50 meetings though couldn’t it or how many meetings would that 


end up being?  


R: Because you do them to groups of three …  


S: Yeah you group them together. Because it’s hard because they were like building up so 


initially yeah but I … I reckon … 


R: Five days for three weeks.  


K: Okay, 15. And that … that would be at the start and the end?  


R: That’s for all the street groups, 15 meetings.  


S: Yeah so we would … yeah and then we’d do that at the start of the season which would 


obviously attract more attention than … but sometimes we had a really business then we’d 


have a lot of people wanting to sort of … even to just get out what they were thinking or 


what they experienced you know to let that out so … but now we really only do isn’t it just 


before the season, because after the season it doesn’t really … or is it the other way around?  


R: It’s before, before the season so they’re prepared so they’re getting things ready for the 


season. You’ll find that if there was a fire in any area, it’s a good time when they discuss 


what happened at that event. And that really gets a lot stirred up because someone did 


experience it. You know we don’t have many fires and we bring up the stats too, like the last 


fires. I mean slowly but surely you know we’ve had … compared … even like last year’s we 


thought we were well down on hours out on the field putting out fires, we spent more on 


BRAG, but we spent a lot less putting out fires because of the early warning and the 


intervention of BRAG people themselves. You know those that have extinguishers, those 


that have hand tools.  


S: And know how to use them yeah, if it’s just a small fire they’re not going to call the fire 


brigade they’re just going to put some dirt on it.  


R: They’re going to put it out. Not that we want them to do anything dangerous they still are 


told call 000, not triple Tomo, alright. So they call 000 usually we get the call, we go out 


there, the majority of the time they’ve got it out basically. And not only that but it wasn’t 


obviously very big when it was called, so they’re watching out all the time, because they 


know the risk, they’re prepared you know it’s … the clock’s ticking over.  


K: So you’ve seen definite changes in level of preparedness and BRAG’s had a ..?  


R: Yeah definitely. (Bp16-17) 
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As a means of getting information across various methods are used e.g. these facilitators arrange 


for every house in their areas to be letter boxed with a Bedfordale specific newsletter, especially 


during the fire season – on orange or green paper so that I stands out and won’t be binned. They 


will talk with the residents about specific dangers (e.g. ember attacks) and how to deal with 


them. (Bp24) 


The street coordinator, who is also a councillor, stated that the council was underway in 


producing an A5 flyer about BRAG which would be targeted to residences in the hills and go 


out with the rate notices. (Cp2-3) For him, street coordinators meeting are a useful way in 


distributing information and for exchanging ideas between coordinators. Even on a Saturday 


evening, to turned up:  


Yeah it was interesting that it was a Saturday night but it seemed ... well I guess 10 out of 


whatever it is, 30 something probably wasn’t as good as I was expecting. And I had hoped 


that there would be a few more members that weren’t street coordinators so they could give 


you a different point of view but I guess in one way we’re all members anyway. By being 


involved at a street coordinators level, you get a bit more information because you’re 


chewing over the fat over a number of issues, and like this process I guess has [unclear] a 


fair way too.’ (Cp3) For him, the FESA handbook was ‘fantastic.’ (Cp6) 


The way his group meets on an annual basis is as follows:  


What’s happened is, because there are more and more groups forming and because there are 


restrictions I guess, constraints on time that Ian Thompson has, what he’s tended to do in 


more recent years is have sort of two and sometimes three groups meet together. And that’s 


not bad because it means that there’s a few more people there and again the members 


themselves can share their experiences. So there is that bit of cross fertilisation there if 


possible.  


But I think from a practical point of view too to have the individual groups convene, there’s 


just not enough nights in the week for the facilitators. But I think there might not always be 


that critical mass to have a fully functional meeting. Because the groups ... you know, like 


with mine if a third of them front up, there’s not really enough there to sort of provide that 


critical mass to make it a decent sort of get together and get a range of points of view. So 


that’s where bringing together more than one group would work. And I'm not sure that we 


had one of those last year, we have been having them reasonably regularly and I'm not sure 


if we had them last year, so that may be the exception. But I think it’s something that we’ll 


persevere with for sure. But again, on a joint basis, you know two or three groups together. 


(Cp12) 


The role of FESA at public meetings is to provide information not readily available through 


television etc.:  


P: The things I guess … the things that I highlight I guess are the importance of … because 


the group itself does things like highlighting things like importance of having clean areas 
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and all that sort of stuff. I tend to concentrate more on them having a … I guess a plan 


beforehand about what they want to do and really making a decision early about whether 


they want to go or not. And explaining to them that while it’s easy to sit in the I guess the 


room inside the house and … and sort of, what would you say, visualise I suppose what a 


fire might be like, unless you’ve actually experienced one it’s usually a lot different. I think 


that people’s views of … of fires, because they see them on television … and I’m … I’m not 


talking about the news, I’m talking about just the way fires are portrayed in movies and that 


sort of stuff is … is quite wrong, of course, because it has to be done that way for the 


filming. So I … I accentuate things to them like the fact that it’s going to get obviously very 


hot and it’s going to get very smoky. One of the things that they tend not to notice too much 


is it gets very, very noisy and becomes overall pretty frightening. And while you can sit in 


the room and say oh, yeah look, I’m all okay, I’ve got stuff there, on the actual day you 


might panic. So you need to be aware beforehand about what those factors are.  


K: Okay. So you’re sort of emphasising the psychological preparedness …P: Yeah, more the 


psychological I think. Because the BRAG groups do the other things pretty well. They also 


do the … you know, we also have to look at you know who’s in the family and they cover 


that pretty well as well. About whether they’re young kids or whether they’re old people or 


whether they can move or they can’t. That sort of stuff. Yeah, so it’s … it’s mainly that I 


think side of things that … that we tend to accentuate with them.’(Dp2) 


The way FESA operates is as follows and it’s worth including this in full:  


P: Sometimes. It’s interesting because I … quite often we get … we get involved at a 


regional level in the sort of establishment. But once they’re established and going we don’t 


much need to be involved any more. For example, I’ve probably been to maybe two 


meetings in Bedfordale. And that was really it. You know they’ve been going for a long time 


and those two meetings I went to would’ve been years ago. And I haven’t been since. So, 


yeah, it’s … once they sort of get up, you know, and … and I think, as I’ve said to you on 


the day, I mean the really important thing with this is you’ve got to have the driver. If you’ve 


got someone like Ian who’s really enthusiastic and prepared to go out and knock on doors 


and do all that sort of stuff it works well. If you don’t though, then when Ian leaves or goes 


and does something else, unless he’s passed it on to someone who’s equally enthusiastic, 


then it sort of just dwindles away and dies.  


K: Peter, have you been involved in trying to set up groups … there’s … two questions came 


to mind. One is how do you prioritise where to support the establishment of a new group? Is 


it, you know, if there’s interest on the ground or if you identify that it’s a high fire risk area.  


P: Well, all my areas are high, if I … without trying to sound pedantic all my areas are high 


fire risk areas. So I don’t have that issue ‘cause all of my areas are … are down the scale 


which are considered to be the … the high fire risk for the metro. Most of our … most of our 


initial BRAG stuff isn’t driven by the region. It’s driven by a community engagement 
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branch. And what quite often happens is somebody will ring up, as I understand it … this is 


third hand here … but somebody will ring up and say they’re … is there a local group or … 


or whatever, and someone from community engagement will talk to them, pardon me, put 


them on to a local group if there’s one there or alternatively sort of suggest well, it sounds 


like a good idea, would you be interested in forming one and so on. And then they will 


contact us usually.  


K: The region.  


P: The region. And say that there’s been a meeting arranged. They actually arrange the 


initial meeting, community engagement. They usually liaise with somebody. They … they 


used to have a … they used to have a person who was dedicated to BRAG, they don’t any 


more I don’t believe, and that person would usually do all the organising. So they’d organise 


letterbox drops and all that sort of stuff. And really all we would do from the regions, we 


would come up on the day and they would say ... they would show a … a video or whatever 


and ask us to talk about fire and ask us to answer questions and that sort of stuff. And then 


once that was done we were sort of gone. So while it’s arguable that it’s something that we 


should be more involved in, frankly we don’t have the time or the resources to do it. So we 


tend to let it come to us I guess, rather than sort of go out.  


The other … the other issue too over here which, I don’t know if the people have made you 


aware of, is that it’s a bit different from over east. Some areas over east. We actually have no 


jurisdiction over local governments at all. We liaise with them. We can talk to them. 


Obviously try and engender things and all that sort of stuff. But local governments are 


independent of FESA, so FESA has no … and the local, the regional office, we … we have 


no jurisdiction over them at all. So basically if they decide that they want to go and do 


something a particular way, well, if it’s not the way we think it should be done we’ll go and 


talk to them about it, but if they decide they’re going to do that anyway that’s what they go 


and do. So … the reason I mention that is that it, you know … they … they will quite often 


… like I’ve had no … no connection at all for example with the Oakford group. Because it 


depends on the local government. Serpentine Jarrahdale’s very independent so they go out 


and they do their thing. And … 


K: Okay. And does that … sorry, doing their thing, does that involve supporting BRAG 


groups or … 


P: Yes, it can do. If their chief bushfire control officer’s of that mind, yeah, sure. If not, 


which you’ll find in a lot of them, it never happens. And that’s why a lot of the local 


governments don’t have any involvement, really, with BRAG. Or there might be little 


fledgling things here and there, they come and go and they die, but it’s not a … unless it’s 


supported by the local government, it’s not usually a big thing. (Dp3-4) 


Having a committed ‘driver’ working with local government is important both for FESA and for 


BRAG:  
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And if you, you don’t have a … you know, somebody there who’s always pushing this, and 


that’s why your driver’s so important, then it very quickly folds up. And … and you’ve got 


to also have people … that’s why it’s important to work with the local government. I mean 


when people move in to an area, we wouldn’t know, but local government does. They can 


notify the local BRAG person and go round and knock on the door and let them … talk to 


them and, you know, pick them up as they come in. Whereas if you don’t have that facility 


there either well of course eventually you have a significant number of changes, people, falls 


down as well.’ (Dp10) 


As part of a confused response, which seemed to indicate not much would be available from the 


region, to what resources BRAG needs on an ongoing basis the following was said:  


Whether you’re going to … community engagement at the moment generally are in the same 


boat as us. They will respond if they get a request, as I understand it. If there’s nobody 


actively pushing, you know, BRAG … and we certainly don’t in the regions. And I think the 


point that the guys made quite telling … not tellingly, but vociferously, at the meeting that 


we had was that there really needs to be a what we used to call community safety officer or a 


… or somebody like that in the region.  


K: Yeah. And you said and best located in the region rather than more head office or … 


P: Whose job it is to go out and sort of push that and do those things.  


J: So from a BRAG perspective, what sort of roles would that … would that encompass?  


P: Well, I think they would … I think they would be the … see at the moment there’s no 


targeting. We … we don’t target areas and nor does community engagement. As I said, we 


… we respond. FESA’s a very responsive organisation. We don’t do a lot … we don’t do 


enough I guess as far as sort of planning and … and that sort of stuff. And that would allow 


us to do that.’(Dp14-15) 


Once a BRAG is established, local government would appear to have a big role to play in the 


ongoing work of each BRAG according to FESA:  


Once FESA gets called on to provide … sort of start up and provide documentation and 


provide handouts and all this sort of stuff … videos and things like that, and hands it over to 


someone usually from the local brigade, local community. Well, what you’re doing there is 


FESA’s then passing it over the fence to local government. And then local government runs 


with it or doesn’t run with it, okay?  


K: Okay. So you see local government can …  


P: Yeah. Because it’s not … like I said, FESA doesn’t … BRAGs are not FESAs. BRAGs 


are local governments.  


K: Oh, okay. Oh, well that’s interesting, because I hadn’t … sorry, I didn’t … that didn’t 


fully sink in when you were saying that earlier. I certainly got that the level of support local 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


government provides has a big impact on how well the BRAG operates, but you actually 


think that that’s … it’s a straighter, more direct relationship than that.  


P: Yes, I think it does.…  


P: Oh, yeah, very much so. 


P: If you talk to, which you have I guess … talking to Ian. If you talked to Ian and you said 


Ian, you know, who do you … who do you let know how BRAG’s going and what’s 


happening and all that sort of stuff, he’ll tell you he tells local government. And he does. He 


doesn’t … he doesn’t tell us, because it’s not really our group. It’s their group.  


K: So if he’s wanting some DVDs or extra … 


P: Oh, yeah, he’ll come to us for all those. No, we’re sort of the logistical supply. Or we’re 


an initial start up. But once that’s done it’s a local government thing.’(Dp19-20) 


How representative are the participants? Is there a difference between 
homeowners and renters, for example? 
Little mention of these differences by the facilitator but what was noted was the different 


attitudes between longer term residents, who had experienced earlier fires and therefore were 


keen on BRAG and the more recently arrived who were less keen. (Ap24-25) 


For the coordinator the changes that are occurring in his area with the high turnover of owners 


and as more people use the houses as weekenders or for renting out, has raised issues not 


present earlier on:  


Some people do buy and sell, I mean some stay, like me 10 years I’ve been in it, some have 


been there a lot longer of course. So that is something else we have to be mindful of. Now as 


an example, the sort of thing that happens in one of my streets, Albany Highway, 


somebody’s been buying up properties and moving down the hill. Now of course there’s 


about three homes in a row that are empty and so there’s going to be no preparation done in 


some of those and if they do get people on a temporary basis renting them they’re not going 


to be ... and they shouldn’t feel obliged to do too much I guess.  


So there are going to be those sort of little issues, and I guess that’s just part of the 


management role. And they can’t expect things to be super stable but I think the turnover’s 


probably a bit high. And I think there’s ... and I’ve got to say I went through it myself, 


coming from the suburbs to a semi-rural area is that you’re not really aware fully of just 


what the fire dangers are and the potential for there to be a major happening and with time I 


guess you pick that up.  


So when new people come in and you give them all the paperwork and talk about it and give 


them a bit of space so they can think about it and get back to you. I think it’s often hard to 


get the message through that it is an ongoing process that’s to their advantage to get involved 


with. (Cp7-8)  
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What settings? What are the key events associated with each 
activity/outcome? 
Much of the material relating to this topic has been covered elsewhere, particularly under How 


are they achieved? What does stand out in all of the interviews is that if there’s a fire then 


interest in BRAG rises and it declines in the years in between.  


What works for whom? In what contexts and settings has the program 
worked/not worked? Why? How? 
Again, much of the material relating to this topic has been covered elsewhere, particularly under 


“How are they achieved?” 


HOW? Flexibility in BRAG program 
From the 1st facilitator’s interview there was very little actual mention of flexibility but from 


reading the notes it would appear that the way he operates is flexible as he adjusts the meetings 


etc. to fit the circumstances of the time, as can be seen in the next topic on ways groups have 


developed. 


From the 2nd facilitators’ interview, there was some mention of the need to be flexible due to 


change occurring and to the differences in the various residents’ attitudes to risk: 


… and I think it’s just one of those things, it’s ever changing. You can’t have one thing in 


place, I mean as we talked about on the Wednesday, you can’t have one thing in place in … 


in and just say that’s applicable to every area. It’s something that’s got to be able to be … 


maybe set principles or ideas, but it has to be … be able to be moulded and changed 


depending on the residents. Because I think we had so much support here for it and that’s 


why it blossomed. People like in Roleystone, they’ve started to get streets started there 


…Yeah Roleystone’s up the road, and they have tried. I think they have a few streets that are 


going but they just have no interest.  


I mean we like to call them hippies up there because they don’t burn anything and just have 


trees right up to their house but anyway (laughs). They just don’t seem to have the interest 


up there to … and it’s not from the brigade’s point of view they’ve definitely tried but yeah, 


so.  


R: They think it will never happen to them, and the trouble is you know like Karragullen was 


an eye opener and it’s a wonder that no one was killed in Karragullen fire.  


S: That was a huge fire that we had.  


R: The BRAG took off after that, and it always does after a major incident. (Bp7)  


The flexibility discussion continued later:  


K: Can I ask about differences and similarities between street groups? Do you find that 


there’s a lot of variation?  
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S: All different types.  


R: Every … every single one are different.  


S: Yes, just what the street coordinator’s like, what … what blocks are there, so whether 


they’re more hippy or city or … and I don’t mean to stereotype but you sort of get those 


different characteristics in … in groups.  


R: That’s why people use them isn’t it basically?  


S:Yeah so it does depend and it is ever changing. But …and I think to be effective you’ve 


just got to realise those changes and not have your head set in one direction and go from 


there so. There’s nothing really specific, like you can’t really say, I mean some groups are 


bigger, some smaller, some are quieter, some are more interested and you always get 


variations within that then. So it’s really hard to say that yeah, this group’s different or this 


group’s better or worse or … because they’re all good in their own way so yeah.  


K: Sure. Do you get some groups sort of taking on like deciding to do something as a group, 


you mentioned people helping each other in the street or, I’m just wondering if it’s mainly 


people come together, meet and get the information and discuss it and then sort of go away 


and individually do things to get more prepared or do ..?  


S: I would say sometimes they do that but if they’ve got social networks already with their 


neighbours they would go and maybe help or … I have heard you know they’ll go and prune 


… prune the trees, like get one mulcher or something and … and borrow each other’s 


equipment and that sort of thing, so I have heard of that.  


K: So have a street clean up or something?  


S: Yeah and then there’s that one road where they’ve had a street party, and that was an 


existing thing before BRAG so that was … it was good and they would just meet in here but 


I think most of the time they take it back to their own property because that’s what they want 


to save in the end sort of thing, so it’s not … but I know people … like there are some 


elderly people who would go and then they would speak to their neighbours you know if you 


could, could you turn the sprinklers on the roof on or you know if they’ve got young 


children then all the children will go to one house and then if the men of the house would 


you know go to the other house and that sort of thing. So there was definitely interaction, 


helping each other.  


K: Yeah, so people would talk about what their plans were?  


S: Yeah that’s what we wanted, that’s what we tried to initiate to get them …  


R: As long as they’ve got a plan.  


S: Yeah, not to say that not one’s right and not one’s wrong, it’s just what you want to do 


and … and yeah in that respect like they say can you turn my pump on or just to let them 
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know I’ve got this equipment available, I’m going to be out of here but … or if I’m at work 


you know because … or if I’m away or …’ (Bp22-23) 


Way groups have developed – telephone trees, regular meetings with 
group, local brigade meetings - top down or bottom up 
The Bedfordale BRAG had its origins in 1994 and was the result of a bottom up process and it’s 


worth noting the fuller version of the discussion:  


I: Look, I’ll tell you how we started it. We … we had Bob Tizard … we knew he was 


interested in having a group. And all we had was the … the Carradine … a locked view they 


call it. It’s this long street here comes right through there and locked view is this road here. 


They had a big fire in … in ’94 and they started a community fire group. 


As just 3-4 individuals they drew up leaflets, walked the streets, held meetings:  


So we do a letterbox drop and we … I write a rough draft and Sam used to do it up on the 


computer. We’ve got a interest in your area and a BRAG group, and then we’d explain what 


BRAG did and what it was. And we’d literally letterbox drop the whole area that we wanted 


to get in that. I’d do them. We’d print them out … that’s our photocopier, we’d print them 


out on that and I would deliver them all to the letterboxes that wouldn’t … and we’re going 


to have a meeting on such and such a date at … at the fire station 7:30, you always kick off 


at 7:30. We never get started at 7:30 but we always say we’re going to. And … and Bob 


would turn up and I think we had five people came to the first meeting. And I thought well, 


that’s not bad. And they were all keen. All keen, oh yeah, it’s a good idea. And we’ve run a 


video … we had a couple of old videos that Lyle had had. Run a video through ‘cause we’ve 


got an overhead projector. We didn’t have then, we had a TV and a … a DVD and a … all of 


that. 


K: So … sorry if I’m interrupting. Was this before FESA had the training for BRAG?  


I: Yeah. That was before I’d even been to a … a facilitator’s course. And that was the first 


… yeah, and then what happened was those people were interested so I said right, well we’ll 


call another meeting in a fortnight. Do another letterbox drop, oh we’ve had a … interest 


from your area in BRAG and there was a meeting at such and such a date and they want to 


form a BRAG group. Again, tell them what BRAG does, and the next meeting 10 or 15 


people turn up. And we did that with every single street. But that was … Bob was the second 


group in. And he took in a whole area … we call it Bedfordale Central, but it took up all of 


this area up to here, cut down near all of this area through here. Picked up all of that. A hell 


of a big area. But we had a group going and … well, I … Sam, this works. So straight away 


we started on another area. And we just slowly picked up the areas through Bedfordale. Over 


a period of … probably took us, oh, a good three years to get every area in Bedfordale into 


it. And we did the same. We got … find somebody in the street that was interested and know 


that at least you’re going to have one person at the meeting … And … and just went from 
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there. And it … and … and it really is, I don’t know what you want to call it. It’s not 


cheating, it … it’s conning the people into coming or … or what did PJ say yesterday, 


bullying the people into coming?’ more ‘encouraging.’ (Ap6) 


As Bedfordale’s BRAG membership grew the size of the groups had to be halved in order for 


them to be manageable for the street coordinators:  


I: If groups get too big they don’t work. The smaller that you can keep your group the better. 


At the same time, meetings would involve two of the groups coming together so that the 


facilitator could manage his time better. (Ap7) 


Fear of the consequences - real or not – is used as a means of influencing people over whether 


they should join BRAG or not:  


Ian, have you got any thoughts on people who don’t want to come along or don’t want to get 


involved in a BRAG group? About what might be keeping them away?  


I: I’ve been asked that by people, what … what if we don’t join your BRAG group? What … 


what happens to us? Well, when there’s a fire coming we’ll go to the next property and wait 


‘til it comes out of your place and stop it on theirs. And they look at you and  


K: No wonder you’ve got so many people involved.  


I: But you … 


K: Blackmail as a … 


I: …wouldn’t …  


K: … strategy.  


I: … do it. You wouldn’t do it obviously. They stop and think. They think oh, oh … and 


whether they believe me or not I don’t know.’… ‘But most people join BRAG groups and 


… and some of them don’t participate very much. They put their name down to be on the 


telephone tree and then they do bugger all … And you accept that. That you’re not going to 


get … you … like I say, I … I’ve got 100% of the area of BRAG, probably 90% of the 


people in Bedfordale have … have signed up to be on the BRAG. But you’d probably … in 


people are doing preparation you could drop back to 70% maybe that do the preparation. 


(Ap22-3) 


There is a top down approach as well where a number of suggestions as to what BRAG can do 


come from residents and the meetings have structure but are informal at the same time:  


Actually, a lot of our BRAG groups want to come on hazard reduction burns with us and see 


how we handle a hazard reduction burn. And I’ve got to finally ask the chief, as long as 


they’re not touching the … because he’s got the worry that they wouldn’t be insured. That if 


anything happened they’re not insured. But they can come and stand close and watch what 


you do as long as they’re … aware and as long as you’re aware that they’re there…  
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K: Can you think of other things that the BRAG members have … have said to you that they 


want to do over the years? 


I: Oh, I … not off hand. They … they basically do what they want to do and we just talk to 


them at meetings and answer any questions they have. Give them any advice that we can. 


But our meetings are very informal. We run through the BRAG book that we’ve … that 


FESA sent us. And we pick out a … a segment of it and we sort of give it to each different 


member. Like Sam, what … she used to have … hers was always going or staying and … 


and she would talk on that. Ray always talks about water pumps and … and how they work. 


And there’s Brett Butler that joined FESA on me the other week. [Chuckling]. Well, about a 


month ago. He’s training now. He used to talk on personal safety. And young Dale that 


ended up a ranger, he … he picked out … because I used to give them the book, pick out an 


item out of that you want to talk about. And they did up … they did them up themselves on 


computers that would come through on to the board. I couldn’t do it, you know, I just talk. 


And they just show different things. And Mike Famco, our president, he did up a … for Lyle 


who … Lyle was his actually brother-in-law … when he was running the community fire 


guard, on how wild fires spread and … and different things. He got all of that off … and he 


just prints it though the computer and it comes up on the big screen and he’ll talk that 


through. And we’ve got all of those things that we do at BRAG meet. And we vary every 


BRAG meeting and try not to get the … the same group and the same thing that you’ve got 


to think oh, gawd, shit what did I talk to them about last year, you know? And being me, I 


don’t take enough notes of course. (Ap32-33)  


Young people are also encouraged to join up and take responsibility (Ap33-35):  


I’ve always got people coming on. The thing is, like PJ said the other day, oh I push it. Well, 


maybe I do, but I know now that if I back out, if I stopped, if I dropped dead tomorrow 


BRAG would still keep running in Bedfordale. It … it’s going that well. ‘I’ve always got 


people coming on. It … it’s going that well. (Ap33-35) 


Young children are also encouraged to attend:  


But I’ve had parents bring kids as young as … well, 10 and 12, that are interested. One lady 


down there, she brought us and she … can my son come? Yeah. She said he’s … he’s only 


11. That’s alright, he can come. He might have to be a … might be all that you’ve got at 


home one day to help you. Oh … oh, yeah, I never thought of that, you know. And they see 


the videos and … and the DVDs or whatever we’ve got showing and … and they listen to 


the talk. But it … it’s basically the … the … oh, no, I wouldn’t even say the … the men of 


the house. There’s a … there’s more women come to my … our meetings than the men do. 


Yeah. (Ap35) 


One important reason for the success of this BRAG is the apparent sense of community 


alongside the active involvement of members of the fire brigade: ‘I: I think with the brigade 


being involved, and I’m talking about Bedfordale. Bedfordale’s a very or a fairly close knit 
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community. It’s a lot like the old country communities. It’s … it’s different from, I … I don’t 


know, like Roleystone’s a bigger sprawled out more one. And everybody knows the fire 


brigade. And … and we’re a central focus of … of Bedfordale. They’ve been here for years 


apparently and even before I came. And I … I just think that that little bit of authority at the top 


and … and we’re a fairly relaxed group really. And it … it just seems to work so well. I … and I 


don’t know the real reason, but just … it’s a figurehead, you know, the fire brigade oh yes, and 


… and Bushfire Ready Action Group, well that’s all goes together. I’ve … I’ve got nobody on 


my BRAG team at all that’s not … oh, bar the street coordinator, but a lot of them are ex … ex 


ones. He was a fire fighter. He wasn’t. He was in the country. (Ap39) 


During the 2nd facilitators’ interviews ‘Sam’ related how she became involved which is 


possibly atypical of the other facilitators as she was involved from such a young age:  


I started as a cadet when I was about 13, so about 2000 and then I was very new in the fire 


brigade so about 2002 I reckon something like that Tomo said do you want to help with 


BRAG? And I really had … I thought it was more of an order than an ask. I really had … I 


honestly had no idea what BRAG was or what it encompassed and didn’t really know much 


about what the sort of predecessor to the community fire guard, he sort of started the idea in 


Bedfordale. Didn’t really know what it was about because as a cadet you can’t go out to 


emergency fires you can only do the basic stuff and I thought I’d help out.  


And then from there it’s just grown, with Tomo I remember doing so many letterbox drops 


and speaking to people and running the meeting and I found it very … very personally 


satisfying because I got to see the reaction of people and … and especially that initial being 


able to get the message out and just seeing the misconceptions in the community and … and 


being able to stand up here and actually having people listen to you and really respect you 


for what you do I found that quite … quite satisfying so that’s why I did it because I got a 


personal buzz out of it. So yeah and I did get rewarded for it with awards and medals and all 


that sort of jazz, so yeah that’s why I started. (B6-7) 


The way BRAGs were developed generally was also discussed:  


K: I’m interested in the comment that initially there was sort of more street meetings and 


that’s not happening as much, what ..?  


S: Well I’m sure Tomo’s told you like initially how we started a group, we’d go out and do 


like … he would usually identify like one person in the street who would sort of be street 


coordinator, and then we’d do one meeting of the group and that would be so-so in turn out 


and the message would sort of spread. And we’d do letterbox drops and almost stop at every 


person’s door and … and sort of say you know … in our fire brigade uniform saying you 


know come … come along. And then the meetings got really big and we would do … have 


probably a couple of DVDs and I would do a presentation. And that … that lasted for maybe 


two seasons like, because we used to have meetings before and after the season of groups, 


plus the street, and the street coordinators meeting came about a couple of seasons after we 
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sort of started. So that street coordinators meeting wasn’t initially … that was just an idea 


yeah.  


R: We didn’t really have them did we? There really wasn’t many street coordinators 


initially, sort of knock-knock on every single door, you had to go through and … and let 


everybody know you know, are you aware of the risks you know that you … you face etc 


etc. So it was basically talk to every householder.  


K: Yeah so that one to one contact?  


R: Yeah you have to be one on one and go door to door, organise a meeting for everyone 


who’s interested to come, it is in their interest and there’s a checklist. You can actually go 


around the house and there’s a checklist. And as you tick it off and you say you know would 


you like me to look around your house and tell me what sort of you know things that you 


have to fix, and they get a list and it’s a mile long, they know that they’re in big trouble and 


they’ll go along to have a listen, because a lot of it they just fix themselves. Well nearly all 


of it.  


S: Yeah well we’re not asking them to like yeah spend a lot of money or anything which is 


another good thing I used to say to people.  


R: Yeah and then when you get them here and they’re all … all together, and it’s a matter of 


you know then you bring up, and it was only after like you said Sam, the second or whatever 


meeting that you’re saying well you know … they were discussing about getting messages 


and all this and then you need a street coordinator because there’s just too … it’s too big and 


the street coordinator forms this little booklet, which I’ve showed you, you know what the 


street coordinators do. So we’ve got everyone listed in the street, their phone numbers etc etc 


and they take responsibility for X for that street. The problem is that become too large. You 


know Albany Highway consists of … 


K: Yeah you’d split it up. (Bp8-9) 


Modern, time saving methods are now being used to advise people of coming meetings:  


R: Well it’s getting the message back is the problem and that’s what we have here. It needs 


to be a one in … I’m … I’m saying one street coordinator as in who looks after a certain 


section who is willing, because we’re talking about acreage, we’re still talking about acreage 


here, that covers seven. Seven is a very manageable, quick contact, even if you couldn’t get 


anybody because they wanted to do this phone tree. You know if you failed to get one it 


wouldn’t take long to get to the seven. And now what we’re looking at and what I’m going 


to present to them tonight is we will multi SMS from that computer there, there will be a 


brief message typed out and we’ll send that. So those that have got mobile phones will get 


SMS. There will be a pop up … a pop up for those that … maybe the elderly that don’t have 


mobiles.  
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There is a couple there that we know of still that are in those homes that really can’t even do 


their own gardens, so really high risk in case of fire, those pop ups will pop up to those 


streets. We can manually ring them to let them know but instead of manually ring them, I 


thought well the police trialled that phone system where there’s a basic message and it 


would go out to … just like we activate our streets and we might say it’s Carradene Road for 


instance, you activate Carradene Road, there will be a message fire in your area on the 


phone, contact coordinator. Right so anyone that’s unable to get their SMS will not tie us up, 


they will be able to contact their coordinator, which is only seven lines. So you’re not tying 


your coordinator up. (Bp10)  


Much effort has gone into making sure this SMS system works, as the following exchange 


indicates. Also addressed is the need for BRAG to closely work with the brigade as that is 


where many of the resources – physical including IT and human:  


M: You can get it, their records, their SMS everything from a computer program? 


R: Yeah we’ve already trialled it, it works. 


S: Not elderly but older and that’s one of the things is, is integrating technologies that would 


be … that would be suitable to a wide member … like range of people so, I mean even to 


start with I mean I had to sort of practice with Cam a lot you know ringing the first number 


on the phone tree and where to get the … the files for the BRAG groups and that sort of jazz. 


So it’s … it’s very much that not only does the brigade have to go out to the community but 


the members of the brigade involved in BRAG have to get back to their brigade, like we 


would present a report at our monthly meetings, just to let them know that … and also to let 


them know like yeah what they’re doing and if … if we need help at a community event or 


something like that and … and to keep the communication channels open. Because so many 


things, I get told here and there you know you really have to be quite clear in what’s going 


on and that, yeah. (Bp11) 


As with any community organisation anger and conflict can be present and these facilitators 


dealt with it through the following strategies:  


S: Not get angry yourself, so don’t fuel the anger, and you really have to … I think you have 


to be quite firm, because I’m … I’m not very, or my voice is not very authoritarian and that 


was … that’s been a great learning curve for me I’ve had to diffuse situations because you 


don’t want to make this … this experience especially in the fire shed a negative one or 


people going away thinking well that was very badly done all that sort of thing. So I would 


usually try and get the differing opinions and then move onto something else, I mean that’s 


just the way I’d do it. So this person had this experience and that’s what happened or they 


have this opinion on that should be done, I would give my opinion and then we’d … in 


theory that’s how it’s supposed to work but yeah just to try and diffuse the situation and 


move on, but some people would always come back to the same thing or be the loud mouths 
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of the group or you know, you would always get that so it’s just … it’s learning how to do 


that as a facilitator and I don’t know if that can be taught in modules or training.  


K: And I was imagining that you’d need a certain amount of support, particularly if it’s a 


new role that you’re taking on, that can be pretty hard to deal with sometimes if you’ve got 


angry people in front of you or …  


S: Well having Tomo there he’d just be like shut up so it was very good.  


R: Get it off the floor, the support from the floor. Because you know those that are … you’ll 


always get some that are negative and you’ll get some that hate the neighbours.  


K: Yeah or want their neighbours to trim their trees.  


R: Yeah you know and we had one that argues over the dogs that were at a BRAG meeting 


and they’re worried about the dogs. You just have to say well harden up you know, just 


harden up.  


S: Or give them other avenues to say well there’s council’s number, call them you know and 


really try and bring it back to the point this is a BRAG meeting.  


R: Yeah that’s it at the end of the day we’re not here to argue about dogs, we’re here to 


worry about your properties and how you’re going to defend them, and if he’s on your street 


tree, are you going to ring him? If there’s a fire I expect him to ring you, would you ring 


him? Well yes. Well what’s the dogs got to do with it at the end of the day? The dog’s got 


nothing to do with it. But they’ll argue over the dogs, the dog barks half the night. Well 


harden up, we’ve just said in front of the meeting you know just harden up and everyone has 


a bit of a laugh and he shuts up.  


S: And sometimes you can bring a bit of humour into it or you know to try and diffuse it, 


and let them have their say for a certain amount of time but then … so you’ve heard them, 


you hear what they have to say and then you judge it on how relevant it is and then …  


K: Yeah because if you shut people down too soon then they never come back  


S: Yeah exactly because you don’t want them to be like they’re ostracised now they’re not 


part of the group so you don’t want that either  


R: Yeah they just lost track of what they were there for. S: They just had something to vent 


and sometimes if all the neighbours are there, perfect time to vent about the trees or the dogs 


or chickens or something like that. (Bp25-26) 


The street coordinator spoke of the problem of motivation:  


those people now on the periphery of BRAG who were once more involved, turning up 


regularly to meetings when it was being set up, who now just want ‘to make that one phone 


call’ they don’t attend as often now because they think they’re in the system and the system 


seems to be giving them that assurance that things are okay and what the brigade’s been 
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doing. There’s a bit of peace of mind there for us all. As well, people turn off in winter. 


(Cp4).  


He himself became involved as a coordinator following a fire and after attending a community 


fireguard meeting:  


I was aware of it because I tended to go to a few of the fire brigade functions, like each year 


they have a barbeque and that sort of stuff and a few times there’d been talk about the old 


Community Fire Guard then and Lyle Cottrell was the guy’s name. He spoke to me a couple 


of times and I guess one night there he then put the heavies on me and said listen we’re 


going to start some more groups, are you interested? And I guess because of all that I had 


some background and I understood the process reasonably well and I guess broadly anyway. 


And so, I said yeah, I was quite happy. I had the time and I wasn’t on the council then, had a 


bit more time… so I sort of picked it up from there, so I was a bit fortunate that I did have 


that sort of level of introduction, I understood what had happened and how it had come 


together and what it was about. (Cp5) 


The role as he saw it was:  


I suppose I said what does a street coordinators do? And the answer was, well try to bring 


people together. And I guess the initial role was one of recruitment, so it was a matter of ... 


there was an area specified and I sort of went and ... there were some of those A5 flyers, the 


ones issued by FESA, not the more recent ones with Ray on it, there was an older one. It said 


much the same thing but probably wasn’t as good, it’s been refined. So it was a matter of 


dropping those in letter boxes and talking to people on an opportunity basis. I mean some I 


didn’t know and sort of had to knock on doors and get phone numbers and whatever but I 


mean not all joined up of course as happens. And so, on that basis, we sort of did recruitment 


and then it was a matter of organising meetings from there to sort of bring them up to speed 


and I mean I'm not the trained fire fighter.  


K: Facilitator.  


B: You know I'm really just there to help make the process work, liaison point between I 


guess the residents and the volunteer brigade, facilitator as you say. And so it was a matter 


of sort of going through that process and then once we sort of got them to meetings it was a 


matter of getting their personal details and we made up lists, names, addresses, mobile phone 


numbers, you know a whole range of things, emails and whatever, points of contact. And 


then we run up a map, with the help of our people downstairs here and it was a matter then 


of putting names on these maps. (Cp6) 


The telephone tree was tested in recent fires with the following results:  


And I think the telephone tree gave people some peace of mind because they understood that 


they were going to find out what was happening. In the early days, there was a couple of 


fires, not necessarily nearby but the smoke had hit Bedfordale and people are thinking, 
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there’s a fire, where is it? And they started to ring the street coordinators. And then that was 


... one of the members learning exercises I guess because after that if there was a fire which 


resulted in smoke in Bedfordale but wasn’t threatening Bedfordale, the street coordinators 


would be informed. And then we would get the telephone tree active and say, yeah there’s 


smoke here, the fire’s four kilometres away, it’s you know been contained, no real problems. 


And I think people got a bit of peace of mind out of that. There was one fire that got a bit 


close about three kilometres up the road and was likely to sort of be a problem because it 


was pushed with easterly winds. And again, we were able to give people sort of an early 


warning to sort of say, it’s not a problem yet but be prepared for the fact that it may be. Later 


on when it seemed to be contained, we were told about that then. So they said the pressure’s 


off, and that’s only happened a few times but it’s probably often enough to give people 


peace of mind that the system did work. 


He went on to describe problems with maintenance of the group which do occur and which need 


to be attended to:  


There have been breaks in the chain and I guess that’s the sort of thing that we have to work 


on. And I think that’s the difficult bit now, is the maintenance, I think while it was all in 


front of us and really working to a goal of setting something up, I think people were sort of 


easier to get motivated. Where now they’ve got to a stage where they’ve sort of learnt about 


keeping their places low on fuel and to have relative spacings between a bit of bush and 


homes and all this sort of stuff. We call it the circle of safety and this sort of thing.  


And I think people, I don’t think they’re getting blasé but I think it’s hard to keep that level 


of involvement up. Now what did happen, and I think it’s been mentioned at one of the 


meetings that there was a fire, a big fire in Roleystone and that particular night, whatever it 


was had been arranged where Ray would talk about fire pumps.  


K: Oh, and that’s when a couple of hundred people turned up.  


B: The little room where we were the other night, this particular meeting was about fire 


pumps but people came because there was a meeting at the fire brigade and there was this 


threat not that far away sort of thing and it was amazing and then after the fire’s gone then I 


guess all those people we haven’t seen since. As well, people move out of the area. (Cp6-7) 


He stressed the importance of bringing in new residents and of maintaining the telephone tree:  


I think it’s often hard to get the message through that it is an ongoing process that’s to their 


advantage to get involved with. So yeah, but not that it’s a major hassle as such, it’s just that 


it’s something that we have to work at and as well as maintaining interest in those who seem 


to have it fairly well under control. And the one that I do think that we do need to work at 


regularly is the telephone tree. Because if people don’t practice and you’ve only got to have 


one leak link in that chain and of course it all stops. And there could be half a dozen people 


below that that aren’t getting that early advice and I think people are making decisions on 


the basis of whether to stay or go based on the fact that they’re going to get early advice. 
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And then they can say my house is vulnerable, I'm going to get out of here, take the kids and 


animals and whatever. So that’s where it’s really important, I mean it’s important anywhere 


when people are relying on it for whatever reason, but I think with this stay and go approach 


it’s very important. (Cp8)  


A further problem for maintaining the tree is an important one if it to operate effectively:  


Part of the problem that we encountered early too with the telephone tree was ... and it might 


be one member of the family that comes to the meetings and then gives us all the 


information and participates fully. But then you ring them and the husband’s home or the 


wife’s home and they haven’t become part of it or some older teenage kids are home and 


wouldn’t even know what BRAG was about. Where are your mum and dad? Don’t know, so 


you know there were a few things like that where we had to encourage them to incorporate 


all members of the household, so that you know the core process was not interrupted by sort 


of one household participating. (Cp9-10)  


It is also essential he believed for the telephone tree to be tested on a regular basis – his own 


group ‘haven’t done it recently so we need to go down that path. (Cp11) 


From the FESA perspective, much of what applies here has been covered in the earlier topics, 


however the following is relevant to how FESA sees the development of BRAG and the fact 


that there is no longer an officer dedicated to supporting them, nor do FESA have the resources 


to supply ongoing support:  


P: And say that there’s been a meeting arranged. They actually arrange the initial meeting, 


community engagement. They usually liaise with somebody. They used to have a person 


who was dedicated to BRAG, they don’t any more I don’t believe, and that person would 


usually do all the organising. So they’d organise letterbox drops and all that sort of stuff. 


And really all we would do from the regions, we would come up on the day and they would 


say ... they would show a … a video or whatever and ask us to talk about fire and ask us to 


answer questions and that sort of stuff. And then once that was done we were sort of gone. 


So while it’s arguable that it’s something that we should be more involved in, frankly we 


don’t have the time or the resources to do it. So we tend to let it come to us I guess, rather 


than sort of go out. The other issue too over here which, I don’t know if the people have 


made you aware of, is that it’s a bit different from over east. Some areas over east. We … we 


actually have no jurisdiction over local governments at all. We … we liaise with them. We 


can talk to them. Obviously try and engender things and all that sort of stuff. But local 


governments are independent of FESA, so FESA has no … and the local, the regional office, 


we have no jurisdiction over them at all.  


So basically if they decide that they want to go and do something a particular way, well, if 


it’s not the way we think it should be done we’ll go and talk to them about it, but if they 


decide they’re going to do that anyway that’s what they go and do. So … the reason I 


mention that is that it, you know … they … they will quite often … like I’ve had no … no 
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connection at all for example with the Oakford group. Because it depends on the local 


government. Serpentine Jarrahdale’s very independent so they go out and they do their thing. 


And … 


K: Okay. And does that … sorry, doing their thing, does that involve supporting BRAG 


groups or … 


P: Yes, it can do. If their chief bushfire control officer’s of that mind, yeah, sure. If not, 


which you’ll find in a lot of them, it never happens. And that’s why a lot of the local 


governments don’t have any involvement, really, with BRAG. Or there might be little 


fledgling things here and there, they come and go and they die, but it’s not a, unless it’s 


supported by the local government, it’s not usually a big thing. (Dp4-5) 


Originally FESA adopted a ‘top down’ approach firstly through a dedicated person with the idea 


of establishing BRAGs across the metropolitan region:  


K: Well, very interesting. It’s … when community engagement had a dedicated person 


looking after BRAG, do you think it was different then or, again, the emphasis was on 


starting up groups?  


P: The emphasis was starting up groups, to my knowledge, but I think there was also the 


capacity there to provide more support because it was her job. Yeah. It … it …That … that’s 


just from my knowledge. And FESA’s tried to do it a couple of ways. Without sounding 


horrible, but at one stage, for example, they … FESA’s approach to handling a situation was 


that they would … they came up with this grand plan about how they were going to establish 


… get all the BRAGs established in particular areas and sort of pretty well right throughout 


the surrounding outer metro, which was a good idea. But their method of doing that was 


basically we’ve got this grand plan, this is how we’re going to do it, shoot it down to the 


regions, implement it. And we all went get lost. So it never happened.  


K: It’s a dilemma, a top down process to start a bottom up group.  


P: That’s right. So … and … and that was one of their … that was I think when they were 


having … ‘cause they’ve got the same issues I guess as everybody else, you know. They … 


they don’t have enough people to do what they have to do, so they were trying to rationalise 


things.’(Dp22-23) 


Importance of local champions – facilitators and street coordinators. 
Emphasis at street coordinator level or individual involvement. How have 
these people been chosen? 
The success of this BRAG no doubt has a lot to do with past and present facilitators with Ian, 


the current one, claiming to know everyone at least by face in the area. He would know the area 


well as for many years it was he and a few others who letter boxed all of the residences while 


the street coordinators have their own specific tasks: 
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They, basically, they organise the telephone tree and … and they get that, you know, once 


there’s a group going it’s their job to get the telephone tree and … and get it back to me in 


… in that sort of form. So that we have a telephone … there’s a file here that says BRAG 


which our station officer uses and it’s got the … all the street coordinators, so wherever the 


fire we can ring the street coordinator, and a copy of every group so that we can … we can 


ring them from here. And it’s pretty well up to date and that. K: Yeah. So would the street 


coordinators be helping you to recruit new people? Like if someone new moved in to the … 


in to the street, would the street coordinator know … 


I: Oh, I’d say the street coordinators … if you’ve got somebody new moves in to your street, 


you go and talk to them. It’s not my job. It’s not really my job. (Ap12) 


What all of this has meant is that, apparently, and this is Ian’s greatest achievement to his mind, 


the whole of Bedfordale is covered by BRAG which makes the life of the brigade so much 


easier. He also puts this accomplishment down to the ‘community spirit’ present in Bedfordale. 


(Ap44-45) 


The role of the street coordinators is important to the 2nd interviewees so keeping the groups of 


a manageable size is very obvious:  


K: I’m just thinking in terms of sustaining BRAG, how you find it with recruiting or 


maintaining street coordinators and also I’m really conscious of the workload on the 


facilitators and whether that’s a challenge too?  


R: I think if you keep the groups down in size, in numbers, you’re not giving them too much 


to do. They sort of seem to be happy with, like some groups here … well one that comes 


tonight, hers hadn’t been divided up and I think she’s got 37 residents or something you 


know and that’s a massive amount on … and not only that she says my tree doesn’t work, I 


wonder why?  


S: It is really hard to work with such a big number yeah.  


R: And that’s why we’re making the change and trying to help them out with that activating 


the tree.  


K: When you do want to split a group is it hard to get someone to volunteer to be the street 


coordinator or generally ..? 


S: I mean usually people don’t put up their hand and be like I want to be street coordinator, 


you know like they’re not very …  


K: But if you tap them on the shoulder they’ll respond?  


S: Yeah sort of thing and you just have to be really vigilant in picking …  


R: Electric prodder.  
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S: You just have to be really vigilant picking someone out and explaining sort of even … 


yeah just explaining like they don’t have to do the world, they just have to do a few simple 


tasks, and that’s you know if that can be defined out of this research about perhaps what a 


street coordinator would generally cover, then they realise taking on this they don’t have to 


protect everyone’s house or be responsible in an emergency sort of thing so … and the 


people would come up … yeah so I think I’ve had one person ask to be a street coordinator 


out of all the groups. (B18-19) 


The role of these coordinators is not too onerous but it is time consuming and does involve 


much communication both with the residents and with the brigade:  


K: And what do you think street coordinators should cover? Obviously the telephone tree is 


a pretty crucial role?  


S: Yeah or any … some sort of communication, it doesn’t have to be a telephone tree, but 


definitely like they are our next line, like our next step down to get the message out in a 


situation so they definitely would need to … they just need to be able to communicate 


between both the fire brigade facilitators and … and the members of the community. If 


they’re sort of a very private person and just stay in their house you know they’re not really 


going to meet their neighbours and arouse interest in that respect. 


R: Well this way they are meeting their neighbours because you’re talking about a small 


group you know. The big group, you would never know who was at the other end really 


socially, but the small group you know you can go to your neighbour’s and have a cup of tea 


or whatever and have a real free flowing talk between those groups. And that’s why I said 


you have to keep the numbers down, and then you know the next lot up would do the same. 


So it’s close environment that would always have contact whereas the long streets it’s just 


lost. (Bp19-20) 


The facilitators don’t have to be in the brigade but it helps. (Bp26) 


For the coordinator, his two roles- as councillor and street coordinator coincided with each 


other. He was out there to listen, see concerns and then act upon them - hence the idea of 


placing BRAG related material in with the rate notices mentioned earlier. (Cp2) The 


coordinators are also amongst the most motivated of local residents. (Cp4) He noted the 


importance of having committed and motivated facilitators addressing the public meetings as 


well: ‘You know those sorts of things, but mostly ... less about fire fighting, more about 


avoiding the issue by preparing our homes. And that was the main focus. But what it did allow I 


think was people to sort of ask the whole range of questions, because it was really fairly 


informal although it was structured in terms of Ian knew what sort of message he wanted to get 


through. With his personality I guess it was really sort of fairly low key and people didn’t feel 


that were in the classroom and it became quite conversational at times and people sort of felt 


they could ask question and find out without sort of sounding silly or feeling silly, sort of thing. 
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And I think that was fairly positive. And I guess that’s probably the easy bit because that’s the 


sort of focus there. (Cp6) 


Selection of facilitators from the FESA perspective was not known but the suggestion was that:  


P: I don’t. The reason I don’t is I … I don’t have a lot of knowledge … I mean, except for 


some of the things that came out at our original meeting, like I think it’s fairly obvious that 


the most successful groups are ones that are affiliated with bushfire brigade somewhere. So 


if the BRAG groups are run out of either the bushfire brigade or a fire service or something, 


or if it’s … well, it would have to be for a bushfire reaction group. Yeah. Sort of … I was 


just sort of thinking a bit wider in emergency services stuff, but … but looking under here at 


bushfire would … would be, yeah, they’re the most successful. (Dp8)  


He continued in answer to the following question:  


K: Yeah. Peter, I’m thinking back to the discussion that was had at the reference group 


meeting where people were sort of tossing around whether it’s best to have someone who’s 


got lots of fire fighting experience setting up the groups you know in that community 


education or community safety officer role or whether to … you know, there’s other people 


saying there was a preference for people who’ve got the community engagement skills and 


that sort of background.  


P: I think … I don’t think … I think it’s like a lot of things, I think it’s advantageous if you 


have bushfire experience and knowledge because you can pass your experiences I suppose 


on to people easier. I don’t think it’s essential though. I think what’s more essential is that 


you have a person who’s keen, dedicated and has good communication and people skills and 


can … and good relationships with the community. Because you can always get the other 


stuff in…You can always get the fire knowledge in. You can always get you know whatever 


knowledge you want, you can ask them to come along and talk. You don’t actually have to 


have that yourself, but it’s … it’s a bit like some of our you know fire officers, they’ve got 


great fire skills but they don’t handle people too well.’(Dp16-17) 


Such people acting as ‘drivers’ as was mentioned earlier are very important if people are to be 


kept motivated. (Dp10)  


One problem for FESA is as mentioned earlier, feedback from a BRAG is more likely to be to 


local government rather than to FESA 


Are there intended /unintended outcomes? (positive/negative) 
Again nothing specific came up that I could see that had not already been covered elsewhere. 


Other contextual factors – compliance measures 
This BRAG doesn’t have a lot to do with the local council, although:  
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The council, not a lot, but there’s … see … our chief, chief of Bedfordale and Roleystone, is 


also head of ranger services and he’s paid by the council. Because I … when Mike Famco 


was chief he was a volunteer chief of the whole of Armadale Shire. And at that stage we had 


Forestdale had a brigade, West Armadale had a brigade, Kelmscott had a brigade, 


Bedfordale and Roleystone. And that … was a voluntary job. And … and we just … we 


were the ones that actually spat the dummy. Mike wanted out. He’d … he’d … it was just 


killing him trying to work and plus do that. And that’s when we said the council have got to 


have a paid fire chief. And … and it’s gone right through the state now I think. They’re just 


about all paid fire chiefs now. There’s very few fire chiefs that are voluntary any more.  


K: Okay. So the council employs the fire chief.  


I: They … he’s paid by the fire chief and he’s appointed by the council. 


Other councils have fire managers appointed by FESA whereas in Bedfordale the position is 


funded by the council which was felt to be a good thing as:  


He doesn’t have to take some of the bulldust that comes from FESA hierarchy. You … 


you’ve got that all the time.… It … that’s right. It came down do we want a fire chief 


appointed by the council or a fire chief appointed by FESA? And the whole of Bedfordale 


and Roleystone said no, we want … by that time we were back only to two brigades left in 


… old Armadale West might’ve still been operating. No, we want one by the council. We 


don’t want to become that close into FESA. Because FESA, look, I get on with FESA blokes 


really great. But … But there’s somewhere in FESA that’s got too much fire and rescue in it. 


And there’s a definite clash between the bushfire boards, or the old bushfires board, and then 


the fire and rescue. And now it’s all FESA, so we’re all supposed to be the same. We all 


wear blue shirts. We wear different badges on our arms. And it’s just that little clash. And … 


and it’s still … it’s still on. You see, fire and rescue want to break out on their own 


apparently again and go separate from FESA. (A27-29) 


In the 2nd interviews, the need for an early warning system was suggested as a way of assisting 


residents in their decision to stay or go, but FESA was not so sure:  


R:  That’s the big thing and … and early warnings etc etc. There isn’t any early warning 


code as such for a fire in a certain valley for fires. There is if we have a cyclone. Now why 


can’t the same system be used?  


S: Or at least modified yeah.  


K:  The one over the radio, the … the emergency warning signal? Yeah like up north 


we’ve got the red … blue, yellow, red is that right?… I mean but it’s obviously easier … or 


easier to predict a cyclone than a fire, because that’s one of the barriers because I was talking 


to x at FESA about it and she seemed to think that it was going to be too hard to do because 


a fire changes so quickly. But I was thinking of something not so categorical as the cyclone 


system, but just a way of saying you’re in this radius of the fire, or you know whether it’s a 
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small or a large fire. If you’re in a 5k radius or something like that, that would definitely 


help people because one of the things that doesn’t happen is well … one of the things BRAG 


tries to improve on is the ability to get information out and that’s one of the things that we 


struggle with, because you get so much going on at the station you … yeah. Once the 


direction of the fire was known then the telephone tree could be activated. (Bp5-6) 


The FESA officer noted how powerless FESA often were: ‘K: So FESA don’t … can’t have 


much control over that situation. (issuing infringement notices) 


P: We have none at all. No. No control at all. Because the … over here there are three … 


three agencies that … that look after bushfire or are responsible for bushfire. One of them’s 


the Department of Environment and Conservation. They look after stuff on … in state 


forests and all their land as well. The other one is local government and they look after 


everything which is outside the gazetted fire district. And FESA, if you like, looks after stuff 


inside the gazetted fire district, but we’re also responsible for liaison with the local 


governments as well and DEC. So … but nobody’s … it’s not like in New South Wales, for 


example, where the Rural Fire Service is the top agency and National Parks and Wildlife 


and, you know, all the others answer to them if they declare a section 44. It goes nothing like 


that here in WA. If we get a fire, we have to work out, you know, whose area’s started, 


whose area’s going into, you know, is the … is where it started going to have a person in 


charge there or is where it’s going into going to have a person in charge or … all that sort of 


stuff. It’s a bit interesting. But because of the …’ (Dp6)  


Importantly though, BRAGS can bring pressure to bear on local government. (Dp9) 


Fire history  
Again nothing specific came up that I could see that had not already been covered elsewhere. 


Demographics including socio economic, even membership of other 
volunter groups if information is available 
More women than men attend the meetings and about one half of the street coordinators are 


women. (Ap35-36) 


There would appear to be an overlap of membership of voluntary groups, for example members 


of the fire brigade collected for the Red Shield Appeal and at the same time talked about BRAG 


whilst collecting. (Bp12) 


While not really demographic it’s a lot harder now getting volunteers from the new estates to 


join the brigade as more people are working elsewhere and are not available. (Bp18) 
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Darlington 


Themes and areas of analysis: what works? What are the intended/actual 
outcomes of the program? (short/medium/long term)  
Aims:  
The initial aim was to review Darlington residents’ awareness of fire risk in their suburb and for 


the facilitators, to also take the concept of Community Fireguard to its streets as this was being 


implemented at the same time: ‘there was a … a structure in … in place coming out of the 


community’ (Ap3-4). This BRAG arose out of fear of fire and ‘It was really initiated through 


the … the local Residents and Ratepayers Association. They felt that there was a need for such 


an organisation or an awareness more than organisation.’ The aim is to get the information out 


into the field to protect their own…Don’t have to worry operationally with fire suppression 


where BRAGS are present – time is saved as the houses are set up properly. (Cp50) 


According to the officers, the role is to train people and make it clear what they’ve got to do 


(e.g. they can use trailers in the mopping up and management of rubbish and waste) and 


recognise the dangers of (if they’re not fire fighters) what they shouldn’t do. (C p20) 


Are they successful or not? What are the barriers/facilitators? 


With firefighters, 


it’s very hard to get people to actually want to deliver training and want to actually get 


involved with the community. They might do a little bit here and there and they say well, 


you know, that’s it …’ whereas BRAG people are ‘quite different in terms of the ongoing 


…commitment’ (Ap8).  


Success can be seen in that the most positive outcome is that in the event of a fire, BRAG 


members are comfortable ‘that they’re doing everything right, they are prepared... and their 


house will be secure’ and more money needed to enable facilitators to carry out their tasks – 


‘budget just peanuts’ (Ap44-45) 


BRAGS are ‘more successful when requests come from the group as the following indicates:  


because it came in as a group, you’re inclined to favour them because they’re … they’re 


pulling their weight so, yes, I’ll…I did move them up a slot. And the council will do the 


same. If it comes in as a group, if it’s a compliance issue, it’ll…it’ll be dealt with a lot 


swifter than a one independent person. But that’s …that’s the only real pull they’ve got, you 


know, because they’re a group and generally know what they’re talking about. And they 


have some built up expertise. (Cp5) 


BRAGs are also valuable resources as their places are kept better which means less stress for 


fire fighters (Cp5) 


Street stalls are often the useful way to attract street coordinators with best being an actual fire:  
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some people have come up and we’ve said this is what … we’d like you to be a street 


contact, and we’ve had a couple this year do that. So … and they’re the mechanisms by 


which we try to attract, but again the best one, of course, is to have a major fire in the area 


and then everybody wants … well, not everybody …but most … most people become 


…when people discover that they do have issues. I think that prompts them to find out what 


they can do to deal with those issues. And then they discover that there is something 


available and … and motivates them to actually do something, you know, constructive 


…See, that’s … that’s how you get fire fighters too, because people realise how vulnerable 


they are. (Ap6) 


The complexities and commitments of volunteerism act as disincentives to participation, 


according to the Community Fire Manager: 


to some of the members of BRAGs in that, you know, they …they have the meetings and 


they discuss all these great ideas about what they could be doing to enhance their 


preparedness, but at the end of the day there’s I guess financial requirements that, you know, 


commitments they’d have to make and also co ordinating within a street to … to, you know, 


to … to facilitate that. And … and that’s where, you know, in some cases it seems to fall 


down a bit. Where, you know, those great ideas can’t be developed because there’s a … a … 


I suppose perhaps a lack of incentives to do so from a … from their own personal point of 


view. (Cp21) 


Barriers: Darlington:  


Across the State, it’s not known how many actual functioning BRAGS exist, (no records) 


nor how successful they are. (Cp18) These interviewees also noted that ‘there’s not too 


many BRAGs… the demand for them is not there… People can’t commit themselves or they 


won’t … (Cp6) 


Time limits are a problem in carrying out tasks – need to share the work around (Ap8).  


There’s frustration on the part of facilitators that more streets are not involved as it’s not 


expanding enough and more money needed to enable facilitators to carry out their tasks – 


‘budget just peanuts’ (Ap10-12).  


There’s the feeling expressed by the facilitators that there’s a lack of support from FESA: … 


they were saying on one hand, you know, we need to have a … but there didn’t seem to be any 


… any drive from within FESA to actually deliver … what they wanted to deliver (Ap9).  


How are they achieved? What activities take place? What processes take 
place? (individual/ household/community) what happens and why? 
They tend to meet on a street by street system but on an irregular basis:  


I would say very irregular. I would say probably less than 5% of the streets would … this 


would just be my guess. I mean, at a street meeting if you ask them …it might be different, 
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but I would say there’s very few streets would meet on a yearly basis…Although, having 


said that, there are a couple of very keen streets … Edith Street where Mike Mackay is I 


know meet annually, just to go through the telephone tree just to make sure that the numbers 


are all current and all the information that is on those lists for, you know, where the fire 


pumps are and all of that … if they’ve got pets, dogs, old age people or whatever … that 


they put on theirs. I know that they meet annually so I would think there’s only probably one 


or two. (Ap19-20)  


Street contacts personally invite new residents to BRAG meetings while residents are 


letterboxed with information, invitations and ‘there’s an insert goes in to the review in October 


every year which has information on certain things, and has all the street contacts phone 


numbers.’ (Ap21) 


The size of groups varies as does their commitment:  


they can be just about from a half a dozen people through to about 15, 20 people or houses 


and that …sort of thing. They’re very … very large variation. Very … very large variation in 


the needs of the group. Very large variation in the commitment of the group. You know, you 


get some people who are just interested in knowing, and you get others that actually take it 


very seriously depending on who the contact is. Some … some contacts drive very hard and 


they ensure that, you know, any … you know, that any issues are brought up and … and 


make sure that every … newer members come in to the flock and all that sort of thing. So … 


and, you know, it just depends on the contact, you know, the coordinator. If they’re 


enthusiastic then the whole group is driven by it and, I mean, that’s good… (needs vary 


because) some of them are bordering on national park. So they might perceive that their risk 


is really severe… I think some of them just have greater awareness or greater need. Some of 


them live in cut off roads, you know, cul-de-sac, which is very common in Darlington, you 


know, so 9it’s) very common, because of the structure of the land. (Ap22)  


For the Fire brigade respondents it is essential to have the fire brigade involved in BRAGS:  


Plus it is essential that you have your fire brigade involved in the area, I think that is a key to 


it, again as Ken said, I was the same when I joined back in 1979, all I wanted to do was get 


in those trucks and drive with the siren going, get out and put a fire out. You know this 


preparedness and awareness ... no, no, no, no, somebody else can do that, not that it was 


around then, but I think in hindsight now we realise how important it is to have that is a very 


integral part of a fire brigade.’  


Even the Shire recognises this as they’ve appointed a community fire manager. For these 


respondents, education with large scale awareness is the key: ‘we’re looking at, you know 


offering knowledge to people that need it, you know. I think that’s what we’re basically doing. 


It’s the education ... community education side of it and obviously if people do their bit, then 


when we go out there as fire fighters, we’re not going to be faced with the trauma of which 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


house do we save and which house do we let go, you know that type of thing. So that’s the kind 


of difference that it could make.’ (Bp4)  


Knowledge is a positive when dealing with fires. Problems occurred when political issues 


between the shire and FESA arose over ownership of the processes. Financial incentive – ‘the 


only thing that got things moving was taken away. (Bp4-6) 


It’s a role of the district manager of the local bushfire brigades to look after the BRAGS:  


I’m the one that gets involved with BRAG in basically getting information from the 


department out in to the field and promoting it … the concept, basically. And I’m only new 


in … to this area, but I’ve … my previous role was in Perth south coastal and I was involved 


in the setting up of BRAGs down there. And we ran training courses and what have you 


down there to get those up and running. So yeah, pretty much that’s my role is it’s sort of in 


the background support role to the BRAG groups themselves, yeah…  


And they get involved as well, but we’re the … we’re the regional link… we canvass the 


area to find out who wanted to be involved in the BRAG group, and that involved going to 


the … the local brigade meetings and also to the fire advisory meetings, to get that 


information out in to the group. And then from that we’ve received information back from 


the brigades as to where they wanted to form BRAG groups.  


And most of the BRAG groups were … are being run by brigades. They’re not run by a 


street. Even though the BRAG concept is basically to get an individual street organised, the 


ones that I’ve had anything to do with that have kept going are the ones that are run by the 


brigades themselves. So … so because … because of that fact, I tend to be fairly involved 


with them on a more regular basis when they’re there. So basically we’ve … we got the 


concept going, then we set up training for the guys to come down and learn what they’ve got 


to do to run their BRAGs and… all that sort of stuff.  


And … and we have the people from Perth come out and do the delivery to it. And then 


when they have an activity going around, like they’ve been doing the … the stay or go plan 


… that’s … we’ve been involved in … in the logistics behind that. And that’s about where 


I’ve drawn the line, yeah. I … we don’t have much time to do much else at that point.  


J: So the resources from central office, they … they provide them to you and you… 


disseminate them.  


A: That’s right, yeah. (Cp1-2) 


Initial contact is through the local community fire manager and the following occurs: 


What happens, the initial contact’s usually through myself. I’ll have a resident that will 


phone up and they’ve either heard something or wanting to know what they can do. So I give 


them a run down on BRAG, just a very brief overview of what BRAGs about, and then I 


give them a contact in Perth. After they contact the people in Perth they will … they pay the 


… the interested person a visit, and if they’re still interested I’m involved in the first and 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


quite often the second meeting where we get all the street together. And I find out what the 


… you know, what their concerns are, what the risks are, and the expectations. We’ve got 


some BRAG fliers and we give them the fliers … fliers to, you know, protecting your home 


and all that sort of stuff. So just the usual material. And then after that that’s … I really cut 


my ties because I … I haven’t got any time whatsoever to … to … even though they’re very 


… they do a great job, they’re a very important area, but it depends on the risk and who’s the 


driver. But after two visits that’s generally the end of my association with the BRAG 


groups… (Cp2-3) 


The process then is for this manager to provide advice from a professional fire fighter’s 


perspective working with the BRAG facilitator if there is one. They usually meet in a lounge 


room (once in a hall) where people feel comfortable and can see the risks and benefits as they 


are shown around the house and burning programs and mitigation processes are described. ‘And 


if they’re in the BRAG, generally the BRAG facilitator or the FESA employee will go in to that 


detail, you know, the phone tree and the advantages and the resources.’ (Cp2-3)  


What resources are required to sustain brags? 
More time, money and people are needed. When people leave there’s often no one with their 


skills to replace them. And, more support is needed ‘as people feel on their own.’ (Ap8-12) and 


more money needed to enable facilitators to carry out their tasks – ‘budget just peanuts’. (Ap10) 


More not fewer Green Waste collections are needed: the brigade as a whole are quite concerned 


about the fact that people might reduce their maintenance if they’ve got a limitation on the 


number of tip passes and that sort of thing. So …that is seriously going to be a … an issue for 


people who become complacent about their fire risk …because of saving a few dollars. (Ap18-


19) 


FESA people should be more permanent in the BRAG role ‘from a fire brigade point of view it 


would make our life so much easier if we could see that people were going to hold their 


positions and take ownership of … of their responsibilities’. – building knowledge, which is lost 


as people want full time positions so they move on…The structures in their organisations need 


to work for them’. (Ap26-27)  


What … what I’d like to see is a dedicated person really, you know. Somebody … 


somebody …who had no other function …but they do BRAG. I think once you start getting 


in to community education there are just so many different avenues of it, they can lose their 


focus just by demands from the public. If you say there’s somebody there, whether it be full 


time, part time, whatever, their sole functionality is that they deal with BRAG. And then you 


… you would find that you would get an automatic growth in … in … because people, once 


they get started, they would see that they’ve got somebody to help them, you know, 


somebody to keep the momentum going. (Ap33-35)  


This need for more staff was confirmed by the community fire managers:  
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They need a dedicated … at least one, maybe two, dedicated officers just for BRAG really 


for it … because…it’s a valuable resource in the very high and extreme risk areas, because 


their places are kept better than ones that aren’t. Which means less stress for fire fighters. 


It’s got to keep the place better … (Cp5-6)  


Reasons for extra support staff are: if you haven’t got a champion … 


A :That’s the problem. It becomes where what we’re doing is relying on volunteers out there to 


carry the can… with no day-to-day support for them on a reasonable basis. I mean, they don’t 


need day-to-day supports per se, but they need somebody whose job it is to do that, just to keep 


the interest going and to keep … keep things moving in the right direction. (Cp14)  


BRAG, for these managers, is the right model but it does need more people resource back up (‘it 


doesn’t have to be done by volunteers’) and the cooperation of the shire with the local 


community is necessary as they can enforce the Act, ‘taking action against those who don’t 


reduce the hazard… that’s (coordination across the shire) a pretty big task for someone to 


coordinate. And with current resourcing it won’t happen. (Cp16 and 21-25) 


Consensus then is that more input is also needed from the Shire ‘we’re not getting a drive from 


the shire …Person…but… we would get as much support as we wanted to, but I think you 


would have to ask for it, yeah.’ (Ap30) 


A structure is needed where feedback can be provided to FESA as well as FESA advising the 


BRAGs:  


this structure somewhere where, you know, there is a consultative committee so that you’ve 


got this…opinions coming in from BRAG groups and also the outside areas as well. The 


Western Powers, the … the Westrail people, all of those that … who are involved with fires. 


And the necessity to be able to … to have input to … to something to have a structure saying 


yeah, this is what we think should occur to reduce the hazards around or to try and prevent 


the outbreak of major fires, other than just a suppression unit, I mean, as FESA is. I mean 


that’s … that really what FESA is, a suppression unit... (Ap33)  


This view was supported by the Community Fire Managers:  


I believe it’s got to be a coordinated effort between the police with neighbourhood watch, so 


looking for criminals, the BRAG which is bushfire and the winter safe, you know, for your 


winter activities, and tying it in to your local government, police and FESA. You need … it 


goes back to the green waste again. Your BRAGs aren’t going to function too well if it’s 


going to cost them, which it will with the green waste, trying to neat … tidy their place up. 


So we’ve just got to work in to the local government. And I like talking about the 


compliance. Compliances, you know, they should be dealt with by the local government as 


well. But just working on the BRAG or the … or the BRAG program, or a … or a 


community program like that, it needs somebody … it definitely needs an employee, 


probably with FESA, to liaise with the local government and say the benefits and even if 
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they … it’s difficult with your green waste, if they’re a BRAG group and functioning, they 


can get the green waste picked up, you know, by the local government. You know, that sort 


of thing. So … which is improving the safety of, you know, the residents. They can build on 


it from the ground floor I suppose. But you need those … those three areas really. If they can 


come together that …I think that’ll be the key. And especially local government. (Cp27) 


Success comes with training and people need to know they’re not firefighters…they can use 


trailers as that’s one area they are usually skilled at but not necessarily in panic situations so 


even this area needs proper management. (Cp19-21).  


How is information disseminated to fellow residents? 
In Darlington, a monthly review is used to disseminate information and to recruit new members 


to BRAG:  


One thing that we have within Darlington is what we call the Darlington review. That’s a 


monthly review…in a local magazine, which comes out, as I say, monthly. In that I write 


articles and invite streets to participate, want me to come, or just give them information on 


what is … what is occurring and things that they should do from a BRAG perspective. And 


we … and then also every year we have a Darlington Arts Festival here in November, and 


the brigade run a bushfire … bushfire expo… in that expo we’ve had a stall. The … the 


FESA … BRAG … It’s just a display type of …Just a display of BRAG …And … 


materials. And with people available to … consult and give advice and that sort of thing. 


(Ap5)  


Information is distributed at street meetings where the community fire manager adopts the 


following approach:  


in the lounge room, very relaxed atmosphere, as you go through and … yeah, it’s not even a 


PowerPoint, I just get up there and talk. And usually I have … I’ll print out … I take … get 


… print out large maps of the area so they can get an overview of the shire and an overview 


of their particular place. Everyone likes looking at their own place, so they … but they can 


see the risk in their … around their place. And I can point it out and they can … they can 


physically see it then. It has a bit better impact than trying to describe. J: So do you think the 


sort of credibility of having someone like yourself there is a very important factor in it sort 


of getting off the ground? M: Very much so, I think. You … you need that initial I suppose 


professional fire experience there for a starter, so they have a clear understanding that if … if 


they’re a major risk or not, if they’re really wasting their time or not.’ (Cp3-4) 


Brochures, magazines and an ‘excellent’ DVD which ‘is quite confronting’ are used to 


distribute information and create awareness. (Ap11-12) The brochures whilst seen as being well 


presented were not in themselves so useful:  
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I think that’s all it is, you produce this many brochures, we’ve got a new brochure, yeah, 


they’re all good, no question about that but ... no good unless somebody’s reading then or 


somebody is interpreting them or ... 


K: Absolutely, and glossy brochures only reach so many people, we all get ... 


C: Other than also those who are already involved.  


P: And it’s well known you can stick brochures in people’s letterboxes and that was the 


whole reason for it in the first place. It’ll all finish up in next week’s recycling.’ You need 


someone to say ‘this is important.’ (Bp12-13) 


New information from FESA is delivered to street contacts who deliver it to all the houses in 


their streets. They may/not meet to discuss things later. (Ap19) 


There would appear to be a problem with communication between FESA and BRAG members 


as was reported in 2 sets of interviews. Firstly: 


K: Yeah. Look, in … in the interviews that we’ve done it has emerged that communication 


from FESA is a problem. I mean, at one stage some people were thinking BRAG wasn’t 


continuing.  


C: Mm. Oh yeah, I agree. Totally agree. We just … this hiatus, you know, when I got … 


again, going back to two years when they just weren’t talking to anybody…No one was 


talking to us, and no one …(Ap27-28)  


And, secondly,  


We just … this hiatus, you know, when I got … again, going back to two years when they 


just weren’t talking to anybody. No one was talking to us, and no one …We didn’t know 


where we were going and so, you’re right, it’s just … as I say, going back to one of my 


earlier comments, I don’t think that FESA really puts enough emphasis on the importance of 


it. I mean, they may talk about it, but it’s hands on, doing something, and again I know … I 


know we’ve got good CFMs and we’ve got good district officers, but they don’t push to the 


best of my knowledge. Does Mike Scott push BRAG? No, I think he’s … I think he’s 


pleased that it exists. I think he encourages it, he supports it, but I don’t believe he drives it 


but he doesn’t see it as one of his core roles. (Ap27) 


While it is possible to log-in to an area through the internet for information and fire alerts which 


are updated by FESA, (Bp1) it was felt that information is poorly disseminated in some cases:  


And the other major problem that we find within BRAG is the lack of information, fire 


information, being available to the community. Thankfully in the last couple of years that 


has improved. Not as well as what I believe it could… There is a long lag, seems to be, 


before the notices are up on the … the web or over the ABC. And people need to know, it’s 


a bit like the cyclone, you can see it building … and with fires you need to know that 


information so that you can make the choice you’re going to leave early or …need to do all 
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those things. So I think fire information and awareness again is a really crucial … and it’s 


not being done well enough at the moment.’ ‘And the website’s probably about the best 


thing nowadays because, you know, so long as it’s kept updated regularly, it’s something 


that doesn’t require phones or … well, it requires a line, a connection, but you can get that 


without phones and so on, so you know you can get that on laptops with wireless and all 


sorts of things now. So a website would be the ideal if somebody could, you know …(Ap51-


53).  


You need a variety of methods including telephone trees to get the message across. (Ap54) 


 


How representative are the participants? Is there a difference between 
homeowners and renters, for example? 
Very little was mentioned in Darlington on representativeness of the residents in BRAG. The 


local BRAG was initiated through: ‘the local Residents and Ratepayers Association. They felt 


that there was a need for such an organisation or an awareness more than organisation.’ (Ap3)  


And, people are prompted to enquire about BRAG but even then not all residents are concerned: 


‘the local people don’t seem to want to care too much about it other than those that were already 


in the system so you feel a bit despondent...’ (Ap6 & 12) 


What works for whom? In what contexts and settings has the program 
worked/not worked? Why? How? 
There’s been frustration that two years ago BRAG was not going anywhere and any benefits 


could not be seen and ‘FESA was totally non-committal’… The only enabling thing was that 


three groups had strong and committed leaders who kept persisting with a willingness to 


continue. (Ap6-7) 


As mentioned earlier the DVD works and has a ‘wow’ factor as ‘it’s quite confronting’. It and 


other material is discussed over 2 week nights and weekend day. The sessions cover the 


following generally:  


we go through the videos, question and answers, target specific focus areas of interest, you 


know. So like it might be house survival, bushfire preparation, and the last one is personal 


survival and those sorts of things, you know. And to how, you know … and then the final 


one would be a day time and you would examine a house which … which is still in there. 


(Ap12 & 15) 


During actually a facilitation meeting where you’re doing … running a group, people will 


ask things you know about how they can … how they can deal with this or that or whatever. 


Within the group, you know, it makes it easier because you can just simply refer has 


anybody else got that experience, you know, being an instructor and that sort of thing. You 


can just simply bring it out of the group, you know, well you guys tell him you know. You 
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just sit back and they can … they can share their experiences with it. But if nobody in the 


group seems to know you just throw in a few extras of your own, you know, so that … about 


how things can be addressed you know and you encourage them to get together and do, you 


know, work … busy bees type of thing you know to collectively … you know, if somebody 


says they don’t have a trailer or … well, does anybody in this group have a trailer you know. 


Okay that’s solved, you know.  


We can … you can collectively … has somebody got this kind of tool, that tool, okay. 


You’ve got the resources at the fire brigade and things like that, you know. And so you’ve 


got these … these options to deal with it and you’ve also … option of burning or whatever. 


And, you know, on … in that one meeting you know collectively you can often get the 


result. Or otherwise they go off and somebody says oh, I know … I’ve got a contact here, I 


can find out. So, yeah, usually within a group you’ve got the answers. (Ap41) 


Some people choose not to continue with the group:  


they’re mainly happy that … that they know enough or they’re satisfied with the way the 


group’s operating and that their … that … that their issues are being dealt with and …And 


again I suppose also as we have the BRAG review, it comes out monthly, in my notes I write 


about things that people should do around their homes to prepare for the … the summer fire 


season. So, again, there is an awareness within the community of … and then also each 


November the shire have a … a green waste collection within this locality which we 


advertise, and it enables people then to … to put out just prior to that collection period, 


hopefully clean up their … their yard to some degree anyway. (Ap17,18) 


For obvious reasons, those living near National Parks were those most interested in what BRAG 


had to offer. Differing risk perceptions meant different needs which lead people more motivated 


and committed while others have a less sense of urgency. (Ap22.23) 


It was suggested that a good size of a group is around 7-15 houses (or a dozen) with the original 


ideal being 9-10. This is a good number as:  


when you’re conducting the sessions you don’t have hordes of people asking questions all 


the time. I mean, the larger the group the better in the … in the sense that you’re delivering 


more information. That … that’s good, and you know you … you’re addressing more houses 


with your time so it’s very cost effective time wise. But smaller groups work extremely well. 


So I think an ideal would be about 10… and with a group this size the telephone tree is 


easier to operate. (Ap36,37) 


The facilitators see their role as being advice givers, talking the issues through e.g. over issues 


such as land tenure and whether they are breaking the law:  


We don’t force people. We don’t … we don’t impose our values on people. All we can do it 


just say well, this is how it should be. This is … these are your options. 
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(Ap38) From this advice, group members realise that they are not dealing with the problems 


alone but as a group: ‘They have more power, more strength, and they’re more likely to get a 


resolution. Except the neighbours who don’t want to do anything. Well, sometimes they’re stuck 


with that.’ The people go away from the meeting with information and the realisation that they 


can deal with issues and physical needs collectively. (Ap40,41) 


The groups work effectively as they have local people involved:  


Every incident management team will comprise of people of the local knowledge. And they 


will be able to … to know what … what risks are and what … which people are affected and 


which … which people need to know. Yeah. I mean, if there’s evacuations going on or if 


there’s … then they can … then they can say recommended evacuation from … if you live 


in this area here or … or whatever, well, prepare for evacuation. Those sorts of things are the 


sort of things that people look for. (Ap57) 


Where things are not working is that  


… all the way through the whole organisation, everyone’s in acting positions. Nobody has 


tenure in their position and therefore nobody is able to take ownership of what they’re doing. 


They’re constantly handing over to somebody else, moving up, moving out, wherever. 


The structure makes it difficult for people to build up a rapport or to make decisions. (Ap26) 


To the question whether it’s necessary for BRAG to work to have firefighters as facilitators? 


The response was:  


I don’t think it matters, we’re just fortunate here within Darlington that the BRAG groups 


sits as a sub-unit of the brigade so we’re very fortunate and again all the facilitators have 


been brigade members. I personally don’t think it’s a necessity as long as you’ve got 


someone who’s prepared to champion (it).’ The facilitator needs: good people skills and 


presentation skills and that sort of thing. I think that’s ... obviously they need the background 


knowledge and they need to understand their information, they need to understand that 


intimately. But as I said it’s hard to get fire fighters who are prepared to do it but it’s not 


hard to get a fire fighter to sit there with somebody who’s facilitating.’ Filling in the gaps 


and ‘giving credibility to the facilitator. (Bp1,2) 


Problems do occur over ownership and the funding in some areas of volunteers with political 


issues intervening in the processes. Friction between some of the brigades, FESA and the shire 


meant things fell in a heap. Yet, still, the BRAG program does work and the level of awareness 


has increased with fire brigades being called in earlier for small fires. But it is variable and 


works better in some areas than others. (Bp4-6) 


 


How? 
Flexibility in BRAG program 
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Not much was covered in this area apart from the comment that the groups are flexible about 


when they meet and what is discussed (Ap2)  


Way groups have developed – telephone trees, regular meetings with group, local brigade 


meetings - Top down or bottom up 


See earlier comments for related coverage of this topic, however, while the Darlington BRAG 


eventuated due to residents calling for a meeting with the local organisers, it would appear that 


initially it’s a top down process using the structures already in place with e.g. coordinators 


sending out invitations and calling twice yearly meetings. (Ap2,4) The top down process is 


more from the fire services rather than from the shire who have very little input into the 


BRAGS. (Cp5)  


Importance of local champions – facilitators and street coordinators 


Emphasis at street coordinator level or individual involvement 


The Facilitators’ (Street co-ordinators’) roles include liaising with FESA and facilitating 


meetings and in Darlington ‘C’ apparently held the group together:  


P said: 


…but because of your persistence, I think, and the fact that the groups here do have a … a 


willingness to, you know, continue … and they have, through you, had somebody to actually 


be … be the person in the … the meat in the sandwich in between and trying to push FESA 


in to, you know, providing what we need. (Ap7) 


Firefighters generally aren’t interested in facilitating ‘it’s very hard to get people to actually 


want to deliver training and actually want to be involved in the community’… BRAG 


Facilitators need much more ongoing commitment: ‘I’ll go to a school or I’ll go to a community 


group and … and lecture, but people don’t really generally want to make a big chunk of their … 


you know, spend a big chunk of their spare time doing that kind of thing. (Ap8)  


The role also includes them delivering new information such as the ‘bushfire manuals to the 


street contacts while they rely on the street contacts to contact new residents and inform them on 


relevant information. (Ap19-21)  


The role can be carried out by anyone and you don’t need fire fighting experience:  


I believe it can be done by anybody, particularly somebody’s who’s got good, you know 


good skills, you know good people skills and presentation skills and that sort of thing. I think 


that’s ... obviously they need the background knowledge and they need to understand their 


information, they need to understand that intimately…Credibility is the key. (Bp1,2)  


The role of the street coordinator is also important, with some being more enthusiastic than 


others:  
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They’re very … very large variation. Very … very large variation in the needs of the group. 


Very large variation in the commitment of the group. You know, you get some people who 


are just interested in knowing, and you get others that actually take it very seriously 


depending on who the contact is. Some … some contacts drive very hard and they ensure 


that, you know, any … you know, that any issues are brought up and make sure that every 


newer members come in to the flock and all that sort of thing. So, you know, it just depends 


on the contact, you know, the co ordinator. If they’re enthusiastic then the whole group is 


driven by it and, I mean, that’s good.’ Being in a high risk area also concentrates the 


thinking of the residents. (Ap22)  


And again:  


You will find that the … the ones that are more enthusiastic, they collectively get together, 


they sometimes try and … and do a bit of peer pressure on the ones that aren’t lifting their 


game. But they’re … some of the groups have that other issue of that they … there are some 


houses that won’t participate and won’t get involved and then they have to sort of try and 


work around them. But with peer pressure … peer pressure they try and get things happening 


there, but ultimately no. And the other things that they do is that they put pressure on or 


collectively get together to try and get things happening like some of the burns, so hazard 


reduction burns in the area, and Colin encourages them to bring them through themself to the 


BRAG meetings. And that gives them an added incentive to be there, that they can actually 


present their priorities and see if they … see how they rated within the shire’s priorities. 


Also … yeah, other issues … it gives them an opportunity to ask questions about how they 


can deal with things, you know, whose responsibility … who owns this and how they can … 


how they can deal with it.  


So, collectively, if they’ve got an issue with a section … a parcel of land that is a risk to 


everybody, they can sort of come to the meeting and find out how that works and then 


collectively they have the power to put pressure on the owner or whatever as a group rather 


than as an individual, which they’d have probably no chance. (Ap23) 


The facilitator also has the important role of contacting FESA which is particularly important 


when FESA has not kept the BRAG informed:  


C: But again then from a FESA perspective, I mean one of the things that we use our pre and 


post fire season meetings for is to get a two way communication with the FESA community 


safety. Regretfully, they’ve not attended our last three meetings, so we’ve had no advice 


from them on what the programs that are coming up have been and, again, I was very 


concerned about this and wrote to the CEO, Jo Harrison-Ward, about the lack of attendance 


from FESA officers, again getting back to the fact that there seemed to be only one officer 


available and, unfortunately, she took sick so nobody else could …come to the meetings. 


(Ap24) 
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Some groups are more self-motivated than others and Street coordinators take control with 


limited input from the facilitators and the former’s enthusiasm will make it happen even though 


the facilitator would run things more effectively. Other groups rely much more on the facilitator 


(Ap42,43) 


The facilitators’ positions are filled by a core bunch of people who are usually highly committed 


and difficult to replace and you just have to hope someone else will put their hand up. (Bp2,3)  


You need a dedicated driver: ‘There would appear to be too few facilitators and street 


coordinators: ‘and … whereas the original concept was that each street would have a … a 


leader and all that sort of stuff and that’s how it would work. But that just isn’t happening 


that way. We’ve got the guy in Darlington doing it, but he’s not doing a street in Darlington, 


he’s doing the whole …thing.’ ‘You need such ‘dedicated drivers…if you haven’t got that 


they generally fall over. The people do it for a few years, get tired …don’t want to do it 


anymore. And at the moment we’re relying on the volunteers to …pick that driver up.’ (This 


was in the context of needing more permanent staff to assist the BRAGs). (Ap7,8)  


All of this was confirmed in Interview 3 with it being noted that there was the danger of being 


over committed and with the current set up with … with the emphasis being so much at that sort 


of facilitator in the … the local community, if that person leaves then  


A: It falls over.  


J… it falls apart …And I think you’ve got a serious issue in …over in Bedfordale with that. I 


think you’ve …got two key players there that are really driving that, and in 10 years’ time 


when they’re gone …  


M: There’s nothing.  


A… it’ll fall over. (Cp13)  


‘You know, if you haven’t got a champion’:  


A: That’s the problem. It becomes where what we’re doing is relying on volunteers out there 


to carry the can … with no day-to-day support for them on a reasonable basis. I mean, they 


don’t need day-to-day supports per se, but they need somebody whose job it is to do that, 


just to keep the interest going and to keep … keep things moving in the right direction. 


Outside pressures make it difficult for these people to operate effectively as the problem lies 


in there being too many bodies involved and a lack of coordination. (Cp14,15) 


How have these people been chosen? 
Not much was stated about how the street coordinators were chosen; in fact it would appear that 


not much is known about them generally as the following indicates:  


J:  There’s been a couple of issues mentioned with the way I guess at a regional level there’s 


nothing known about the people who end up being say street co ordinators.  
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M: Yeah, nothing at all. There’s no records, there’s …nothing there. No.  


J: Is that a concern with …your program?  


M: Well, it is. You don’t know what’s going on in your own patch. You don’t know where 


… where … where they are even.  


M: It’s worked very much in isolation. The local government doesn’t know either. It’s 


worked somewhere in FESA how … whoever did coordinate it, and that’s it. So it’s very … 


so I think it’s on a low priority basis as well.(C P 17) 


ARE THERE INTENDED /UNINTENDED OUTCOMES? 
(POSITIVE/NEGATIVE) 
This has been covered more generally under other categories 


Other contextual factors: compliance measures 
In Darlington, the shire awareness level would appear to be high (though not as much as the 


interviewees would like) with an excellent fire service. (Ap24)  


The regulatory approach the council is enforcing is more of a stick rather than a carrot… 


(Though there was some dissension as to whether a stick was used). (Ap31) They do 


encourage the … you know, they have the summer safe Sunday and all those sorts of things, 


you know, they … and they do readily support anything we do. But the only thing is that I’d 


say they don’t actually drive it, you know, that’s … if you wanted to … any sort of 


observation about it.’ (Ap32)  


The importance of the shire was also stressed in another interview: 


local government should be involved because it is their community. And … and so you 


really should have those three bodies together. So it’s a matter of trying to coordinate that to 


look a bit bigger than just … just a BRAG group. And it’s …important that local 


government are involved because they’re the enforcement agency. And under the Bushfires 


Act, local government can take action against people that don’t reduce their hazard. It 


doesn’t just have to be done by the volunteers…(Cp16)  


See also Cp27 where it was said that:  


…we’ve just got to work in to the local government. And I like talking about the 


compliance. Compliances, you know, they should be dealt with by the local government as 


well. But just working on the BRAG or the … or the BRAG program, or a … or a 


community program like that, it needs somebody … it definitely needs an employee, 


probably with FESA, to liaise with the local government…’ Land tenure ‘is a problem 


because of the fact that it could be either in a Department of Planning goal or in the shire’s 


vested reserves, and  


P: It could be DEC or  
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C: Yeah, They’re the areas of concern … 


P: Department of Environment and Conservation. Yeah. Or it’s land 


administration…Government bodies, they often own chunks of land and … yeah.  


C: And failing to do their own fire breaks … and say well, you …know, if they don’t do 


them why should I do it? You know. And … and so well, unfortunately, the … the act says 


you shall have … it doesn’t seem to be applied to government …agencies though. (Ap39) 


There is the need also for people such as community safety officers to understand the context 


they’re working in:  


But where you’ve got a serious issue, like some of the Darlington areas and Bedfordale and 


all that sort of stuff where there is a definite issue that needs to be dealt with in a 


concentrated basis, then yeah, it’s … it’s what you’ve got to have. But you’ve got to have 


somebody that’s regionally based that understands the … the region as to how it’s 


functioning and what people you’ve got there’… They need also close links with local 


government and to be regionally based as the work can’t be done from out of the Perth 


office. ‘You need a … you need a Perth office base coordinator that coordinates the state’s 


direction. But when it gets down to the details on the ground it’s got to be coordinated from 


the region. And you can’t … you can’t use the assets that are out here at the moment because 


they’re fully committed now. So, you know, if … if they want to get serious they’ve got to 


lift the …lift the game a bit. (Cp11,12) (See also Cp13-16 for more details on the various 


roles and overlaps between departments and authorities which have been covered elsewhere 


in this document.) 


It would appear to be difficult to get a number of residents to comply with the regulations. They 


move to high risk areas and think ‘that it won’t happen to me.’ State government pressure is 


needed ‘on local governments to set – stick by the rules (of the Bushfires Act) – but it’s political 


and they won’t go and lean on (them). ‘So BRAG groups are important as one way of getting 


things done on the ground floor.’ (Cp24-26) 


Fire history 
Since the inception of the BRAGS there’s been a high level of preparedness where they have 


been established according to all of the interviewees for example: How do you measure that? 


(Preparedness)  


K:  Good question.  


C: We’ve not lost a house. Not had a major fire in Darlington. So it must be working very 


well… 


P: Well, we’ve had houses that have said that when a fire went through their area that they 


felt that … their preparedness as a result of the BRAG education or Fireguard education as it 


was then, has saved their house…’ (Ap43)  
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FESA has now recognised that people should stay in their in the event of a fire and where 


BRAGS exist the house will be secure and the people know how to handle it. In 2001 when the 


police were forcibly moving residents out of their homes and the various Acts are in conflict as 


to their right to do this and according to the Health Act they could but not according to the 


Bushfire or Police Acts. For one BRAG member this was the last straw and he left…  


They were evacuating people on foot. People had no vehicles or whatever and they were 


telling … and they said okay, where do I go, what do I do, you know. They’re walking in 


smoke.  


K:  I mean, a disorganised … 


P: That was … 


K: … evacuation … 


C: Oh, it was shocking.  


K: … is dangerous.  


P: That … and so it was actually putting people at greater risk by evacuating them. And … 


and we felt that, you know, we were really left in the cold with that one. We … we were 


seeking advice … and this is where if you had a BRAG person they would’ve clarified that 


very quickly and they would’ve said okay, you … you know, instead of us …(Ap46) 


Security in the face of a fire would appear to be  


BRAG’s greatest aspect…coming out of the BRAG programs now. Just giving people that 


level of comfort and awareness and, again, then if they say they’re going to stay they stay, 


having taken all of the necessary precautions like getting out elderly people or evacuating 


early and doing all those things which the DVD and literature tells us to do. So I think that 


that’s been another very positive aspect of the … of the programs. And, again, giving people 


surety. Because, I mean, your house is your greatest asset that you own, other than your 


family of course.’ (Ap46) 


The lack of fire information being available to the community is a major problem but that has 


improved over the last couple of years (see also Information dissemination). (Ap51) 


Residents moving to new subdivisions where trees can’t be pulled down and more are planted 


are creating fire risks for the future:  


You’re … you’re there for the environment, so … or for the trees. And to live in amongst the 


extreme risk, including myself, we’ve got a few acres … but it … it’s … yeah so it’s not 


rapid … it is developing quite fast, but not like the coast and not like the flat lands where 


they’re, you know, everything’s built … they’re just concrete, you know. This is in amongst 


the trees. The risk is increasing every year though because what’s happening with every 


subdivision they’re allowing is actually … most of it is in the pastured areas. And people set 


up their houses. They’re … they’re not the little square blocks. You’re looking at probably a 
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half acre, acre, to five acres. The first things they do is they move to the hills for the trees, so 


they plant trees. So seven to 10 years’ time you’ve got an extreme fire risk, from a high to 


extreme again, because it’s full of trees. So it’s actually the … the risk over the years, 


especially in the next 15 years, is going to actually increase dramatically up there. I’ve been 


through that with the council actually and they … some realise, some bury their heads. They 


don’t … there’s a bit of an understanding there, but not much.’ People think it won’t happen 


to me. (Cp24) 


It was felt that unless the authorities aced the situation could only get worse, particularly with 


the changes already present with global warming:  


M: Yeah. And it’s going to become increasingly important, because I believe the risk will 


increase. Especially with the climate change. With …frost will increase your leaf litter, 


inclined to drop more. Your vegetation’s actually drying out … this year’s not too bad, but 


last year with consecutively dry winters we were actually getting … middle of winter with 


my winter burns, I was actually getting fire spiralling up trees. And that’s the middle of 


winter. Because the … the vegetation was actually dry. It hadn’t got enough moisture. It’s 


not so bad this year, but we need another reasonable winter to bring it back to nearly as 


normal. It’s … so you’ve got an increasing risk with the weather change, you know. And it’s 


… and it’s just getting drier and (phone rings) and it’s colder. (Cp26) 


Demographics, including socio economic, even membership of other 
volunteer groups if information is available 
Virtually nothing was available in this category apart from the obvious that most facilitators 


were members of fire brigades. The vast majority of people referred to were male. 


Yallingup: Are they successful or not? What are the barriers/facilitators? 
One barrier to success would be when there’s conflict between neighbours, often over whether 


the neighbour has cleaned up their property or has trees too close to the dwelling or is using the 


firebreaks illegally. While it has nothing really to do with BRAG in the sense that it is a council 


and fire concern, it still does hinder the development of groups where neighbours are in conflict. 


(Ap38-40) 


A further and more worrying barrier for these BRAG facilitators which kept arising during these 


interviews arose from a perceived lack of support from FESA, not so much from the regional 


office, where on officer in particular appears to have been very supportive, but from Perth. Such 


things as resources to help start up new groups were just not forthcoming. Packages that were 


once available have apparently run out and haven’t been replaced though the DVD has been 


very useful. (Ap42-44) While success can be seen in that Annie, one of these facilitators was 


recommended for an award for her BRAG work by the shire and she received it, this work she 


doesn’t perceive has been recognised by FESA which wants to ‘can’ BRAG as the following 


exchange indicates:  
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They went to the effort to give me this award where I was a state volunteer fire fighter of the 


year for doing BRAG and they said, I mean I was nominated by the Shire, the Shire said this 


is successful and we’re seeing positive outcomes from it. So this is not me patting myself on 


the back. Somebody must have thought well it’s worthwhile. Okay, you’re asking us what 


we’re doing and that, but between then and now, don’t you think someone in FESA might 


have said well Annie Palmer seems to be getting … you know, what are you using?  


What am I saying in the … when all those emails saying we’re reviewing this because we 


are reviewing it, couldn’t they have said would you give us some feedback on it?  


K: Well absolutely. I mean I would have thought that they’d need to do that to review it, 


they’d need …  


A: No, they’ve never, ever, ever asked me what I do and how I do it.  


M: Oh, no, no, they’re a government department and say let’s get an external independent 


audit from …you guys.  


A: Well that’s a different thing. I can see that as quite a different thing. But you know, 


between there and then … and you know, when this woman said to me … BRAG’s a failure 


and we’re canning it … I mean, I … so then well are you telling me that BRAG’s a failure? 


No. What … I mean why … you know, they just … if they had just … if they hadn’t have 


given me the award I could have lived with it, you know, they just okay, we had this idea, 


we had this money, we’ve lost interest in it, you know, that happens all the time, oh God, 


I’m a teacher, you know, you’re going to do this, this is our focus for the year and then in the 


end we don’t do values education any more, that’s gone out the thing, you know, whatever it 


is. But you know, why didn’t they … why did I get to have lunch with the Premier, why did 


they waste so much money and time, this thing. (Ap44-45) 


A further sign of conflict over BRAG’s directions with FESA arose over developing a BRAG 


related website and over signage at BRAG properties:  


A: Well that, I thought it was really interesting in the meeting was that it came from 


Hartley’s group when they asked for the signs on the houses that they belonged to the BRAG 


group and FESA said to me no, you can’t do that, you cannot do it, you know, don’t do it, 


strictly. And the guy from Bedfordale, they’ve just done it. Now that … I spoke to him 


afterwards, he just did it. He just did it.  


M: Yeah, exactly. That’s what … I mean that was the answer, until they say no. 


A: Yeah, and he just said it. And you know, that’s why I say, I mean at Eagle Bay we used 


to put a yellow dot on the kerb of the houses that we weren’t going to die for, you know, if 


they didn’t have a turn around, you just did that. We did that and everyone all knew that you 


couldn’t turn around in those houses. I mean you just have to do it. But anyway, so the 


website’s there and so I thought … I sent it to the various people who have been doing 
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BRAG saying I’d really like some feedback on this, do you think this is, whatever. They 


have never ever …  


Tony Moran is the only person who acknowledged it. Tony Moran said I look at it Annie, 


it’s great, you know, I’m happy with what you’re doing. And I get a lot of emails from it. I 


get people from all over the world, all over, not a lot from all over the world but a lot from 


all over Australia, people saying I really like this one here, other brigades say can we just 


use this, can I just take this from it. And I start with a sentence, you know, something along 


the line that I’m a simple fire … so fire fighter, mum, teacher, granny and I don’t want to go 


to fires on Christmas Day, if you want to be prepared for fire, you might find some resources 


here that will help you. And I don’t … I don’t say anything that’s out of my mouth, you 


know, after that. (Ap47)  


Earlier Annie had said:  


So I did it, I just made it myself, never made a website in my life before and put it on a … I 


hosted it myself and then I thought I need to do this properly, I’ll ask them for some money. 


And they said no, you can’t have one. You just can’t have it. Why can’t I have it? Because 


we won’t support a website that’s giving out information because then we’re accountable for 


that information and people take the information and come back at us. Well how come all 


these other fire brigades have got websites? Oh because, well oh I don’t know about that, 


well I don’t know they do. Now, in the Karragullen fire when the FESA website crashed and 


you couldn’t get on to it, everybody was using the Darlington … Glen Forest, Glen Forest 


website which was providing information to communities because the FESA one didn’t. So I 


mean they’re there. And they’re all … they’ve got FESA all over them and the quote that 


they said to me is you can’t have any acknowledgement of FESA on it. (Ap46) 


If success can be gauged by the impact on the local fire brigade having to attend nuisance and 


other calls, particularly due to increased awareness on the part of the residents through their 


education on fire matters, then BRAG could be considered to be successful as the following 


exchange indicates:  


K: Can I ask you about, and look tell me if you’ve got to go or stop or we’re running over 


time, but you mentioned earlier on that one of the reasons that you were interested in getting 


involved in BRAG was that you were going to so many silly incidents, stupid fires that 


shouldn’t have started. Have they stopped and wondering what you’ve noticed since BRAG 


in terms of actual increased awareness or increased preparedness or fewer fires.  


M: Oh yeah. I think that is a fairly quick statistic to pull up in the Shire. They’ve had a bit of 


a look at it.  


A: The Shire seemed to think they have. M: So you’ve got to compare it relative to other 


Shires as well. But in the last two, three years, how long have we been running BRAG? Sort 


of three summers or something? The incidents have gone, just call outs in this Yallingup 


rural brigade area and again this is just me having a guess at the figures, but we were 
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probably doing 20 call outs in here. Now we didn’t actually have one in this brigade last 


year. Four the year before. From about 20. I mean this is the sort of number of call outs of 


silly incidents relative to what were actually main events. Now I noticed the same thing 


happened in my brigade without BRAG, prior to BRAG. I started … I got two fires in the 


one street in one year and I said hang on a minute, bit of a trend here. So I just drove around 


and I went and talked to a few people as I was driving around.  


Anyone that was home I said oh look, you know, listen, I’m around here and I’m snooping. 


Now, I don’t write out infringement notices if you go to a fire and everyone’s there, hang 


them, and the lynch mob. They’re all … and I’m going no, no, talk all that down, stop, stop, 


leave it, because if you can talk to them, removing that threat from them and saying well 


listen, just quietly, there’s bushes right up to your house. Now if the fire was coming it 


would have gone. Like if we hadn’t have stopped it, if we hadn’t had an excavator 500 


metres away that we could put in there and just clear a whole lot of bush around there, your 


house would not be here now. So now what are we going to do about it? And you just work 


through them and do you know … and work with them on an education basis. So then I 


started going around everyone else because it was that … and it was a high risk area and 


with limited exits and this problem sort of stuff. And all of a sudden it went quiet, 


wow.’(Ap79-80) 


For the second group of coordinators the feelings about FESA representing one of the barriers to 


BRAG’s success were also raised, as was the reason for the local BRAG’s success being largely 


due to Annie the facilitator’s efforts:  


K: Any last thoughts that you have about BRAG, something pressing that we haven’t 


covered that you think we should know?  


D: No, I just hope ... I'm pretty sure it’s going to continue and it will get the support ... even 


if it doesn’t really get the support of FESA, you know. FESA just want to sort of turn it into 


something else and ... you know I think that we’ve started something that will be able to ... 


be up to us to continue on, you know. But it’s ... and that makes it a bit tough maybe for 


Annie if she doesn’t get support but it just depends what their workload and what their 


manpower and where it is up in the head office, you know, it’s just how they handle it I 


think. But as far as we’re concerned I guess we can ... yeah we need to get a little bit of feed 


through from the top end down all the time.  


M:Even if everything ... all the support completely disappeared from FESA overnight, 


tomorrow they just showed no interest at all, it’s to our own benefit as I think I mentioned 


earlier on this evening, it’s to our own benefit to make our neighbours fire aware. So I think 


we would probably keep it ... we’d probably keep it going anyway and particularly with 


people like Annie who are very motivated and have a real sense of doing the right thing, the 


community thing. I think ... I’d like to think we’d keep going in some way, shape or form 


regardless of the support we were getting from FESA.  
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H: I certainly wouldn’t be as prepared and aware as I am now if it hadn’t been for Annie and 


Annie’s interest.  


D: Oh yeah  


M: Absolutely. ‘ 


H: Basically knocking on doors just to see who might be interested.’(Bp30-31) 


In a fairly open and frank exchange on how difficult it is to establish a BRAG and then what 


makes a BRAG function successfully occurred with the 3rd interviewees form the FESA 


regional office and later with a council officer the following was said:  


They tried but the people that did it, didn't have the aware of it all so it withered on the vine 


and it died that one. And historically, this year we had a decent house fire on Molloy Island 


which is an island in the middle of the river and a lady, she’s a ... there’s a female chief in 


Margaret River, and it was her brigade so she tried to run one of these things. Did all the 


normal PR stuff, nobody comes to the meeting. A hundred and eighty houses there, you 


know? They just had this fire in the middle of summer and so you know she rang me up and 


said oh God, how do we do it? And I said (chuckles) ... so it’s not that simple.  


And I’m not sure that I’d ever know the answer but it’s to do with the type of people. But 


after the Bridgetown fires a couple of years ago, there was a big fire nearly burnt the town 


down, a huge fire, and we ... regionally we thought the way to try and get these things to 


start is we’ve got to you know overhead package and all that sort of stuff. And went down 


there to a packed house of oh, like 150 people three months after the fire and basically the 


story about how to do it and all that. 


Two years later you wouldn’t find anyone that was prepared to do it. And so you know part 


of that means is that you can get some interest after a big fire but it doesn’t mean you get 


continuation and in fact Annie’s one has never had a big fire to drive it. It’s always a threat 


of the big fire and it ... it has got to do with she’s got good back-up from the brigade and the 


shire and we had some good people. The staffing comes and goes ‘cause regionally we don’t 


do much more than introduce it. If somebody comes along and says they want one or we try 


and promote one in November, the community safety staff are the ones who comes along 


and ... and ... and how we got Annie from memory I think we ran a walk-around down here 


years ago it was called and ... and the girls came down from Perth and there might have been 


a bloke too and ... and a lot of it came out of them. Now I don’t know whether it’s ... that's 


what made it work or whether it was just that Annie was that type of person that made it 


work, so there’s a bit of that sort of thing. But since then we’ve had piss poor bloody support 


from Perth. Staff changes in the government at the moment is chronic and we’re back to zero 


at the moment.’ (Cp1-2) Again the success of Annie’s BRAG was mentioned and this is 


despite the fact that her area has not had a major fire for many years. 
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From these interviews barriers which were mentioned in the previous interviews would appear 


to stem from a lack of support from FESA in Perth, partially due to the lack of people to support 


BRAG but also due to a change in attitude towards keeping them going. The argument 


presented was that for the amount of money and effort major, coordinated across states effort to 


produce a TV commercial would lead to more cleaned up gardens an BRAG achieved in the 


whole state. (Cp1-3)  One reason given for a lack of success in establishing and maintaining 


BRAGs was that 


W: From my experience in dealing with ... Tony, that there’s a lot of followers, no leaders in 


BRAG’s.  


T: Yeah.  


W: So why ... and I’ve been involved in a couple of the AGM meetings or information night 


meetings and ... and been there and spoken to people. A lot of people want to start but no 


one wants to run it. So that’s the issues. I ... I don't see issues with getting groups and streets 


in but who’s going to coordinate it? The individual coordination they ... I ...  


T: Well, you see the ... then the whole thing’s philosophise on the Annie’s coordinating it, 


not the me or the you.  


W: Yeah, you know. No, we offer support as much as we can.  


T: Yeah, and like we’ve got four or five other officers that have had various goes at it and I 


mean at the moment like things to do with Margaret River and Busso, we’ve just got more 


that type of people plus that type of scenery. But we’ve had more success here but I don’t 


think it’s to do with me. I think it’s just to do with the type of customer we get.  


W: And I think it’s putting the fear on ... into them that we’re out there every summer, 


issuing infringements. No ... no back down. If you ... and we’re very hard. And that we’re 


very hard on what we do and ... and so now they’re fearing. They’re saying well, how do we 


go and get ... join your BRAG groups? So we’ve pushed it along like that and I think that’s 


... I do believe ... ‘(Cp5-6) 


The view expressed was that:  


G: So ... but see the ... the BRAG situation will only work in places like Yangarra, 


Yallingup, anywhere where’s there’s a small settlement. Once you get out into the farming 


area, it won’t work in the farming area.  


T: Yeah, yeah.  


W: Yeah, no.  


G: There’s no way it’ll work in the farming area. It’s got to be where you’ve got a cluster of 


houses like out at Yallingup and Injidup. There’s clusters out there. It’ll work in those areas 


but if you start going right out into the farming area you’re ... you're wasting your time. W: 


But I don’t think that’s what BRAG’s set-up for, is it? 
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T: No, no.  


G: No, it’s set-up for the ... the cluster houses.  


W: And that’s what I said.’ (Cp20)  


The ideas were expressed also about what would make people join BRAG stem from the 


educative side alongside the infringement side. It’s a matter of finding the balance between the 


two and threat has been used to encourage people to join BRAG in the past. The problem of 


how best to develop working relations between the council FESA and BRAG and the ‘Greenies’ 


was also discussed were the stick approach was not working as they were not worried about 


their houses burning down as long as the environment was left alone and they were also not 


interested in joining BRAG. (Cp23-25) 


How are they achieved? What activities/resources required? What 
processes take place? (individual/household/community) what happens and 
why? 
What appears to work for the two facilitators is a process of education of residents through non-


threatening approaches which motivates the resident, rather than the ‘big stick approach’ now 


being adopted by the shire through the distribution of infringement notices:  


A: We go back to the question of motivation, it’s just, to me it’s just kind of like, I don’t 


know, just neighbourliness I suppose and one of the things I say to BRAG people is if they 


see someone piling up a pile of wood and they’re going to burn and it looks like it’s not the 


time now, this time of the year, fine, but it’s not the time of the year to burn and they see it 


starting to build up, it’s just say hey, when you’re ready to burn that next winter, give us as 


yell and we’ll give you a hand. Just giving them some strategies to how to approach the 


problem instead of … one of the BRAG groups that … and so they were all over various 


barking dogs and other things, the neighbours just weren’t talking to each other. And then 


you get the other thing is when you’ve got friends next door to each other and you see your 


friend, that’s your neighbour that you want to stay on the right side with, and they’re burning 


on the wrong day, you’re not going to dob them in, you just sit there hoping that the fire’s 


not going to get away. Whereas now they, well Hartley seems to think … that Hartley said 


that you know, he’s got a much … 


M: He’s gone over the yard and approached them on … 


A: They all feel much more, I don’t know what’s the word, empowered is not a good word 


but something along those lines, they feel like they have a responsibility to … 


M: It’s good to be able to approach them I a non-threatening way, you know, without pips 


on your shoulder and … all that sort of thing as well. Most people’s reaction to lights and 


sirens and cars and you know, ranger uniforms, blue ones, is police which sort of puts them 


on the defensive mode a little bit.’ (Ap7-8).  
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The advice at meetings often takes on practical discussion: ‘ 


M: It’s too confusing. I don’t want to get into planning and design rules at that stage, you 


know, because the horse has already bolted, so to speak. So what you got to say is when 


you’re doing walks, these are the design features to look out for or to put special 


maintenance factors on. If you’ve got a straight hip roof it’s easy ‘cause there’s no valleys. If 


you’ve got valleys in your roof where the roofline changes corner, the valleys collect leaves. 


So look in there. And if you look in there you’ll see leaves so then you’ll pull it out. I mean 


that’s got to become part of the sort of thing … underneath your decks, you know, just be 


conscious that’s where cigarette butts can fall through. So if you’ve got a deck, great, let me 


come over have a drink on it. But … 


K: Yeah, but put gravel underneath or keep it clean.  


M: Vaguely conscious of the depth of the leaf litter underneath there, you know.’ (Ap10-11) 


See (Ap10-15) for further examples of suggestions provided to the residents on what 


precautions should be taken by them. The idea is to keep them engaged …. The processes 


used are aimed at educating the residents on what the likely outcomes of a fire are and what 


are the benefits of putting in initial effort:  


M: You have to really be able to see the benefits from a management point of view of how it 


all works and once you’ve got the concept, you’ve just got to say well hell, this is going to 


save me, you know, one hour spent here is going to save me 10 hours on the ground. So if I 


can stop all these idiot things happening I can give it 10 hours and save myself 100. That’s 


the multiplier effect that you get. A: And the DVD reinforces the idea that a lot … everyone 


thinks the fire’s coming, there’s going to be a fire truck parked out front of their house 


waiting for the fire. Of course it’s not, it’s going to be there. And then how will I know the 


fire truck will come to me? Well it mightn’t be because it actually might be better for your 


house for the fire to stop there. And then the next thing they go is they go okay then, I’ve got 


this period of time where I’ve got to be prepared for the fire to come and hopefully the fire 


trucks will come with it. (Ap54) 


 


There have been mixed reactions from residents who have attended training courses with putting 


energy in that rubbed off on others who could see the potential and ‘went away and give it a 


go’…  


A: And not everyone did. They’re so … a lot of people didn’t, they went to that thing and 


went away and didn’t do very much. And I don’t, I mean … 


M: I think they more or less picked that out from the meeting. Cause, you know …basically 


we got up and gave the first two presentations and the rest sort of faded off pretty quickly. 


And they kind of picked that from the meeting but that was about … because part of the 
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facilitator’s training course was to see well who’s going to get up, who’s got the skills on 


their feet to be able to talk it through. (Ap53) 


The way these facilitators operate does not go by the rule book for BRAGs as they use the 


FESA materials which they think are useful and conduct their approach according to local needs 


and their own expertise, The DVD as was constantly mentioned has a great impact and much of 


the discussion will centre around that:  


A: … the actual training package, I had my doubts about, of how to do it. But the idea of it 


and how … and I did try, my first few groups, I tried to do what they said, follow it by the 


book. But … 


M: Cause I lost the book shortly after the first course, but …But the concept was there.  


A: Yeah, the concept was fine.  


M: So I’ve never actually followed any sheet. Just gone with the basic agenda of what 


you’re trying to achieve, and then have it so that it’s a quick talk.  


M: Bit of a DVD, and then some group discussion about practical things that happen … And 


so that … use that as a sort of starting point then for once you’ve got your basic messages 


across to them, have a bit of a discussion and then discuss what you can do down the track. 


So what … these are the problems, these are some of the problems and talk about solutions 


along the way but then if the group’s keen, you organise another group too and try and keep 


it to two hours…Because you don’t want to go too long, everyone’s … you lose engagement 


or they’re running off on a thousand different ideas and yeah, just short, sharp and focused.  


A: And I just found that the couple of the videos, the DVDs, are just so powerful, you don’t 


really need to say very much before, you know, you just say oh, but you’ve got to say 


enough so that they’re not terrified. You do get people that you know, you know, you hear 


people sob, you hear people … people say the hair’s standing up on the back of my neck and 


you don’t want them to feel … (Ap17-18) 


Later in the discussion it’s mentioned that one facilitator isn’t so confident and for him the 


structure provided in the training manual is useful and he works his way through it – seeking 


advice from Annie as to what to do next. For the two facilitators they tailor the meetings to meet 


the needs of the particular people as different people learn differently. For example some people 


won’t just be shown the DVD or simply given it, as is it’s the discussion which is important 


whereas for others she ‘just gives them the DVD – ‘it’s really that dynamic.’ I mean people 


aren’t stupid.’ ‘Other people will learn from reading.’ Each facilitator will structure the 


meetings according to their background and experience in standing up before an audience. 


(Ap20-24) And further on:  


M: Comes down to … picking people all the way through and picking them on your feet as 


to how to engage them too, you know, so that everyone feels like they’ve contributed 
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something to the meeting and how to get a bit more out of it. Helps everyone get a lot more 


out of it actually that way.  


A: And the other thing is letting the meeting not be a meeting. It’s a bit like when the 


interview’s not an interview, you know, sometimes it’s just got to turn into a wine and 


cheese night. And that’s it. And you can, you know, sometimes I stay, sometimes I stay and 


maybe a little conversation I have on the side is worthwhile so my resources are limited as 


well. So sometimes I don’t, I just leave them to party on. (Ap34) 


What is obvious from these interviews is that the ‘sea change’ residents who have moved in to 


the area from urban areas have often little knowledge of what services – fire and ambulance for 


example – are on offer and that these are served by volunteers and may be based some distance 


away. Creating awareness of what’s possible and what precautions they need to take is a major 


task for the BRAG groups. (Ap34-37) 


Motivation to join or even form a local BRAG can come from more than just a bushfire, 


particularly as there have been no major fires for some years. There have been spin offs in that 


the BRAG system was used for other than bushfires – when a child was lost – and the following 


resulted:  


M: We had the spin-off.  


A: … the police ring me and say Annie, can you get people in this area which happened to 


be this area where I live. So I rang a BRAG group and they all went into action. So then 


somebody else who was involved in that came and said well this is fantastic, we want this. 


So their introduction to it was a community group going to solve a problem and was nothing 


to do with fire. So then I said to them well this is what it’s about. And they were quite happy 


to go on with it and it did become a BRAG group [unclear –diction]. And a lot of them are 


motivated by the social side of it. I’ve had a lot of people that … Avril rang me up and she 


said you know, my friend so and so has got this BRAG group going and we’re, I don’t know 


any of my neighbours and we haven’t any sense of community, we need something like that. 


And she wasn’t motivated by fire at all. (Ap38) 


Street walks have been used as a way of informing in a non-threatening way what the risks are 


for the various properties, how they can prepare the land and houses in case of a fire and also to 


advise how the property conforms to regulations. Neighbours are aware as well as to what their 


neighbour’s needs are. Not all residents are happy with this’ intrusion’ but the BRAG 


facilitators try to make it non-threatening. It’s a good way of educating people on what the rules 


are with regard to ‘burns’ and distance of trees etc. from the dwelling as well. (Ap55-58) The 


aim is for the residents to become self-motivating without the need for these facilitators to be 


around:  


A: So you know, to me, BRAG is self-motivating, it doesn’t really need a lot of resources 


once the initial thing. And I don’t even think they said the issue of … you know, will it exist 


without Mark and I? I don’t really think it would be a problem.’ (Ap59) 
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The manner in which these BRAGs operate is as follows: 


K: And sometimes the challenge is to reach the people who don’t go to any meetings, who 


don’t have kids at school or, but I suppose that’s potentially where a street coordinator come 


in because they’d know their little local area. And I wondered if you could talk to us a bit 


about how the groups are similar and different. I’m getting the sense that … 


A: They’re very different. 


K: … that the … do the street coordinators convene … these are basic questions, but do they 


convene the meeting? I know you’ve mentioned flexibility that you’ll hold a meeting where 


new people from … different groups come?  


A: Sometimes I do. Yeah, sometimes they’ll say, because you know, I try to leave one 


meeting with the next one at least, even if it’s going to be like six months away, so you 


know, we’re having this meeting because there’s a fire and everyone’s very interested and 


everything. And we finish the meeting and I’ll say okay well, before we finish, what’s the 


next step? And let’s say okay, September, October school holidays we’ll do our preparation 


for the next fire season and we’ll repeat the meeting for them. And then so then it’ll take … 


sometimes the coordinator will ring me back and say okay, well you know we haven’t … we 


said we’re having this meeting in October, would this date suit you? What do we want to do?  


Or they may even have an idea this is what we want to do. Or I might just say, ring them and 


say hang on, I haven’t heard from you guys, what’s happening? Email, always email. And 


you know, I do just general emails, especially if anything topical comes up, I’ll send an 


email saying time to think about what you’re going to do the next time.  


M: And that’s just a little bit of follow up, keeping touch.  


A: Yeah, and I send those emails to quite a few people that aren’t in BRAG groups, anyone 


that’s contacted me about BRAG and if I get the email off them, I’ll … I just keep on 


sending it to them because you know, I just kind of keep the interest and that, and they 


might, even if they’ve rung me up and said, sometimes people have rung me up and said I’ve 


heard about this BRAG, I’d like to have a meeting. Okay, well how about would you like to 


come here, or I’ll come to your place, see you 10 o’clock next Tuesday. Nine o’clock they 


ring and I’ve got to go to Perth, I’ll get back to you, and then they don’t.  


But I don’t harass people on the phone, but if I’ve got their email I feel you don’t even have 


to open and email if you see it’s from me. It’s not too intrusive. But yeah, so it’s just like a 


… I guess it’s like being a salesman or something, or a real estate agent, you know, just 


keeping the pot boiling, keep the interest without intruding and without annoying them and 


hopefully the moment will come for them, or you know, well they had … 


M: Well then you’ve got something that does specifically relate to them and you can pick up 


the phone and talk to them directly.  







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


M: [unclear], and they’ll go oh yes, well I have been reading all your emails and yes, it is 


time and yeah, so here we go. And then you … so it’s not cold, it’s at least, you know, and 


then out of guilt or conscience or whatever, they jump into it.  


A: There’s a couple of people though that don’t want to belong to BRAG groups, they’re 


just for whatever they like and they just don’t want to, but they want the information. A: So 


they just stay on the mailing list for information …  


A: I haven’t done the, you know, get the coordinators together which the Bedfordale people 


have done. And kind of at the meetings thought oh, why didn’t I think about that, I should 


have done that. They tried, a group of them tried to do a … they decided that they wanted to 


do something to thank the fire brigade. They decided that they thought it would be good to 


have, because they liked having their little communities so they suggested that we got … 


they wanted me to put them together so that they could organise something and it kind of fell 


flat and it didn’t and even the brigade wasn’t really interested in it, you know, they came up 


and they were saying oh picnic up at the lake on the first Sunday of October and all the 


volunteers could go and the community would be thanking the … 


M: And the brigade are thinking oh, another fire brigade event, yeah.  


K: Another obligation.  


A: Yeah, so it kind of fell flat.’ (Ap61-62) 


One thing that has worked has been having BRAG T shirts which help advertise BRAG at 


public events. (Ap63-64) Also when visiting it’s useful to wear the yellow fire uniform as 


you’re more likely not to be seen as an official from the shire for instance. (Ap72) 


How this BRAG started was that:  


K: Can I backtrack and ask about starting new groups. And I remember when we were at the 


meeting a couple of weeks ago someone had a diagram up and they were showing that they 


get contacted by FESA who contacts the District Manager and it goes down the line that a 


new groups needs to start. It sounds as though it’s quite different here. 


M: No, that’s not how it worked at all.  


A: No.  


K: That was the Yallingup one, yeah, but another group had a different sort of thing off the 


side, but how a new group is initiated.  


A: How it starts. I could have anything, I could have, there’s someone from the Shire contact 


me and say we’ve had a phone call from Mrs Bloggo who lives in this street and they want 


to know more about fire. Would you go and talk to them? And I’ll go and talk to them and 


say, tell them about BRAG and if they’re interested, that goes on from that. It could come … 


mostly it just comes from individuals.  
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M: Yeah, the FESA initially contacted us or the fire brigades in general and we … 


A: Are you talking about how BRAG started, or individual groups started?  


M: That’s how we started as facilitators, but from that point FESA don’t talk to us, or 


haven’t, as you see, haven’t talked to us much. It all comes from the Shire and … and the 


fire brigade …  


A: Yeah, no well as I said, a number, just a couple have started from somebody ringing the 


Shire or someone being fined. But a lot of those haven’t actually turned into BRAG groups. 


So you know, a person’s been fined three times in a row and the third time … M: Of course 


they’re jumping up and down ‘cause it means …  


A: They’re jumping up and down and they’ll say Annie would you go and talk to this person 


and I’ll go and talk to them and give them information, give them the DVDs, tell them about 


BRAG but they … if they’ve been fined three times they don’t really want to know about 


BRAG.  


K: So that’s not the Shire saying to the person you should contact Annie because if you get 


involved you might not get fined again? It’s actually …  


A: Well they sort of might …  


K: … the Shire contacting you to say we’ve got this recalcitrant person, go and … 


A: No, no, oh no. It’s the first thing. They said to them, you know, what can … the people 


say well I don’t know what to do. And they say well you know, this is … and they’re very 


… when they would ask me they know that they’re very, they’re not expecting me to do it, 


they’re just saying there’s this person there that wants to know more, if you have the time, 


can you do it. (Ap71-72)  


Everyone of the street coordinators has the FESA DVDs and any of the residents can take them 


home and these coordinators use them and other methods to create awareness:  


H: I think the main thing was we went to the fire station and watched didn’t we.  


M: Yeah, our weekend at brigade also tried to put the fear of God into everybody. 


H: The other thing, which occurred, was ... not this season but a previous season Douglas 


and Mitch came around to my place and all the people ... well most of the people in my 


group came to my place and we did an inspection of several homes, didn’t we. They just 


pointed out fire risk. You know someone had firewood stacked up against his tank and all 


that sort of stuff. That’s all been cleared off and people with trees in dangerous positions, 


they sort of pruned them or whatever, we’re much more fire aware.  


M: Absolutely.  


H: It’s been fantastic, I reckon.  


M: And also I think ...  
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H: Annie’s been the key, I reckon she’s the one ... the system “nagger”, if you like. 


M: Yes, I think another thing that’s had a massive impact are the fires over east. 


M: I think watching ... I was glued to the television, the fires of how long ago north of 


Sydney, all up ... half the east coast was on fire, how long ago was that, four years, five 


years? I found that just terrifying and I think a lot of ... and the more recent ones, I think a lot 


of people have watched it on the news or whatever and they realise, gosh, you know I'm 


living in the country, in the bush. I think that’s probably impacted, I think on people.’ All of 


these methods are aimed at showing the residents what can be prevented. (Bp4) 


Fire then they went on to state is a big motivator, citing a fire at ‘Fisherman’s Hut and 


Oh and before that, gee back in about 1994, 1995, there was a fire down Abbey Farm Road 


started in a vineyard down Abbey Farm Road. That probably motivated the fire authorities 


plus the shire, plus the police plus everybody else to get coordinated with communication 


and all the rest of it.’ (Bp5)  


A plus for these people was at last there is an officer working for FESA but contracted by the 


shire:  


He’s a top bloke, anything you need now, we ring him up and say, Andy this doesn’t work, 


this didn’t work, something’s going wrong here, that firebreak’s stuffed or whatever. He gets 


straight onto it. Now that’s ...’ Things for these people working both in BRAG and as 


firefighters is getting easier – whereas before they had to ‘beg and grovel’ to get things 


despite the fact that they were volunteers. ‘M: Absolutely, guys like Andy Thompson made a 


massive, massive difference. And it is getting better but it could always be better. (Bp6-7) 


The cooperation between the brigade and BRAG was again mentioned as a plus and all three of 


these interviewees are members of the brigade. They also have the support of the local brigade 


captain. All this has meant that when a meeting is held – or at least at the beginning – most of 


the street coordinator’s group would attend – 30 or 40. People are much more aware now and 


comfortable with the idea of a fire breaking out. This attendance and awareness is also no doubt 


partly due to the $250 spot fines imposed by council rangers for breaking the rules such as not 


mowing the grass and building codes. One thought expressed was that:  


J: So would you say that that stick from the shire’s been an added motivation for some 


people to get involved with BRAG or ..?  


D: I think so, probably.  


H: Probably the other way round perhaps ... the shires ... because of the activities of 


volunteers, people like yourself.  


M: I think it’s a good point quite frankly. I don’t reckon the shire’s acted off their own bat at 


all, I reckon they’ve been sort of ... struth look at these guys. Shamed into it.  


M: Shamed into it, yeah absolutely. And you can quote me on that one ‘ (Bp8-10)  
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How new members are recruited was also covered:  


K: Sure, yeah. When people are sort of introduced to BRAG does that tend to be a one-on-


one introduction? If there’s a new person in the area, will you go and knock on their door or 


... how does that happen?  


D: Yeah pretty much, I think it’s up to myself or whoever is ... you know we say ... 


H: I’ve been around and knocked on doors and told people ... now we’ve got all their emails 


and that sort of stuff there’s less of that now. More electronic communication I suppose.  


M: I’ve bumped into people just ... not so much knocking on doors but maybe I don't know, 


meeting them socially or bumping into them in town or whatever or a friend of a friend 


who’s just moved into the area. And I quite often will say, you know have you heard about 


this ... conversation, make it around, are you in the fire brigade? Oh yeah and have you heard 


about this BRAG thing sort of thing, stuff like that.  


D: Yeah it’s always good as an excuse to go and introduce yourself and you know more 


houses being built and more people around but ... there’s a sense of community now 


especially up around, I say up around Shallow’s Ledge and up around Sheoak and up around 


there. And so people are always going to be you know forced into the neighbourly thing by 


the sort of ... like a neighbourhood watch almost you know, it’s the same thing as that I 


reckon. (Bp10-11) 


The following lengthy exchange is a useful example of how BRAG can influence residents in 


what decisions they should take in the case of a fire and also what resources are available:  


J: We’ve seen a number of the resources, which I guess are things you distribute through 


BRAG such as the DVD that you mentioned and also the sort of Stay or Go booklets.  


D: Yes.  


J: Is Stay or Go a big issue down here or do most people tend to want to stay and defend?  


M: I think ... oh sorry ... I think Stay and Go is a big issue, I think it depends too on perhaps 


some people may ... you know the age of the people has a big bearing, if you know you’re ... 


well it’s hard to say what age, but you know if you’re sort of elderly you may not be too ...  


D: Or with kids, or young kids.  


M: Or yeah, and the opposite, if you have very young kids, babies or whatever you might be 


influenced to leave but if you’re fit and maybe your kids aren’t very little and you know you 


may be more of the idea that you’re able to handle ... more capable to be able to stay and do 


something about it. Yeah I think it is a bit of an issue ... J: So for example in your area 


Hartley, as part of your communication line, have people said whether they’re planning to 


stay or given an indication?  


H: Have a fairly good idea of who’s going and who’s staying.  
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D: I think maybe Theresa across the road might.  


H: She’s going.  


D: She’s going. Yeah said I'm not staying, I'm buggering off, yeah, which is fine 'cause you 


know ... but there’ll be still making their house as safe as they can, but it’s just not.  


M: I think people, if they’re fit enough and capable enough will stay because there is a ... 


you have a very high chance of saving your house, very high in a bush fire, in our area. You 


know maybe if you’re on the side of a mountain in New South Wales or Victoria it might be 


a different story, but yeah.  


D: If you’ve got a hose, got a good hose like ...  


M: If you’re set up you have a very ... around our area if you’re set up with all the right gear, 


you have a very high chance of saving your house I think.  


J: So that’s the sort of advice you’d give to people when you’re talking to them? It’s their 


choice, isn’t it  


M: Yeah, very … I’d be very reticent to say, oh no you should stay. Because I’d ... because 


if they stayed and you know someone died in the fire or ... might also be very reticent to go, 


we make it very clear I think when we tell people that ...  


D: Well the booklet makes it very clear.  


M: And the booklet makes it easy. You decide, you know it’s very much a personal thing, 


you decide. I wouldn’t dream of suggesting people do one or the other actually.  


K: Do people ever ... within the little BRAG groups, do they plan amongst themselves? For 


example the ... you know if you’re not home I’ll take your dog or ... 


D: Well that’s the idea of it, I mean there’s the neighbourly thing that you know we ... most 


people’s properties ... we’ve been in you know to several people’s property and we know 


where the pump is and know how to start it if they’re not there and you know where the hose 


is and we can figure it out. So that ... not everybody’s comfortable with that but most people 


think that if they value their property would be happy for their neighbour to come in and say, 


yeah okay, where’s your pump? Where’s your hose and ..?  


M: We have an arrangement like that, Doug and I are close and absolutely if it was ... if 


Doug wasn’t there I’d be over there at his place and I'm sure visa verse, you know. And we 


also try and make one of the things is that anyone who may leave or ... everyone ... not just 


people may leave, but they make us, the brigade, aware of where their things are and so 


forth. Where they keep their fuel or whatever have you. That’s really handy for us at the 


brigade, we go fighting bush near a house and for some reason the pumps run out of fuel, we 


may know where they keep their fuel. So we can go and get the pump going again, or 


whatever, you know. (Bp16-17) 
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Again, during the discussion on how the local BRAG operates and what resources are needed 


the discussion centred on the key role Annie plays in its success:  


J: So in terms of resources and what sort of is required to both maintain what you’re already 


doing and to develop it ... other ways you’d like to develop it so that ... how many resources 


would you really need to do that?  


D: It’s hard to say ... what do we need?  


M: What do we need to keep it going?  


J: Yeah, I mean is it self-sustainable, do you see it as self-sustainable as it is?  


D: I think it’s self-sustainable, if you know ... we always have someone like Annie around. 


And someone who’s prepared to be the person ... you know who’s doing the first contact 


with FESA who can just say, or FESA come to them and then say, yeah we’ve got new stuff 


on, there’s now a new policy, there’s new regulations or whatever, new ideas. Then that can 


get distributed out, so as far as it’s in place, in a small community like ours, I think it’s ... it 


will stay unless someone drops out or leaves or whatever. And as far as ... I mean just around 


BRAG as far as what we need, I think it is very much up to the individual group. But it does 


need good communication especially between, and it needs to be ... it needs to be you know 


made aware that it’s being supported by FESA, by the authorities, that this is ... we’re right 


behind you and not for Annie to have to go and say, I'm not getting any feedback guys, 


what’s happening  


M: Which is what’s happened in the past.  


D: The thing that’s happened in the past ...  


M: Definitely the locals ... people like Annie etc are the ones who keep it going and I think 


that if it was left entirely for say, head office of FESA to keep it going, wouldn’t happen.  


D: Yeah, so you’ll get all this tomorrow when you see ... you’ve seen Annie or you’re going 


to see Annie?  


K: We’re seeing Annie tomorrow, yeah.  


D: So yeah I think it’s in place and it’s ... so I mean because we’re ... well you know I work 


from home but my work is just concentrating on what I do. And so I don’t necessarily have 


that luxury of a lot of time to go off and you know be able to ... I mean go to fires for sure, 


but do any more than sort of coordination of just keeping in contact with my local 


neighbours up and down the street and we can do that. I mean that’s fine because Annie just 


emails me and ... or gives me things and I can just distribute it.  


So it’s not a huge workload, I mean time wise, but that’s the one thing that maybe folk 


who’ve got more time perhaps, who love to get involved in that sort of thing and there are 


and they like to use their expertise of what they’re good. At management coordination, you 


know even engineering, even whatever, they now how things work, or if they’ve been in that 
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sort of job during their working life perhaps, you know that’s always good to have those sort 


of people involved. We’ve got plenty of them in our area, we’ve got quite a few. So yeah I 


think now it’s in place, it’s ... it works okay.  


M: I think it’s pretty ... yeah I think it’s pretty much self-generating. D: I mean all we can do 


is ...  


M: Self-perpetuating rather, so once ... so now it’s got going I think it keeps going, again 


largely comes down to the people on the ground and people involved, not so much ...  


D: We can let everyone know when there’s a meeting if there’s going to be a meeting or new 


DVD that comes out or ... that doesn’t take much. That takes ... shoot off a few emails like 


we did that time, we got a lot of response, get a lot of people down the fires station, which is 


a great place to do it. Because you know you’ve got the machinery down there and you’ve 


got a room and the fridge with beer and all the rest of it and coffee and whatever. So ... and 


well set up with the DVD….’ (Bp19-21) 


The beauty of BRAG is that they all know their neighbours and can make suggestions to each 


other and also help each other when needed and shame each other into taking action on their 


own properties. A spin off is that this all supplies a sense of security as it acts as a form of 


neighbourhood watch and people worry less if they’re absent from their properties for a while, 


(Bp27-29) 


Will BRAG continue to function? The answer was:  


D: … I just hope ... I'm pretty sure it’s going to continue and it will get the support ... even if 


it doesn’t really get the support of FESA, you know. FESA just want to sort of turn it into 


something else and ... you know I think that we’ve started something that will be able to ... 


be up to us to continue on, you know. But it’s ... and that makes it a bit tough maybe for 


Annie if she doesn’t get support but it just depends what their workload and what their 


manpower and where it is up in the head office, you know, it’s just how they handle it I 


think.  


But as far as we’re concerned I guess we can ... yeah we need to get a little bit of feed 


through from the top end down all the time. M: Even if everything ... all the support 


completely disappeared from FESA overnight, tomorrow they just showed no interest at all, 


it’s to our own benefit as I think I mentioned earlier on this evening, it’s to our own benefit 


to make our neighbours fire aware. So I think we would probably keep it ... we’d probably 


keep it going anyway and particularly with people like Annie who are very motivated and 


have a real sense of doing the right thing, the community thing. I think ... I’d like to think 


we’d keep going in some way, shape or form regardless of the support we were getting from 


FESA. H: I certainly wouldn’t be as prepared and aware as I am now if it hadn’t been for 


Annie and Annie’s interest. (Bp30)  


There’s an ever increasing need for BRAG was the belief:  
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M: And then there’s going to be an ever increasing need for that because there’s more and 


more people coming down here.  


H: I mean I don’t know all the politics of everything like that but I can’t imagine a big 


organisation in Perth being terribly interested in 40 or 50 new homes in Notable Downs or ...  


M: There isn’t an organisation ...  


H: Which is ... I mean that’s just a huge accident waiting to happen there isn’t it? So whether 


there’s ...  


T: But I mean you know you don’t ... nothing surprises you at the moment. So ... and I 


suppose as far as ... see, we don’t actually say right, we want to ... like for this summer when 


we were talking about that ... running that thing in October, there’s a few target people. 


There’s a lady in Nannup that I will bring along and I’ll get somebody out of Margaret 


River, whether it’s the high management officer and the lady chief or you know, we’ll hunt 


around. The principle how we would as a staff try and chase it up is ... is that.  


We’d say let’s have a seminar or ... or ... or a just a thing like this. We might get six 


interested people, get the girls down from Perth and explain it and then you know number 


one person says well, I’ll have a go in my street. So we probably don’t go then. We’d 


probably get the girls to sort of give them another hand from community safety and expect it 


to self-propel with the help of the FMO which is the equivalent of Andy. And after that what 


we see our position is ... is at the end of the season you know how to engage. And I used to 


go and have a coffee with Andy and ... with Andy and say you know, how’d it go?  


And we’d talk about new ideas and stuff to sort of tell Perth and to get. So that’s how I saw 


our role and that’s how we you know hope it would ever be because otherwise we just don’t 


have the time to do it. That’s really what it amounts to. And I suppose the other thing is ... 


and I always say you know well, I’ve been in it so long and you do all sorts of things, like 


we used to collect money off the shires. So we’ve got 15 shires and we’d collect a little bit of 


money off each of them and we’d match it and then we’d go to the local radio station and 


say, give us twice as much air time as this is worth. And they’d do that and you’d have a 


whole lot of little ads and then to measure these things is effort verse you know cost.  


And I mean these ... doesn’t really cost much to run these but the effort is significant man-


hour and you know other than wasting our bloody time in the broad spectrum of things, it’s 


always been the question. And ... and I’m pretty sure that it has to be low involvement from 


us and not so much ... I mean the community safety only ever has you know three or four 


people to do ... it’s probably only relevant from you know say Wanneroo to Walpole because 


the rest of the state is probably out of their grasp. But ... but whether you know ... and 


measuring these things, and I think one of the key things you guys can help Perth with is ... 


is if you try something with X amount of staff hours which is you know everybody from ... 


from Tim’s mob, to my mob, to the girls in Perth, to the volunteer hours, then measure that.  
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The end result is either yeah, we do a bit and we get some continuing input on the ground 


‘cause our thing is if they don’t do it every year, it’s a waste of bloody time so ... and we 


ought to forget it and go and try some other thing or you know you put in 100 hours and 


volunteers put in 200 hours. It’s worth the effort. There needs to be some sort of formal 


measurement thing. (Cp2-3) 


Resources in the form of personnel on the ground were lacking according to the earlier 


interviewees and this was confirmed in the 3rd people, who noted how hard it was to train up 


and then keep such people: ‘... if somebody said, you've got to get three Andy’s a year for 10 


years, that would take a lot of time you know ‘cause it takes a lot to time to get them up and I 


think ... yeah. K: And I ... I imagine if they keep ... if you keep trying and they keep not ... not 


staying up ... T: Well, that ... well, that’s what happens here.  


K: ... you know you become demotivated. 


The council officer expressed the following view on BRAG and how they work together – the 


council with BRAG:  


W: (I’m the) co-ordinator and ranger of Fire Services for the Shire of Busselton. The job is 


running the range as well as overseeing the fire service unit. As the HMA for outside 


gazetted district it’s a delegated authority down to me. So under that we have a joint position 


as a FMO, Andy Thompson, so it’s joint-chaired and he works pretty much under my day-


to-day direction or advice and whatever in through there. So my contact with BRAG’s been 


fairly limited. Prior to Andy we had Percy and there ... there’s a little bit limited as well, 


didn’t have a lot but they’ve had a lot more contact than what I’ve had, certainly well aware 


of it and certainly encouraging to try to expand it.  


We ran a fire expo last year down at Dunsborough and based it around the BRAG there so 


we had a BRAG stand there. Annie was up at Perth getting an award so we actually helped 


run it with a couple of the other members there so certainly trying to get it promoted. Like I 


said we’ve offered admin support when they get them up and running but we’re not going to 


throw good resources at ... at a bad situation at the moment where it’s you know stagnant at 


the moment.  


Been to a couple of the meetings for introduction for residents trying to come in and meet 


them. Certainly got some good ... not some good ideas, got some ideas of my own which I’d 


like to help in the long-term when we get here. It’s certainly trying to promote it somehow 


and we certainly would be giving advertising in the paper for her which we’d pay for in our 


community column to try and get things up and going.  


But like I said, we’ve got to have a good program and I’m hoping out of this there’ll be 


something which we can grab hold of and run with for a while to get some good results out 


of ’cause you don’t want to be throwing resources and money at something where one 


person leaves and the whole BRAG collapses. And that’s the way we’re at the moment in ... 


in here, you know?  
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Like I said before, from my ob ... observation there’s a lot of people that are willing to jump 


onboard as a community group but no one’s willing to lead them and ... and I think a lot of 


that’s come from people who’d say it’s a heavy handed approach. We’ve done it in our 


firebreak inspections but it’s needed. It was a ...a pretty bad condition so I think that’s 


filtering through to the community that are very scared of the rangers and that ... that we’re 


going to come in and fine them, so working together. And I know we’ve been handing out 


and/or giving advice out for that. Some of the stuff I’d like to see long-term which is only 


small things but once you get BRAG groups up and running in streets, I’d like to be able to 


put signs up in the street and say BRAG group, contact this number and come back to the 


shire so we tell you what street you’re in, give the zone and hand it out there.  


He also expressed the view that BRAG members did not have to ‘dob in’ their neighbours if 


they were breaking any of the rules ‘because we’re going to find them anyway.’ (Cp7-8) 


The importance of the DVD was again stressed as being an excellent learning tool, but this was 


followed up by a dialogues about the pro and cons of BRAG and what was working:  


T: And I suppose what ... what Tim’s talking about is then the problem is that these BRAG’s 


hit such a small area, there’s only a matter of blocks up there. You get 50 or 80 done and you 


put in X amount of effort, you’ve got to say, is it worth all the friggin’ around? And you bet, 


you know?  


W: Long-term it will be, you know?  


T:Yeah, but I mean maybe ... maybe. That’s what I say. I mean without a measuring thing 


you sort of struggle. G: Well, we ... well we ...I’d can probably measure a little bit, Tony, 


because the amount of repeat offenders this year was very minimum. T: I know but that’s 


because you pinged them not because Annie suggested to them that ...  


W: I know, but how did they maintain it? It’s through the BRAG group.  


T: Oh yeah. Now that's ...  


W: So that’s very encouraging.  


T:But maybe BRAG needs to be modified so that it’s just an advice thing about how to do it 


because when he goes out and books them all, the next thing they’re actually ringing Annie 


or if the message was going, if you want to know how to do it, you know catch up with 


Annie. Well, the original principle of Annie was that you’d go out and by the time the 


rangers came to inspect, there was nothing to do. But maybe it should be looked at the other 


way as part of the deal that perhaps the community people ...  


W: Yeah  


T: ... they don’t actually have to visit properties and inspect, that are experts at advising how 


to clean up, you know? You can save this tree and you can’t do that ‘cause ...  


W: But we do do that. We offer a service currently.  
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T:Yeah, but what I'm talking about is turning these people into volunteer advice on how to 


do it instead of you know ... 


W: Andy already arranges to go out.  


T... so the rangers go around and threaten to book them and then eventually book them.  


W:We go out prior to the seasons and give advice.  


T: Yeah, but we actually have volunteers out there that have been trained on ... this is what 


you need to do to your garden and so that the customer comes to them … instead of what 


we’re currently doing. I don’t know. I mean it’s just thinking about you know is thing got a 


lifetime or should it be modified to have a lifetime? And I mean you know when you talk to 


the mobs up there I will hear some stories not similar that if you’ve got a good ranger there’s 


some action in cleaning the joint up. And if you haven’t got a good ranger, there’s plenty of 


work for BRAG. (Cp11-12) 


The biggest problem is getting people as was mentioned earlier to run the groups and the 


council does encourage residents to join:  


W: Or is there an opportunity here, Geoff, to encourage their own BRAG group while you're 


there?  


G: Yeah. Well, this is it, yeah.  


W: If we can get the right paraphernalia out and say well here, think about this with your 


neighbours, you know?  


G: Yeah, it’s ... it’s ...  


W: It’s all about being pro-active, isn’t it.  


G: Well, that’s it, you know. I’ve taken Annie a couple of times with me and you know it ... 


it does her good too. (Cp16-17) 


How is information disseminated to fellow residents? 
The suggestion was made that more use should be made of the ABC and that FESA could assist 


more by producing a DVD similar to one produced in Tasmania. 


One of the matters raised, which have been mentioned earlier, is how residents gain knowledge 


and this has concerned these two facilitators for some time and is one of the reasons for their 


joining and facilitating BRAGs:  


A: And the level of lack of knowledge was amazing, like you know, you get the fire notices 


with your rates and you say to people, you can’t burn, well how do I know you don’t burn, 


you know. You make these silly rules, how are we supposed to know? You get the fire 


notice with your rates. ‘Now no one ever contemplated that there are people who do not pay 


their rates, their rates go to their accountant and the accountant pays their rates or in one … 
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M: Yeah, or they’re paid by the landlord and not the tenant.  


K: That’s what I was thinking, the tenants as well, yeah.  


A: Yeah. Or one guy, the house is one of our neighbours, the house is owned by a family 


trust and everybody in the family just uses it. They’re the sort of people that would, you 


know, paying rates is something that wouldn’t cross your mind is the reality. So just battling 


with the Shire to say well these need to … and the rate notices are pretty well unreadable. I 


have a pretty high literacy level and I teach reading and I find them very difficult to read. 


They use five fonts, nine colours, they underline everything, underline capitals, it’s not 


logical. You can say to people go to the website to get the fire notice and it’s … the 


website’s badly designed and it changes from year to year.  


M: It brings out my favourite point that good English is hard to write, but it’s easy to read, 


so good English has got to the be the outcome.  


A: You can pay people to write good English.  


M : There is a way of doing it.  


A: Yeah, and there are people who can write for different reading levels and for different … 


and you know that they don’t see that’s important. So getting that knowledge out to people, 


and that’s one of my biggest tools is I get from the Shire a bundle of these and when I say to 


people, have you seen the notice, just give it to them, I just give it, you know, I just literally 


hand it to them. I see people moving in, there’s a new house being built on the corner, and 


I’ll just stop, introduce myself, I’m a neighbour, here’s my phone number, if you’re looking 


for a … one of the troubles down here is trying to find a tradesman, and so people are always 


highly motivated to have a connection where they can find people. (Ap5-6) 


Much of the ‘on the ground’ communication is left to the local BRAG facilitators in particular:  


K: And I was thinking that if messages like the you know 20m clearance are out there but 


are not explained and people just sort of get an ... an initial impression that that means I can’t 


have anything growing within 20m you know like I can’t have a veggie garden or I can’t ... 


then you’ll ...  


T: Yeah. Well, that’s ... and ... and that’s explained to the BRAG people originally when 


they came down and basically in effect had that little seminar which is really only just half a 


day thing about how to do it. And they walked through the bush and say well, this is alright, 


that’s not, and had a look at a few houses. They drove around various houses and said well 


... so that’s part of what our role is now.  


W: Yeah, I agree.  


T: That’s down to Annie’s level. Then when Annie finds some street helpers, she has to pass 


that knowledge on to the next level down and so that’s how that is supposedly. Because in 
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the 20m you can have a tree you know, a great big hairy jarrah tree, so long as it doesn’t 


overhang the building ... (Cp26) 


how representative are the participants? is there a difference between 
homeowners and renters, for example? 
There was very little information on this topic but it was mentioned that as important notices 


were sent out by the shire with rate notices and through the free press many 


absentee/holiday/weekend house owners and tenants didn’t receive these notices for various 


reasons. Consequently they could be fined for infringing regulations they knew nothing about. 


(Ap5-6) 


What settings? What are the key events associated with each 
activity/outcome? 
Little on this topic as it was covered elsewhere. 


What works for whom? In what contexts and settings has the program 
worked/not worked? Why? How? 
According to the second interviews, properties in each street coordinator’s group are kept to a 


manageable size from around a dozen down. This enables them to have ‘the time to get people 


involved’…  


H: We’ve got a really good communication set up now, people will sort of ring me. We’ve 


had a couple of instances this year of mainly kids coming down from the city, two instances 


with a rental property near one of the people who are in my group who lit bonfires basically 


out of season, and we were able to sort of get that nipped in the bud straight, so attended to 


those.  


M: I think you rang me once.  


H: People have called you know to say look, there’s a fire, there’s smoke around, do you 


know where it’s coming from and rang Douglas or whoever, Annie and usually it’s 


somewhere 300 miles away.  


M: Yes, they’re doing a burn off in Esperance.  


H: So there’s an awareness now, which probably wasn’t there before.  


M: Yeah. Very much so.  


J: And that’s really been quite a rapid change, just a couple of years?  


M: Oh yeah, a lot of people have gone from being completely ignorant of the danger and no 


idea at all and doing things that ... to someone who’s found out, I didn’t know it all, well 


none of us knew it all. Have always known it all but we’ve learned doing things ... we look 


at it and go gee, oh careful what I say ... struth, can’t believe you’re doing that. You know to 
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being you know much more aware of it so you can bring people up to speed. Radical, radical 


turn about for some people I’d say over two years. (Bp3) 


From the council perspective and for motivation to join a local BRAG, fear is what works to a 


large extent. However the BRAG’s support would not always be present, particularly when 


FESA in Perth becomes involved:  


W: And I think it’s putting the fear on ... into them that we’re out there every summer, 


issuing infringements. No ... no back down. If you ... and we’re very hard. And that we’re 


very hard on what we do and ... and so now they’re fearing. They’re saying well, how do we 


go and get ... join your BRAG groups? So we’ve pushed it along like that and I think that’s 


... I do believe ...  


T Yeah, I think ... I think that was ...  


W ... that’s what would just put the fear of ... into them. Not even the 250. Then we’re telling 


them that they’re in an extreme fire area which we’re lucky that we’ve had the shire zoned 


and our building codes. And then how do you reduce the fuel around the building codes? 


Well, to reduce your building cost you’ve got to do this around it. And how do I maintain it? 


Through your BRAG groups so, yeah.  


T: So it probably ... I mean without costing anything in local government efforts where you 


know it can be there in your firebreak notice and in your ... in your ... when the ranger does 


ping you, that if you want to learn how to do this, here’s somebody to do it, but you've got to 


have that somebody first, you see? If you go to Margaret River and tell somebody that, there 


ain’t one at the moment. So it’s finding you know ... it’s finding the people is ... is the first 


issue. And like I was saying to Andy up there, I mean what happened at Margaret was this 


girl had it going good for two or three years and it just died when she pulled out and 


succession is ... be the same thing out here. May be or not may be, although you know 


Andy’s probably got it ticking along better, but you know you don't know until the day 


comes sort of thing.  


K: And it is vulnerable if it’s say depending on one person.  


W: Yeah, yeah. That’s right, and I mean from the corporate point of view, if we put all that 


effort in but they fall over every time, then is it worth the effort in the long-term? It’s ... it’s 


you know what it’s all about.  


W: And I do think the shire’s got a role to help drive it in some ways, you know through 


through the FMO?  


T: Oh, yeah.  


W: And look, we’ve offered Annie and admin support, if she needs any fliers printed up ... 


printer out, we’ll do it. Send it into us. And she hasn’t had the need for it at the moment but 


we’re willing to support them in admin to a reasonable amount, you know? So ... and 


photocopying and anything else. It’s beneficial for the shire to have it, it certainly is.  
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T:There was no doubt ...  


W: It’s a great bonus. 


T: She asked last year whether she could have a calling card or you know if I’ve been in 


your spot and you’re not around, a BRAG card. And Perth for whatever bloody reason oh, I 


don’t like the idea of that. It was weird and it was to do with giving people who weren’t 


employees a thing saying, FESA’s supported this visit to your place. Along ... the risk 


management, oh we don’t know who they are in the end because we meet Annie, but we 


don’t meet the people that Annie makes street coordinators, so then this street coordinator 


walks around and checks all the sheds and then he says right, I’ll come back next week and 


knock that stuff off. And I think that was the avenue that they took and I don’t know. Today, 


they still haven’t allowed it. (Cp5-6) 


An area needing to be worked upon noted from all sets of interviews if BRAG is to be totally 


effective is the education of the absentees, the sea change people and probably the renters. 


These people are the least likely to know what is necessary and to clean up etc where there is 


often ‘a total lack of understanding. (Cp20)  


How? Flexibility in brag program 
Little on this topic as it was covered elsewhere. 


Way groups have developed – telephone trees, regular meetings with 
group, local brigade meetings - top down or bottom up 
It would appear that the development of this BRAG was a mixture of top down and bottom up 


as some groups were formed at the instigation of residents. What seems obvious though is the 


dynamism of Annie the facilitator is what keeps the groups involved going, as was evidenced by 


her receiving her award mentioned elsewhere.  


The telephone tree would appear to be an essential manner in which these BRAGs operate. The 


advent of mobile phones has made the process so much simpler to operate: ‘J: Do all groups 


have telephone trees or is it …  


A: Yeah, all mine do, yes. And the police have …  


M: Oh, your BRAG groups?  


A: Yes. M: You’re talking about … and fire brigades have their own call out methods. I 


prefer a list because I can get anyone to give them a list because the person actually ringing 


up and making the calls doesn’t need to know a lot of details except where it is and get your 


arse there.  


A: And whether they’re going or not, yeah.  


M: Yeah. Yes or no. I mean I prefer if one person did that …  
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A: The BRAG groups like …  


M:… and then I check in with them every …  


A: … and so that’s a real motivator for them.  


M: … when I need to know who is out.  


K: Yeah, otherwise you need someone to coordinate  


M: I was going to ask the …  


K: And the number of people that are doing it, yeah  


M:… activities which obviously you chose the groups to say …  


M [unclear] get three people, so they ring me back when they’ve got three people and  


M: Or they might get the three …  


A: Most trees, most groups …  


M: Of these things.  


A: Most groups, the coordinator, who is the organised person ‘cause I’ve chosen them as an 


organised person, does the phone tree and they are just that kind of a person that do it. 


(Ap29-30) 


For the street coordinators, they all have telephone trees and how they operate is: 


K: Speaking of that sort of communication, are telephone trees a common thing that are set 


up in this area with BRAG groups?  


D: Yeah we’ve got each other’s telephone numbers, or we wrote them all down.  


H: I’ve got a list of all my people and their contact details. I think that’s the idea basically, 


that there’s one spot where they can all come and similarly disseminate stuff that Annie 


might send me or Douglas and Mitch might want something out that hasn’t sort of been a 


regular thing. We can ... I just keep contact either by phone or by email and ask them to 


acknowledge.  


K: I suppose I was thinking too in the event of a fire, would people …?  


H: Certainly, I think ... and the way I understand it works is that if the others aren’t aware 


anyway but I’ll be contacted and then I contact all my people.  


D: People just like to ring up and make sure myself or whatever ... and say there’s a lot of 


smoke outside, should we be worried? You know I say it’s alright it’s just a burn off, it’s 


okay, because those little things are just ... they usually get in contact with ...  


M: New people ... there’s a good chance that people would probably call us if there was a 


fire, people start calling us before we ever get a chance ... then again also if there is a fire 


Douglas and I are probably gone.  
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D: Yeah.  


M: From our homes, but our wives also are pretty ... probably ...  


D: They know where we are.  


M: They’re aware of what to do and who to call and ...’ (Bp17-18) 


 


Importance of local champions – facilitators and street coordinators.  


Emphasis at street coordinator level or individual involvement. How have 
these people been chosen? 
One reason given for becoming a facilitator was that they as fire fighters had been going to too 


many ‘silly fires’ and ‘were tired of seeing so many burnt sheep’ for example and they wanted 


to inform people, creating awareness in order to change their practices. (Ap5)… ‘But it just … 


the same motivation of not wanting to go to fires on Christmas Day, I don’t want to have to go 


and kill a kangaroo with a shovel or go and beg somebody to kill a kangaroo for me, have to pay 


them half …’(Ap15) The reasons for joining BRAG then arose out of this belief that there was 


more to their role as fire fighters than putting out fires:  


J: And how did you hear about BRAG to instigate it? Was it …  


A: I think we were approached by …  


M: We got notice of a training course for facilitators.  


A: Just the same as you get in any …  


M: So for some reason, yes, we either … 


A: We turned up.  


M: We either … we turned up, basically yeah, I just got back from a bash and was fully 


beered and rotund.  


A: We’d had the community fire guard before, and the community fire guard had kind of 


died out, that was Terri Delroy. And I think because she was … Terri’s female. And because 


in our brigade, the community fire brigade it had been a female, that when she pulled out the 


assumption was that I would do it, that was kind of just the assumption.  


M: I’ve never heard of these things, so I don’t know, but I saw it and when I read … 


A: But I think that’s why I got asked to.  


M: the background of what BRAG was, I thought this is exactly what I’m looking for 


because …  
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A: So we were in different brigades then. So he … we were in two different brigades. So 


Mark went representing his brigade and I went representing ours. And now we’ve …  


J: We had a facilitator’s course.  


M: We merged, yeah, the brigades have merged, you know, that was something that was … 


A: And I just saw …  


M: Just expedient. For administration. A: As soon as I saw it … the actual training package, 


I had my doubts about, of how to do it. But the idea of it and how … and I did try, my first 


few groups, I tried to do what they said, follow it by the book. But … 


M: ‘Cause I lost the book shortly after the first course, but …  


A: Yeah, oh, it just very …  


M: But the concept was there.  


A: Yeah, the concept was fine.’ (Ap16-17) 


The role of the facilitator and the time one is willing to spend and the confidence needed to not 


only run meetings but to confront often disgruntled residents. Annie according to M has been 


very successful whereas it’s more of a slog for him as they noted:  


A: Oh, well I don’t have to go and find BRAG groups now, BRAG groups come to me. I 


mean I do have some BRAG groups, I …  


M: It’s having a go-to person. Because, you know, I’m great at presenting them but as far as 


checking them up and all and [unclear] goes, I get sick of putting in the leg work which 


you’ve got to. And you have to really bully and barge people until they front up, you know.’ 


(Ap22-23) 


Because the coordination at the different levels needs not only organised persons who are able 


to do such things as run the phone tree and organise meetings but they must also have to time to 


commit themselves to BRAG. Both facilitators have ‘fobbed off’ people in the past (suggesting 


on occasions they join other BRAGs rather than run one themselves) as they knew that they 


would not have the time. Others are reluctant but with a nudge and follow up they will take on 


the tasks. Others are just straight unsuitable for the role or even to be a member of the group and 


in one case the person was ‘kicked out.’ (Ap30-32) 


It’s often then difficult to find suitable coordinators and for one group a coordinator was found 


after five or six attempts and that competent high school teacher found them not the other way 


round. (Ap35) From these discussions it can be seen that coordination at the various levels is 


hard, time consuming work which needs a quite competent communicator to make it work. Both 


of these people were upset that they were not receiving the support and feedback they believed 


to be their due from FESA as referred to earlier:  
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A: So you know, but, I think it would be having people there that said, that understood our 


needs and our … you know, it’s just that kind of care and respect more than things. Far 


more. 


K: So someone checking in occasionally and saying how’s it going Annie, you’ve got so 


many groups, that’s great, and yeah.  


A: Yeah, and not … and the invitation that they sent me, you know, this gobbledygook and 


all that sort of stuff, I mean I’m used to it from work at all but you just sit there and think 


who do these people think they are and there’s no acknowledgement is that the meeting that 


Mervain and … came down to, you know, that took me 54 phone calls to get the people to 


that meeting. And there’s absolutely, I don’t expect money or anything for that, you know, 


there’s no acknowledgement of that. And just acknowledgement.  


A: And does that … that sounds really pathetic and immature that you want 


acknowledgement, but…  


K: No. M: I think if you’ve done this work a little bit at least it’d go a hell of a lot further 


than nothing. 


A: I just sort of feel that there’s this kind of almost a disdain, that’s like … and I’ve been a 


volunteer before, I’ve been in Surf Life Saving and I’ve been in other things and never had 


this feeling that I’ve had from FESA.’ (Ap50-51} 


The importance of the facilitator was raised constantly throughout the second set of interviews. 


Annie appears as a quite charismatic leader who has inspired those around her to not only join 


but to take on roles themselves – ‘she’s done a fantastic job’ (See Bps 1-2,4,20,30-31 for 


examples) 


The coordinators themselves as mentioned earlier will commit themselves to knocking on doors 


and generally acting as good neighbours. (Bp11) They even develop methods for dealing with 


absentee residents and making sure that they themselves are not too overcommitted:  


D: I don’t now I think it’s just hanging ... I’ve just hung a plastic bag with a kit in it, easy to 


read thing on the doorknob if they’re not there. If they are there well that’s fine but most 


people ... I say most people, the majority of people are aware of that. Because there are more 


people moving into the area who are retiring permanently or living permanently to the ... 


maybe to the house that they’ve been keeping as a holiday house, but are now moving in. 


And even if they’re not there’s always somebody who’s next door and not far away, so it’s 


good with BRAG, it’s got to be really local, local, you know it’s got to be literally your 


immediate neighbours I think. Because if you ... for the person coordinating it or you know 


... it’s just if ... you can only go so far and ...  


M: You spread yourself too thin and you just don’t ... people don’t contact ...  


D: Not doing the contact properly unless you get someone else involved who will say, yeah, 


I’ll do this street. And you just keep in ... it’s basically just communication, keeping the lines 
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open all the way through and if somebody new comes on, a new brochure comes out of a 


new video, you just say I’ve got half a dozen of these, do you want to spread them around, 


you know. And I think it’s just ... that’s how it best works in our little area and I think it 


would ... it’s not an awful lot of work you know it’s just you know especially in ... it is a new 


area, it’s not like Darlington perhaps or it’s not like Bedfordale, which is fairly old and 


established I would imagine, you know. And I would say it’s higher risk than here, in the 


Perth hills it’s ... 'cause you’ve got ... yeah well you’ve got bigger risks and you’ve got 


different weather patterns, you’ve got strong easterlies. (B12)  


These street coordinators believe it’s not too big a workload. (Bp20). For all of the officers 


interviewed, the importance of good leadership was mentioned often and good leaders such as 


Annie referred to almost referentially but they also noted that good leaders were hard to find and 


when found to replace when they were no longer present. People it was said were more likely to 


be followers than leaders. As mentioned earlier, in contrast Annie makes things work, often 


without the total support from FESA in particular. (Cp1,5,8&15 for examples) Again this 


problem of a lack of support was later referred to:  


W: And just listen to us all here, the only people that understand fire and the dangers is us. 


The community doesn’t understand.  


T: Yeah, I mean 90% of the community does understand but I think they ... so you know ... 


and I suppose part of when they invented BRAG, it was just another idea of how to get the 


message out and you know ...  


G: Let me ... let me say and I’ll only say it once, BRAG in the Yallingup area is very 


fruitful. It works well and it only works well because of one woman and that’s it. And she 


puts a lot of time and effort into it. I don't think ... I believe she doesn’t get enough backing 


from Perth and that's something that needs to be looked at seriously. ‘Cause she gets very 


frustrated sometimes and I can see when ... when I talk to her about things I can see where ... 


where she’s getting frustrated. Like you know she’ll send them an email and six months later 


she still hasn’t got an answer to that email, you know? And ... and this needs to be sorted 


because if ... if you want something to work properly you’ve got to have the backing and if 


the backing’s not there, people are going to lose interest and subsequently ... 


T: And that ... and see when Sue-Ellen came back, I think that's why you guys are here is 


because they really ... the people around them five years ago which knew what it was about 


all disappeared and then people came along and had no friggin’ idea about the whole 


philosophy of it. So she came down to Annie and ... and Andy who runs the thing to actually 


learn what it was ‘cause she came from somewhere else. And that's the problem, corporately 


we’re just lost for bloody staff at the moment. I mean the firemen stayed put but the actual 


public servants go through them like a bloody dose of salts. It’s just a ... the whole public 


servants at the moment, they're all climbing each other’s shoulders but when they get to a 
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certain height they jump off into bloody mining companies and ... and then you’ve got to 


staff ... (Cp28-29) 


For the last word on Annie and the operations of FESA:  


J: A... a local champion like Annie is you know it’s clearly priceless to this whole program.  


T: That’s right. 


G: She is. She is. 


J: A question for you is what would you sort of need at a regional level to be able to have the 


resources to find that sort of person?  


T: Yeah, that’s right.  


J: There must be others out there like her.  


T: Well, that’s right. I mean while we ... I don’t know. I mean we expect the skills to come 


out of that community safety division ‘cause that’s where it used to be. And when we were 


talking about trying to get staff down here, we said we don’t want another firemen or you 


know an officer. We want somebody that’s done a you know public education degree or a ... 


you know there are all sorts of degrees. Marketing, community ... you know one of the 


daughters of somebody I knew, where she did something I’d never heard of it. Sounds like 


something Hitler would use but it was mass communications I think it was called. And I 


mean there are degrees in this crowd and they should be putting those people on to foster 


this stuff because we do our job which is to train firemen, make sure they’ve got trucks and 


these guys are the firemen and Annie is the public that’s prepared to be educated but it’s ... 


we’ve got to get those mass communication people or whatever their bloody skills are into 


the system to make these things work. And I’m sure when it did work we had by chance 


probably more than design people up there that had it. ‘Cause I mean it’s always been 


community safety or whatever similar name and they always try and employ those sort of 


people. Well, you know then when the shortage goes on and we get some other clown that 


thinks they want to do something else, they go and employ the wrong sort of person, so it 


just staggers off into ... I mean I don’t think we’ve designed a pamphlet for about two or 


three years and it all comes out of there, you know? 


Are there intended /unintended outcomes? (positive/negative) 
Very little on this not covered elsewhere. 


Other contextual factors – compliance measures,  
The saga of the website conflicts between FESA and the local BRAG is worth outlining in full 


here as it indicates how the bureaucrats are more likely to stick to the rules thus stifling 


promising innovation:  







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


A: Oh, for the tape. I decided, well people keep asking me questions. So they’d ask me 


where to get the fire regulations, what sort of pumps to buy, whatever. And I was forever 


writing out, oh this is a great website, or the other thing is they ring you up and say oh, 


there’s a lot of smoke to the south, where’s the fire? And I’d say to them do you know about 


the Sentinel site, you know, if you look on the Sentinel site you can see there’s big fires 


down at Scott River and that’s where the smoke’s coming from. Oh, I don’t believe you that 


the smoke’s coming from that far.  


And I said well you know, watch it, look at it every now and then and when you see there’s a 


fire on the news, go to the Sentinel site and you’ll see, the smoke can go a thousand 


kilometres. And so anyhow, so I was forever writing out websites and everything and typing 


stuff out and not having the stuff in the car with me to give people. So I thought, mm, 


website. 


And so all I wanted to do was just put all these links in there so people could go there and 


have … it went straight to the, they dared me to wade through the Shire website to find it 


amongst the dog regulations that would be there. There’s lots … there’s so many wonderful 


resources out there and a lot of the resources were from other fire brigades, Darlington Fire 


Brigade had an excellent one. S 


o people would ask me, I want to know about fire proof plants and I’d ring up FESA and 


they’d say oh, they said, we don’t like to recommend any because you know, we’ve got to be 


accountable, we might get sued if we say the wrong thing and anything. But someone in 


Darlington has put them up. So I could just send people to that. Stuff I didn’t know. So I did 


it, I just made it myself, never made a website in my life before and put it on a … I hosted it 


myself and then I thought I need to do this properly, I’ll ask them for some money.  


And they said no, you can’t have one. You just can’t have it. Why can’t I have it? Because 


we won’t support a website that’s giving out information because then we’re accountable for 


that information and people take the information and come back at us. Well how come all 


these other fire brigades have got websites? Oh because, well oh I don’t know about that, 


well I don’t know they do. Now, in the Karragullen fire when the FESA website crashed and 


you couldn’t get on to it, everybody was using the Darlington … Glen Forest, Glen Forest 


website which was providing information to communities because the FESA one didn’t. So I 


mean they’re there. And they’re all … they’ve got FESA all over them and the quote that 


they said to me is you can’t have any acknowledgement of FESA on it.  


M: Yes, so I suspect they asked someone else in FESA because the straw poll from you 


asking that at the meeting the other day was that some agreed with what you said that there’s 


no way FESA would allow that. And the other lot said oh yeah, of course. And they’ve all 


got it on and that’s how we did it. But we asked someone else, or … 


A: Well one of the interesting things at that meeting was … M: Had bullying people to get 


the right answer. 
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A: Well that, I thought it was really interesting in the meeting was that it came from 


Hartley’s group when they asked for the signs on the houses that they belonged to the BRAG 


group and FESA said to me no, you can’t do that, you cannot do it, you know, don’t do it, 


strictly. And the guy from Bedfordale, they’ve just done it. Now that … I spoke to him 


afterwards, he just did it. He just did it.’(Ap46-47 and more examples follow on the 


following pages)  


Annie feels that she ‘operates in spite of (FESA)’ particularly as their material is often dense 


and irrelevant to residents.’ (Ap48) The working relationship then with the central office of 


FESA would appear from these interviews to be problematic as was mentioned in earlier topics. 


One thing mentioned in the first two sets of interviews and referred to in Information 


distribution earlier was that it’s difficult to comply with regulations if you don’t receive the 


notification of your responsibilities and it was also mentioned that the council website is poorly 


designed so it was hard to understand. (Ap5-6) Despite this the council in recent years has been 


fining more people for infringements such as those relating to fire breaks. The rangers were 


referred to as ‘the fire Nazis.’ This will also be referred to later in the discussions with the shire 


officer. This BRAG have had to deal with angry residents and the facilitators would rather use 


education leading to self-motivation rather than the ‘big stick’ approach current being used. The 


council officers now realise that they need BRAG and are more relaxed about the group now. 


(Ap6-9) (and Bp9) 


Another example of problems with council regulations – though most of these problems are 


more brigade related rather than BRAG but the interviewee found it difficult to differentiate 


between their dual roles – is the following:  


But they had to get authority from the shire chief to be able to cut fences and start going in 


there and they couldn’t do that until they got authority and they couldn’t get hold of them 


and there was just chaos, you know. There wasn’t enough coordination. After that things 


really started to get into shape in this area, it probably already was in place in other areas. 


But after that communications became much better and they’re improving all the time 


because they’re going ... there’s going to be different communications now in the trucks 


apparently and all the rest of it. So things have moved along and of course the volunteers 


have always been volunteers and they’ve been given more resources. But still always 


struggling for more resources, this is always the bugbear… (Bp5) 


The best thing about FESA is that they have brought all of the emergency services together but 


there’s still no common communication channel with the police. Things do come together 


though when there’s a need (Ap67) 


From the council perspective, again:  


W: But infringements are a part of education. It’s a big part because we ran a really heavy 


media campaign for the last two years with lots of ads in the paper, warning people what we 


were going to do, stories and that and full-page ad at the beginning of the fire season with all 
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the fire requirements, ads in there. So I’m not sure what else you can do. We invited all these 


people to ... to an expo and in that expo was there for opportunity to come speak to us, 


BRAG, or anybody else about their fire requirements.  


T: I think the only way dealing with this issue is that it’s got to be part of in the BRAG 


campaign, that if you don’t comply, in the end, the rangers will get you because being a 


member of BRAG do ... doing nothing isn’t going to give you any protection.  


W: No, we’re not bias.  


T: And so ... so we don't scare the right sort of people away from BRAG we’ve got to be 


able to say you know, you need to do this and you know you can help your neighbours to do 


this. ‘Cause the regional Bushfire Action Group and I think it’s probably still in some of the 


texts was that if there’s five houses in their street, it was okay. You ... you were the greenie 


and you were the bloody tree-lover and the rest us weren’t cleaning their gardens up and 


when the fire came, you’d all come over and we can jump into Jones’ bunker.  


And it was ... that was actually portrayed that that was okay. Well, of course it’s not okay 


according to the law because the law says we’ll all be treated equally and you two will get 


booked. So maybe that needs to be modified in there if it still exists that the ... that was part 


of the deal, you know? Look after your street and ...  


W: ‘Cause the problem the local government has is that if a fire comes through there and 


your bushfire notice says, that’s what you got do, and we don't enforce that and fire comes in 


and we get death or whatever, who do you think the coroner’s going to go after?  


G: The shire.  


T: Or everybody but including the shire. (Cp9-10) 


Compliance seems to be more present where BRAGs are located:  


K: So Tim, if I could just back track a minute, in ... in areas where BRAG is active and I 


know in ... that’s not most of the shire but where it is ... have you noticed any difference in 


terms of number of infringement notices and ..?  


T: Yeah, yeah.  


W: Yeah, look, especially this year. Yeah, yeah, look this year we did notice a big difference 


and last year we didn’t get to all of it ... of the whole of the shire so while the infringements 


are on a same amount this year, actually I had the availability to hire Jeff and someone else 


to help us out to get to more of it. We actually probably did 99% of the shire. Last year we 


probably only did 65-70% of the shire. We still got the same amount of infringements. We 


did a lot more inspections ... 


G: Yeah.  
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W: ... and we ... our work orders were higher than they were last year because there was only 


moderate work needed to be done, you know? Like people just hadn’t quite done it properly 


to someone who’d just completely ignored it, got an infringement. If ... but even if you make 


an effort and it’s still not a good effort you know and we feel that they’ve taken a shot, they 


will get something from us.  


T: Yeah.  


W: But you know if you’ve generally done a good job and it just needs a bit of a tidy up here 


and there and it might be just a work order or even just verbal advice saying this week I’ll 


come back. If you haven’t done it then we’ll give you something, you know?’ (Cp13-14)  


It comes down to good cop, bad cop:  


W: We have a lot of issue with wineries and chalets and accommodation and there which is 


really, really some grey areas and ... and I’m well aware that I’m not very popular out on the 


ridge area and a lot of people don’t but at the end of the day, if we ever get a fire there and it 


probably saves it, perhaps they might. And that’s the only ... the only way they're ever going 


to see it and someone has to be the baddie. Because if we’re the baddie and then encourage 


BRAG’s or support BRAG on another hand, make them look the goodies, well, at the end of 


the day we’re going to find an even balance. That’s what it’s about. (Cp14) 


The concluding comments from the three officers outline the dilemmas facing the future of 


BRAG and its relations with the various levels of government. All this plus the neeed for extra 


resources:  


W:I certainly would like to see a ... a regional person or a south-west coordinator of BRAG 


operating out of ... 


T: Oh well, only when this side of hell freezes over.  


W: Yeah, I know. And ... and we’re just hoping this report might help is that identify well 


yeah, the south-west region, the potentials there are really operating BRAG but there needs 


to be a paid employee working with local governments, their FMO’s and the BRAG groups 


there who can ...  


T: And I mean there are millions of things.  


W: While Andy does a good job, he’s got a thousand other jobs to do as well.  


T: Yeah, I mean there are millions of things that ... it’s like down at Margaret and I suppose 


you guys got one, the shire has a girl whose job is you know shire public (mobile phone 


rings) sort of you know information. She’s in corporate and ... you know? W: Well, we got 


one of them but we need to get the structure in place to operate and again you know from my 


point of view, I ... I think it’s a state government [unclear – diction] should be ... nothing 


should be ... everything shouldn’t be unloaded to local government ...  
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G: Yeah, yeah. W: ... because our’s ... state government issue ‘cause we get a major wild fire 


they’re ... they’re going to send resources out and it’s going to cost them and ... as well. It’s 


not us. Little fires cost the shire. Big fires are going to cost them in water bombers and that 


which cost $3,000 an hour. So there’s an opportunity and I know you're reporting back to 


Sue-Ellen. She’s a very lovely lady.  


G: You crawler.  


W: I've had many a late nights with her. There is ... I mean at what point do we ... I don’t 


know how it operates in the eastern states but there’s an opportunity to base someone in the 


south-west and probably operating out of Bunbury or out of our office. I’ll certainly make 


enough space for them, to work with all the local governments, FMO and that in correcting 


and helping produce and with your Annie Palmers and ... and everybody else. So there’s one 


contact to them. You know that one person has got their finger on the pu ... pulse, not given 


a real big district but you know six/seven shires each.  


G: But I don’t believe you can sit in Perth and run it. You’ve got to have somebody 


physically in ... in that area to do it.  


W: No, we’ve got to give Sue ... Sue-Ellen a chance. She’s only new on the job and she’s 


done good already and so ... 


T: No, but what I was talking about when I was talking about that, the shire sees a need to do 


that and so they don't go and buy a you know retired bloody CEO or ranger or something. 


They go and buy a person trained in that skill. And when you say what does the area 


managers need to make the system work? They need them to employ people skilled in you 


know public communication or whatever the ... the title is. 


Fire history 
There’s been no major fire in the area since 1962. The area has grown hugely since then and 


with very few fires there than in the other two case study areas there is almost no local memory 


of what a fire can do to that region. Many of the residents have also moved in from urban areas 


with very little fire knowledge. The environment is also changing as new plantings such as vines 


and having more haystacks and this could impact on the types of fire taking place e.g. lightning 


strikes along the vines or haystacks. (Ap1-3) The lack of recent fires has meant that 


complacency has set in and 


every year we don’t have a big fire means we’re closer to having a big one. Because of the 


fuel build up …  


D: And also just people’s ... not quite as on the ball, prepared. I think because we haven’t 


had one is partly awareness, you know about this generally in the area. We’ve got more 


people, always more people living here, not necessarily the homeowners themselves, it’s 


often relations or friends. So that is a sort of risk in many ways because of their awareness of 
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what ... the timing of fire bans and barbeques and just generally ... you know people come 


and say let’s put all this stuff together, have a good old fire, a bonfire.  


M: They build a fire on a semi-cold summer night in the rental property and clean the 


fireplace out, throw hot coals out in the bush and start and fire ... seriously.  


D: Yeah, definitely awareness. I mean obviously there’s ... but whether it’s any more risky 


that it used to be, I'm not quite sure, but certainly there’s more power lines which have to be 


kept clear and there’s more roads which act as fire breaks themselves. But there again there’s 


more chance of cigarette butts being flicked out.’ (Bp21) 


Demographics including socio economic, even membership of other 
volunteer groups if information is available 
Differences in approach was said to be dealing with men and women for instance when Annie is 


dealing with largely men she ‘gets the blokes in to talk to them.’ (Ap12) Reference was also 


made to a video after the Tenterden fire where:  


A: It’s powerful and it’s very focused on women. I mean it only looks at women and it 


comes up with a couple of really good, or lots of things, but one of the things they probably 


never intended is that people feel very supportive of the fire brigade and they come away 


saying well what can we do for your fire brigade.’ Women come up after viewing video 


asking what can we do for you… There is more of a link up now then with other voluntary 


associations now that the CWA doesn’t exist anymore and many of the BRAG members in 


some streets are also members of Zonta – a worldwide group made up of professional 


women for instance. (Ap18-19) Membership will also overlap with the P & C., (Ap60) the 


challenge however is to reach people who don’t belong to any organisation. 


The third interview emphasised concerns raided by all the interviewees and that was over the 


Perth people’s apparent lack of concern as they ‘go back to Perth and forget about their 


property’– ‘one of the shire’s greatest problems’ …  


T: So ... and ... and they’re that wealthy that when they do come, laws don’t exists and 


money’s not an issue. So I mean if ... if they knew they had to clean up, so it’s a lot to do 


with understanding or not understanding ‘cause in Perth it’s not an issue. 


W: That’s why we’ve got to keep encouraging the fire expo and get the message out there.  


T: Yeah, and ... and ... and things like the fire expo and ... and like when the rangers go 


around or when somebody rings Jonesy, they ... those sort of people need a product ...  


W: I agree.  


T ... to ... to explain. So you know we’re always going to need a pamphlet of some sort and 


as things, so BRAG probably is an extension of that. It’s just another point like you know 


Jonesy can give it out or he can say well, I’m busy, ring Annie. (Cp18) 







GILBERT AND MARSH BRAG IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA 
 
 


 


FESA 


What are the intended/actual outcomes of the program? 
(short/medium/long term)  
The origins and role of the BRAGS can be seen in the following exchange during the interviews 


with the FESA officers:  


So our summer safe projects and also dry season in the north. So BRAG played a big part 


sort of within that. Providing training for BRAG facilitators. Generally communicating with 


the facilitators on a fairly regular basis and, you know, resource development, that sort of 


stuff. So it was more that liaison and working obviously with our regional staff, our district 


managers, who looked after them on a local level. So … 


J: So your … is your role as a … a community safety coordinator?  


R: Yeah. Prior … I guess the … the person before me had taken on the role as co ordinator, 


and before that it actually had someone dedicated to that …permanently, so we were trying 


to sort of slot our work with BRAG in with our normal role.  


J: But just sort of as a … a starting point, I mean obviously as I … as I mentioned before, 


BRAG really began as community fireguard … 


R: Fireguard. Yeah. I think it was ’98 it was adopted here. And reviewed in 2001 where it 


became BRAG.  


J: Okay, 2001 was … yeah, because I … I think when we were speaking to someone down 


in … in Bedfordale they mentioned a … a group back in 1994? H: That would be right…  


J:...to sort of best of …your knowledge, what sort of was the … the motivation for really 


developing a program like that in the first place?  


R: Well, it all evolved from Ash Wednesday really, and it was just the case of they’re all 


doing it, you know, so I think that what … the west had to be doing something similar as 


well.  


J: Yeah. Sort of …I guess the … the model being used in …Victoria and …also South 


Australia had adopted it so I guess …through that. And … and clearly elements of the 


program needed to be modified to make it more relevant to the Western Australian 


…environment. And, yeah, obviously I’m still asking you to reflect on things which weren’t 


…really your involvement …but just from your point of view, sort of what were the … what 


was the main … main sort of modifications that were required?  


R: Well, initially when it was adopted from the east they maintained that sort of 


remuneration of facilitators. So they were provided with a … an annual bonus or some … a 


monetary amount. But when it became BRAG that was stopped. So there was no money 


involved in the program whatsoever as incentives or …anything…And the idea was that it 


was run as a … as a program I think … I guess from headquarters, and they provided that 
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coordination, but a lot of the activity, it all really occurred out in the community with the 


support of regional staff. (Fp2-4) 


In the initial stages, the BRAGS appear to have been very successful but as will be seen from 


these interviews, the support from FESA diminished over time and the knowledge of, for 


example, how many BRAGS’ facilitators are still operating is minimal: 


R: It was actually … it was ticking along really beautifully. The … at the time there was 


about 80 facilitators who … quite a lot of them were actually active, involved with groups in 


their community. We had no idea in terms of street co ordinator groups or sort of branches 


from those main groups of how big the actual program was. It’d never been measured or 


gauged in terms of who was on board and doing what in the community. The percentage of 


time that I guess initially I was dedicating to the program would’ve been about 75% of my 


time. But as … then as my role grew in other areas, that had to diminish. So it … it became 


more and more of a challenge I guess to provide the level of support and, you know, 


coordination I guess that … that it required. But we were doing training then. I would go to 


all the BRAG meetings. So I’d be out quite a … quite a lot actually going out and …visiting 


them and, you know, sort of doing stuff on the ground and being that sort of person that they 


knew they could call on and … and, you know, sort of work with.’(Fp4)  


Are they successful or not? What are the barriers/facilitators? 
From a FESA view there would appear to have been mixed messages coming out of their 


organisation of what the role of BRAG was. Proper process was also lacking. This obviously 


could aid or hinder the development of BRAGs in different areas: 


H: Ruth, at that time, what was the level of support like from the op staff … the DMs and 


other operational staff?  


R: Their … their view was very … their … their understanding of the program was very 


mixed. You have some managers who were very much using it as a … as an important tool 


within the community with their brigade members. There were others that absolutely didn’t 


have a clue. And when it came to those facilitators who weren’t existing brigade members, it 


was very fragmented. And that’s where the problems started to emerge, where initially it’d 


been all brigade members, then they started to allow others to come in. And it changed the 


need for the training, you know, it … it changed everything about what the program was 


based on. So … ‘cause you would expect brigade members to have that foundation 


information, you know, we … we weren’t needing to provide that to that level. But, yeah, 


when community members became involved it obviously … it did change ‘cause they didn’t 


have that same support mechanism as well. So the brigade … the normal meetings that they 


had with the operational services and the connections I guess that were already there.  


J: And was that sort of shift a sort of conscious decision or it just sort of evolved that way?  
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R: Well, I think it was a case of they had community members that actually asked to be … to 


be involved and … without saying you need to become a brigade member. It was like oh, 


well, yeah and … you know, we can let anyone do it. We didn’t have a framework for it to 


say who can and can’t do it. There was no rules or … or anything really to … to be able to 


follow that stipulated that. It was no … there was no paperwork in terms of people joining 


who qualified. So criteria that managers out in the … you know, like operational managers, 


could look at a particular individual and say well, you have all the qualities that, you know, 


would be valuable for a facilitator or, you know, maybe you should just think about a street 


coordinator role. So … 


R:… what I saw when I first came on board with the program. It was just like well there’s … 


there’s no … there’s no process. And that was where when we did the risk analysis the … 


the bells and … and alarms started to off because it really opened the organisation … (Fp5) 


The major barrier to success would appear to be the difficulties facilitators have in motivating 


people to attend even once a year meetings. Particularly when there haven’t been a lot of fires. 


It’s better where the residents are loyal to a particular facilitator but when this is not present 


only 3 residents may turn up. Something new has to be used to get the people in. (Kp21) 


A further barrier would be:  


J: And I guess the issue also revolves around, yeah, finding the right sort of facilitators who 


can understand operating in that environment … whilst also FESA perhaps being a bit more 


flexible in its approach as well.  


S: And also getting …the support of op staff. Because, you know, it was quite … clear at the 


workshop …difficult though. S: … that they’re just too busy. And the CFMs are too busy 


…’ (Kp24)  


With 7 new staff coming on board a problem is that internal capacity is lacking:  


…we’ve identified we’ve never built the internal capacity of our managers to be able to 


understand the program, to be able to deliver the program, what it entails. I mean, that was 


where one of the resources we identified as being important was a … like a … a manual or 


something that managers (FESA operational managers, district managers, area managers, 


those … community fire managers) would be able to … So … because there’s no resource 


for them. And because they do move around a …a fair bit …the chances are that someone 


one day is going to be in an area where BRAG’s obviously heavily involved …They won’t 


know anything about it. R: Because there’s a lot of misconception I think that BRAG is hard 


work, but it really isn’t. You get a group and initially you’ve got to do a bit of hand holding 


… but you’ve got no more interface with that group than what you would have with your 


brigades. And really there’s really no more extra work. (Kp25-26) 


A good BRAG is where the community engagement model is used:  
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… where you … you go in, you know, you help it get established and … but then you need 


to gradually take that …step back. It’s like with any brigade …you know, they … they are 


constantly … they’ve got to liaise with them, they’ve got to work with them. So it … it’s 


part of their … it should be part of their core business. (Kp27) 


The lack of full time staff committed to supporting the BRAGs when compared with the Eastern 


states though recognising that there they have a much more varied role dealing with other 


hazards as well as fire. In Victoria there are 12 staff whereas in W.A. only 2 hours per fortnight 


would be spent on BRAG. It’s ‘not a priority because there’s many other important stuff that has 


to be done.’ ‘It’s ad hoc.’ ‘It’s very reactive.’ (Kp32-34)  


This lack of time and resources has meant that the actual number of active BRAG facilitators 


covering a wide area from Perth to Albany is unknown. (Kp35) 


A real challenge to the success of BRAG, they concluded, was:  


… around how do we control what’s happening on the ground level? You know, how do we 


know what … what messages are being delivered? And that’s a real challenge for us. So that 


consistency.  


R:  And that … I guess that will be a fundamental part of how much, you know … 


S: Training.  


R: … how much training and how much we’re involved. S: But you can still tell a person to 


put a square peg in a square hole and …they’ll go try … putting a round one in. 


J: And … and related to that really, you know, so in … in an ideal world, how could the 


capacity of BRAG be enhanced from … from your perspective?  


S: I think either that there’s dedicated positions responsible for that …  


H: I was really hesitant to say that, but I really firmly …believe that, that you need a BRAG 


coordinator. At least one.’  


They continued on this point:  


I would just have a person just doing BRAG. You know, BRAG would be a part of their role 


and BRAG supports our bushfire season strategies. The risk with that is succession planning 


and the loss of that knowledge if the person goes. The other option I would look at is … is it 


out of this directorate and is it a CFM responsibility and then we work with the CFMs. So 


that’s more tangible for us because we know who they are …we’re able to reach them, we 


know their currency, and that they’ve got those local relationships. (K54-57) 
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How are they achieved? What activities/resources required? What 
processes take place?(individual/household/community) what happens and 
why? 
FESA would attend information and training meetings along the following lines and with the 


following purposes in mind: 


I guess you could divide them in to three meetings. You would have your open sort of 


community meeting where there wasn’t a group already operating in the area and it was 


identified as something that, you know, you had a champion that wanted to start up a group. 


So we would do it more of as an information session, where I would go along, provide the 


community members with that information about the program and the benefits. Then there 


would be meetings where we had set BRAG groups that would come along, they’d do their 


pre-season meeting and, you know, they’d talk about what they’re going to do or some of the 


issues or, you know, sort of do a bit of a debrief in terms of what happened last bush … 


bushfire season and what they could do this year. And then there’d be your just facilitators 


or … or street coordinator meetings. So … yeah.  


J: And sort of was it an important part of the meeting that you, a sort of FESA central office 


person, were … were present for it? What sort of dynamic did that play?  


R: Where the information about the program was needed, that was where I played a key role. 


As that sort of information specialist. Where people like Ian Thompson from Bedfordale, I 


was a support person. I would be there to support him and Ray and … so I’d be there really 


as a person that they could, you know, identify, you know, we really need some information 


about such and such or … or whatever. So it was more about supporting them as a … you 


know, as … as them being a facilitator in the program and identifying stuff I guess that I 


could provide to them, whether it be resources and whatever. (Kp6) 


In the discussion of the role of FESA and the directions it should take, the following conclusions 


were reached:  


is it our role? When … when we look at increasing CFMs, community … fire managers, that 


are 50% funded by the local government and 50% funded by FESA, and there’s a local 


government responsibility to ensure that their residents are … are ready and that they’ve 


addressed their hazards. Is it a central role that needs to be played? And is the role that we 


play just working with the CFMs to ensure that they’re skilled … and given the …the 


support that they need. And then it’s part of their responsibility to work with the BRAGs, 


train the BRAGs … you know, recruit …whatever, you know.  


So we need to start questioning about what’s more effective, because they have the 


relationship on the ground. They have the contacts, they know the local … issues, local 


solutions. Where us driving it from a central point of view, is that as effective and are we 


building the … the resilience as opposed to how a CFM could do? So, you know, you could 


look at it a totally different way that it’s not … our responsibility to be doing it.  
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J: In that sort of model would FESA be providing the resources to the CFM … 


Yeah. And then the CFMs drive it. And even at a level below the facilitators, the sort of 


street coordinator, street contacts … some level of appropriate training … for them seem … 


would seem to be a … a useful thing …particularly as groups have grown and … and 


…diversified. Some … it appears from some examples that quite a lot of responsibility is 


with the street coordinators to … to keep the … the groups going and to …and to, you know, 


run … 


R: Exactly.  


J: … run them. (Kp38) 


The lack of full time staff committed to supporting the BRAGs when compared with the Eastern 


states though recognising that there they have a much more varied role dealing with other 


hazards as well as fire. In Victoria there are 12 staff whereas in W.A. only 2 hours per fortnight 


would be spent on BRAG. It’s ‘not a priority because there’s many other important stuff that has 


to be done.’ ‘It’s ad hoc.’ ‘It’s very reactive.’ (Kp32-34)  


This lack of time and resources has meant that the actual number of active BRAG facilitators 


covering a wide area from Perth to Albany is unknown. (Kp35)  


It would appear that training programs have been put on hold, though a training program was 


developed, the whole program was shelved and is awaiting review. Stop gap measures are in 


place ‘getting people just to deliver the stay or go stuff’ is all they’ve been able to facilitate. 


(Kp42-43) 


Training programs for potential facilitators were an essential role for FESA but the respondents 


did note a number of areas for improvement and they don’t appear to have been held in recent 


years despite calls to hold them: 


One of the things I guess when I was involved with the program was doing the training, and 


we would try to do training in the winter months when it was, you know … when it was 


obviously more ideal for them. And things would start to ramp up for them around October 


where they’re sort of coming to the end of their … their quiet time. But one of the things that 


we talked about was training would be fairly ad hoc and it would be just when I guess we … 


we were approached from a … either a … a manager or, you know, a group of potential 


facilitators.  


And then one of the things we thought would be better to do would be to coordinate training 


in a more proactive approach by saying well, okay, calendarise it so that we know in July 


we’re going to have training in the northern suburbs. So for any brigades in the north of 


Perth then we would do the training at one sort of central location. And we’ll do it then, and 


we’ll do the east, and we’ll go down south and we’ll do that sort of stuff. Because what was 


happening was you’d get one brigade and you’d have them wanting to do training but you’d 


have 12 people, you know, wanting to do training because we would do a minimum of eight 
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to run the training. And it was like well, these people had never clearly been identified as 


actually potential facilitators with the skills required to do that role. It was just like well, we 


need eight, so they …  


You know, sort of try to rally people around to do the training and then, you know, half of 


them wouldn’t end up carrying it on. They’d just sort of move through the brigade and not 


really do anything. So that was where one of the … I guess one of the issues with people 


being active, you know, we had them on a database but then they wouldn’t end up doing 


anything because really you didn’t need that many people within that sort of brigade doing 


the facilitator training. It was … it was more … it should’ve been more at a regional level. 


But you know, that was, you know, difficult to coordinate at the time. But that was 


something we identified that we would certainly do. (Kp36) 


The lack of resources within FESA has meant that they ‘physically have not been able to do 


everything that’s been asked of us.’ What they do however is the following:  


…It’s more about resources.  


H: Yeah. It’s pretty much just supporting them through resources and attending meetings 


when we can.  


S: And I suppose for … me it’s developing that future stuff. So, you know, my attention 


goes in to being proactive and, you know, working with them around just before bushfire 


season … starts, again, around bringing them in together, regaining that commitment, doing 


a bit of training and professional development. Trying, I suppose, you know … trying to … 


to predict some of the issues before they actually arise. And, you know, like Helen had a 


conversation with Annie the other day and just simple things, you know, like pads with 


BRAG on the top that she wanted and, you know, they’d be easy for us to develop and they 


feel like we’re giving them something and …  


S: The BRAG database is another thing. I’m putting a letter together, which I’ve done with 


our JAFFA one, all our databases were the same, where we’ll write out to them and see if 


there’s still a facilitator and get their current details. The frustrating thing for me dealing 


with a lot of these groups, because they’re volunteers they’re not on email, so it’s just really 


labour intensive. And you get very little response from a letter generally. So then, you know, 


you’ve got to chase it up with a phone call and emails …  


R: Oh, you’d be lucky to get 20% return … 


S… so trying to get your data correct is I suppose something that I’m trying to do. (Kp47-


48) 


How is information disseminated to fellow residents? 
There have been a number of programs over the past few years, particularly those related to 


‘bushfire strategies’ and ‘summer safe’ campaigns. There were education programs in schools 
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and more recently there’s been the development of the DVD and other resources and BRAG 


played an important role in all of this planning and training. Again though the lack of resources 


does hinder what they would like to achieve:  


It was like well, we need a DVD and we need … and then the campaign I guess grew around 


that. But BRAG was always the focus. That was … that was summer safe. That was what it 


was. You had your … the clean up days and they had, you know, all sorts of stuff happening 


around BRAG. But it was always low level. BRAG was never really marketed from an 


organisational perspective… And even now …  


R: Because we couldn’t support it. Because it was … as my percentage of my time … 


diminished, it was almost like well, you can’t promote it because we can’t give it the level of 


support that it needs for one person to be able to coordinate it as a whole. (Kp8-9) 


As ‘stay or go’ is now a national position’ it’s now easier to embed these types of programs and 


much information is also readily available on the internet. However FESA is having difficulty in 


delivering ‘current and consistent messages because of the (lack of) capacity of their people to 


deliver through workshops as they’ve done in the past - particularly necessary where messages 


are confusing and complex. (Kp17-18) 


One idea which has been canvassed is to have ‘sponsorship packages’ to provide money to 


FESA with BRAG programs in there to spend on resource development and sponsoring bushfire 


strategies. ‘The pitfall in the past has been they want to own us and they want blood out of a 


stone.’ (Kp49)  


how representative are the participants? is there a difference between 
homeowners and renters, for example? 
This topic has not been covered in these discussions. 


What works for whom? In what contexts and settings has the program 
worked/not worked? Why? How? 
What works, but not always with FESA approval, in some BRAGs depends very much on the 


initiatives of the facilitator as the following indicates:  


And speaking to Ian, even he was saying that, you know, it’s … he’s always got to find 


something new to draw them in. …  


S: A pull.  


R: … you know, he’s quite savvy and he’ll organise someone from the local hardware store 


to bring … their fire fighting equipment in, you know. That sort of thing. Now, as an 


organisation we would never condone that really, would … But for him, that’s what they 


want to know.’ (Kp21) 
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As well as dealing simply with fires and limiting their organisations potential, some BRAGs 


have used their networks to deal with other needs making them more holistic: 


R: So … and I guess one of the things that we identified early on with BRAG was that it had 


so much potential to be I guess for … for the organisation, certainly something that could be 


quite holistic in terms of preparing for emergencies. So we’re … you know, we’re not 


talking about just bushfires. So those people, you know, would still talk about some of the 


issues I guess that face them surrounding security … and sort of other hazards. And … and 


neighbourhood watch was a classic example where you had groups hand in hand. So you had 


BRAG and the neighbourhood watch … all sort of … working together.  


H: Well, one of the BRAGs, I know when I was down at Bedfordale the last time, they were 


saying, and I think they mentioned it as well at the focus group that we had, that not only 


have they been involved in searches and use their telephone tree when … when … kids have 


gone missing … but they’ve used it … they’ve utilised it when storms have occurred. And 


they’ve said oh, you know, they got on the telephone tree and … and rung everybody and 


said there’s a storm coming our way, it’s really severe, make sure you batten down the 


hatches. So yeah, it is that more holistic approach … and all hazard approach.’ ‘… if the 


framework was there … I mean bushfire should just be one part of that. And that was where 


the more people started to talk about it, I guess their role as a facilitator, the more easily you 


could see it being a, you know, a conduit to other things as well. You know, and 


neighbourhood, security and … you know, because those … those networks are very 


important. (Kp18-20) 


One idea put forward from these discussions was that local government should be more 


involved in the processes, working with FESA:  


And what would be enticing to local government, when you look at the local governments in 


that area, instead of FESA using the … their money around salary costs and producing 


publications and the travel that we do, is you know would it be more viable to establish a 


grant scheme where the local governments have access to that grant if they establish a 


BRAG and there’s parameters around it and how it operates. And then the CFM, you know, 


is linked in to that grant process, that they’re the owner of that grant and driving it.’(Kp39) 


Each facilitator will have different problems and needs according to their neighbourhood:  


S:  I think that the recent challenge but for BRAG is that sea tree change culture …that we 


have. And … and even in the hills here the … you know, the people that are … are living up 


there. But, you know, Annie’s facing that in Yallingup, that they’re not even there, you 


know.  


R: Yeah. Hobby farmers … who are there probably on the weekend, or those people that 


want the isolation.  
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S: So what’s … that social capital investment of that individual? You know, it’s not very 


high.  


R: You know their risk management strategy is insurance, in short. That … and that’s it. 


There’s no perception of risk.’ (Kp45) 


The need to recognise the passion about community safety of facilitators and work with them to 


extend their skills and to provide recognition was also suggested:  


a lot of the knowledge and information that we have as coordinators, often we don’t have the 


opportunity to filter it down to their level. But it’s having those … that professional 


development, having … you know, giving people the opportunity to have skills that they can 


use in their everyday lives or work or whatever, you know, I think that’s really important. 


Because … you know often they don’t … they don’t want the monetary reward. It’s not … 


it’s about … it’s about, you know, what’s valuable to them and … yeah. Recognition. Pat on 


the back and … 


J: some of the facilitators that I’ve encountered, yeah, the … they’re not … their motivation 


isn’t for any sort of financial gain or even … being, you know, reimbursed for their time or 


fuel or anything. (Kp53) 


How? Flexibility in BRAG program 
The need for a less formalised, more flexible approach was recognised by FESA. While at 


times, such flexibility can cause problems for FESA, one of the strengths of BRAG though can 


be where a balance between flexibility and conformity applies, particularly as locals are able to 


address issues which FSEA cannot:  


And I think that flexibility is the key otherwise people just won’t take part. My concern is 


that there needs to be a balance between the flexibility and ensuring the correct information 


is disseminated. That people are trained effectively. That they possess the right amount of 


knowledge in order to disseminate that information. And I have a concern that there are 


BRAG facilitators and street … coordinators out there that are kind of doing their own 


maverick thing and telling people what they like. And again, I know that was an issue that 


came out of last … February. The workshop that was done across the road with Sharna. That 


that was an issue that was leaving the organisation wide open to all sorts of liability issues. 


Yeah. So …R: Especially … sorry … especially where bushfire brigade members were 


involved. Because we’d have no jurisdiction over … them. So they had stuff on their website 


about … rooftop sprinklers and  


H: Yeah. Which we don’t enforce.  


R: and fire retardant plants. And we’re like oh …you know. 


Maybe as a bushfire brigade member, you know, you believe you can say that. But as FESA we 


can’t say that.  
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H: And … but there does need a balance, doesn’t there, between the flexibility and the 


formal process type … 


R: Because the … because the average community member won’t know … the difference. 


(Kp12-15) 


FESA is also ‘struggling’ to find the right balance in informing the community on what it 


‘wants to know’ whilst working within an ‘increasingly litigious culture’ (Kp23) 


Flexibility between different BRAGs and how they adapt differently according to differing 


circumstances and facilitators can be seen in the following exchange: 


J ‘originally a particular BRAG, I guess the … the idea was a … of a street or an … an area 


within the, you know, proximity. But now it sort of seems to be more of a … just sort of a, 


you know, a BRAG in say … having a BRAG in a particular … 


S: Suburb. 


J: The … the … so what, you know … that … that sort of balance has changed a bit. Is that 


just to reflect this sort of increased flexibility in … in the program, or … S: I think it comes 


… down to the BRAG facilitators. That they’re a champion. So, you know, when you look at 


…  


R: Thommo, who’s done the whole of Bedfordale. You’ve got every street involved in … in 


some way … within the program.  


S: But … but then when you look at Annie … Annie’s like the super facilitator down there 


because there’s some other BRAG groups happening, but she sort of plays the guiding role 


over the top of them. So she’s sort of expanding hers and growing it, but also doing it in a 


different way. So she sort of has some … facilitators that report in to her. So I think it’s 


about what works locally for … them. And it’s about that individual champion, you 


know.’(Kp40-41) 


Way groups have developed – telephone trees, regular meetings with 
group, local brigade meetings - top down or bottom up 
The following provides insight into how the groups first started: 


H: Ruth, when new groups started, how was interest identified? Was that through 


operational staff or did members of the public contact you or other FESA staff? How … 


R: Mixed, a mixture of ways. We had a community … like we … we would be approached 


by members of the community who’d heard about it and there was nothing existing in the 


area, so that’s why they were interested. And that’s what I guess triggered that having non-


brigade members involved with the program as facilitators. Brigade members who did 


approach us sometimes, but often went through their manager. And then some managers did 


approach us about using it as a strategy, but more often not it was brigade members. (Kp6-7)
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At the grass roots level where FESA worked BRAGs didn’t necessarily form but they still did 


much the same work:  


R: I mean a lot of my work … I mean I was involved with ratepayers and progress 


associations. And where, you know, they didn’t form a BRAG, it was still … they were 


actually doing the same things, they just didn’t call themselves a BRAG. You know, there … 


there’s groups that, you know, like your … your Annie Palmers, who tied it in with her wine 


connoisseur group and so there was a lot of activity out there, but it just … you know, oh 


we’re a BRAG, it … it … it didn’t necessarily operate like that. It was, you know, it … it 


was tapped in and as you know, we used other groups as that conduit to oh, here’s some 


information about whatever. So …  


J: And it’s very useful from our perspective to have that understanding, because on paper … 


you can sort of see …BRAG and it’s easy just to think of it …more in terms of the say CFA 


community fireguard where it has had more of that. (Kp10) 


The approach has been one of a top down approach with ‘initial hand holding’ along the 


‘community engagement model’, but then stepping back. District managers and others have to 


liaise with the BRAGs as part of their ‘core business’. (Kp26-27) 


FESA tends to be reactive when it comes to requests and will respond to attending meetings 


according to whether anyone is available or not. (Kp46) 


Importance of local champions – facilitators and street coordinators. 
Emphasis at street coordinator level or individual involvement. How have 
these people been chosen? 
The importance of there being local champions to facilitate BRAGs was noted earlier and two in 


particular were cited but the fact that there are no checks of character was raised as a matter of 


concern, as was the fact noted earlier that some facilitators went their own way:  


J: Yeah. And given the flexibility and … what sort of minimum … are there sort of 


minimum expectations, or is it something that needs to be decided upon as to a set of 


minimum expectations of a particular BRAG to constitute that’s what they’re doing? 


Because I guess currently if they’ve got free reign to develop it as they wish, you know, you 


…I guess there’s no way to really know whether they are meeting certain criteria.  


H: Yeah.  


S:  And we haven’t imposed that. You know, all we’ve done is the training and produced the 


resources for them … and, you know, watching the sessions that are delivered. You know, 


I’ve seen the one in Yallingup and it was, you know, spot on and very good and well 


engaged. And she put her own little spin on it. But, you know, there’s no … and this is … 


this is a horrible thing to say, but there’s no assessment of the individual characteristics of 


the person as well. And when you look at volunteers in brigades and … and, you know, quite 


often those volunteers are the ones that are the arsonists. You know, what character check to 
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we do of the person leading the … as a facilitator? We don’t. There’s no … there’s no check 


at all. So there’s nothing. I want to be a facilitator, they’re trained, they get the support of the 


… the ops person, and that’s it. (Kp41) 


The FESA people saw their role as working with these facilitators as ‘a support person, 


identifying stuff I guess that I could provide to them, whether it be resources and whatever.’ 


(Kp6) Those facilitators who were also community fire managers were also particularly valued 


by FESA as ‘they’re trusted’ and ‘believed’ as and people see them as ‘the brigade person’ out 


in the community ‘putting out fires’. (Kp14-16) 


While it was noted that it was difficult to motivate people unless there was an actual threat of 


fire, with one of the most motivated of facilitators ‘it’s different because there’s loyalty there’ 


but even he has difficulty as was mentioned earlier and has ‘always got to find something new 


to draw them in.’ (Kp21-22) 


District managers need to develop local knowledge - understanding communities using 


community profiling and ‘BRAG could help them with that.’ (Kp28) 


If the groups are to be successful, ‘to be kept going’ the need for training even at the local street 


level was also noted if these coordinators ‘who have quite a lot of responsibility’ were to carry 


out their tasks. (Kp39) 


Are there intended /unintended outcomes? (positive/negative) 
This has been covered elsewhere, though there was little actual reference to this topic. 


Other contextual factors – compliance measures. 
Again, surprisingly this topic was not dealt with at much depth; however the lack of 


coordination and cooperation across agencies is evident in the following where officers could 


not ‘sell’ the concept of BRAGs at a public meeting even though the actual topics being 


discussed were BRAG related: 


…within the agencies there’s particular areas that do particular bits of business. And tonight, 


for example, there’s a big town meeting up in Mundaring. And it’s showing residents about 


when to burn off their properties, those on large hectare-age properties, and they’ll do some 


demonstration burns. Now, that’s an ideal opportunity for us to talk about BRAGs, but we’re 


not allowed to talk about them there because the person running this … this is about their 


business. So the agency doesn’t interlink opportunities. And you’ve got a town hall full of 


people that have just gone through a bad bushfire last year. Where there are existing BRAGs 


up there, but it would be a good opportunity to spread that within that area… But they don’t 


want to confuse the messages and, you know, today’s about moisture level, fuel levels, wind 


velocity. Where even our stay and go and DVD it’s, you know, oh don’t know if we really 


want you to bring it, it might confuse them. But … so instead of informing the public … so I 
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think there’s still an agency resistance to …work together. There’s a lot of …competition 


around that.  


J: So is that sort of at a local brigade level, that resistance to …S: No. At a agency level. In 


this building… So at a directorate level. (Fp9) 


This view was elaborated on later in the interview:  


And because …you need …what you’re working with …a lot of the …time is the politics 


within …FESA because the fire service has never embraced FESA and don’t want to be … 


part of FESA and would like to be separate to FESA. And then you’ve got the career fire 


fighters and the volunteer fire fighters differences … and the bushfire brigades. So, you 


know, we’re working amongst the politics of that as well. So … where it’s not … it’s not a 


personal thing, but it’s like well, you’re FESA … you know. It gets that … it gets that petty 


…that when we did our smoke alarm campaign and we sent out materials to the stations and 


we wrote FESA station officer, they returned to sender …because we’re not FESA station 


officers.  


R: They’re fire and … rescue. 


J: Yeah. But it is this sort of complete organisational … shift that’s … 


S: And that cultural change …hasn’t happened… And, you know, we … we are still quite a 


number of years behind what some of the other agencies … are doing in terms of 


progressing … progressing that, and I think that we … we can’t … we can’t run out in to the 


community and promote BRAG in such a way that it’s not going to be … viable … because 


of our own people.’ (Kp30-32) 


Fire history 
Again, little mention was made in this area 


Demographics including socio economic, even membership of other 
volunteer groups if information is available.  
Socio economic factors were referred to but not gone into (Kp45-46) though hobby/weekend 


farmers, people living isolated lives and people in expensive cliff top homes subject to landslip 


were mentioned. Membership of the fire brigade was a key involvement for many. 
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Executive Summary 


The federally funded Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre combines the 


efforts of more than 30 research, fire, and land management agencies in 


undertaking research on social, economic, and environmental aspects of 


bushfire. Project C7, the “Evaluation Framework” project at RMIT, forms part of 


the program called “Community Self Sufficiency for Fire Safety”.  


The Wangary region in South Australia has a population of 14,000 people, is 


some 650 km from Adelaide and supports businesses in grain, grazing, fishing, 


and tourism.  


On 11 January 2005, a bushfire burnt through approximately 78,000 hectares 


leaving 9 people dead, 93 homes, many other buildings, vehicles, and 46,000 


head of stock destroyed. 


The Community Education Unit of the South Australian Country Fire Service 


requested Project C7 to conduct a study of the emerging role of the Community 


Education (CE) worker.  


Accordingly research was undertaken to investigate the Community Education 


program in the Wangary area, the effectiveness of the program, and, in 


particular, the role, function, and success of the newly appointed Community 


Education Officer.  


The Wangary Community Education Officer was appointed some eight months 


after the fire and her appointment was the first appointment of a Community 


Education Officer for the region. The bulk of the data collection for this project 


was done some 18 months after her initial appointment and represents a 


snapshot of what was clearly a work in progress. 


The report makes a number of findings and offers a number of observations 


and suggestions which are summarised in the early part of this document. 


The key findings are that: 


 The Community Education Officer, through her diligence, her energy 


and her initiative, has been responsible for the conception and 


implementation of a  successful community education program in the 


Wangary region. 


 The CFS is to be commended on the initiative involved in the initial 


appointment, on the support shown to the Officer and the program, and 
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for allowing the Officer the freedom to develop the program as she saw 


fit.   


 The Wangary Region Community Education Program has and will form 


a model for future programs. This is in large part due to the flexibility 


with which it has developed allowing for local initiatives to be pursued. 


The Community Education role in other parts of South Australia could 


be compared and contrasted with that of the worker on the Lower Eyre.  


 The experience and understanding of community education provided by 


the Wangary Community Education program has suggested ways in 


which programs of this type might be enhanced in the future. It is to be 


hoped that the fire services will find the resources and the will to 


investigate these future possibilities. 
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Summary 


Research Approach  


The preliminary research questions were:  


 what are community education initiatives seeking to achieve? 


 what are the ideas, or ‘theories’ which underpin these initiatives? 


(broadly, a program theory approach) 


 what are the processes put into place which follow from these ideas? 


and  


 what are the outcomes expected of these initiatives? 


The data gathering phase of the project included: 


 Three trips to the Wangary region in the Lower Eyre Peninsula 


 Eight interviews (taped and transcribed) involving four CE staff at 


various levels 


 Several guided conversations involving a number of CE staff at various 


levels 


 Interactions with a range of community members and staff from other 


community organizations at agency, organisation, or community group 


meetings. 


 Four interviews (taped and transcribed) with community  members of a 


Community Fire Safe group in the region 


 Interaction with Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire Awareness Discussion 


Group 


 Observation of a Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee meeting 


 Observation of a District Bushfire Prevention Committee meeting 


 Participation in a Women’s Day Gathering, Lower Eyre Peninsula  


 Presentation of data from interviews at a specially convened meeting 


with multi-agency staff conducted in July 2005 which involved 


discussion and information exchange  


 Joint presentations with two CFS staff at two Australasian Evaluation 


Society (AES) conferences (2007 and 2008) which involved discussion 


and information exchange  







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


9 
 


 Analysis of data from Community Fire Safe group evaluation forms  


 Collation, together with a Research Assistant, of survey data from a 


Women’s Skills Workshop mounted by Rural Solutions and the CFS 
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Results 


 The CE function is best managed and delivered by a CE Unit within the 


fire service.  


Specifically  


o The CE officer was selected by, and supported by the CE Unit at 


Head Office. This support related to consistent work quality and 


included: 


 regular meetings with CE manager and staff 


 access for phone consultation 


 advice where necessary 


 access to professional clinical supervision as required.  


 administrative support around Human Resources issues, 


and  


 ensuring supplies of relevant materials 


o The CE Unit was also exploring the possibilities of redeveloping 


a program called VOICE – Volunteers in Community Education.  


o Opportunities exist for developing future collaborations of these 


two approaches to CE. The CE Unit will need more resources to 


facilitate what could be a widening of the program reach of both 


these initiatives to include the CE Unit based officer and the 


volunteer.  


o There is expertise to be shared across the fire services on these 


developments. The AFAC Community Safety group could be 


supported adequately to perform this developmental function. 


 The CE officer is best selected from the local community 


 Community Fire Safe is the most effective way of delivering community 


safety messages where the following processes are sought: 


o Its capacity to foster community relationships 


o Its use of narrative as a community strengthening process 


o Its use of adult learning theory to impart discrete program 


knowledge 


o its use of Community Development principles to guide program 


delivery  


 In addition 
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o The CE officer’s successful performance is characterised by her 


energy, commitment, respectful approaches to community, and 


careful and strategic management of inter-agency and 


community resources. 


o The threat to her approach is that it is time consuming and 


participants may not want to move at the pace desired by the 


agency.  


o The CE officer regularly exceeds her weekly part-time allocation 


of hours. A large injection of resources will be needed to enable 


the CE Unit to deliver the Community Fire Safe program more 


fully in this and in other locations.  


o Competition for resources will remain a key feature of this 


domain.  


o Challenges to Community Development ideas remain. It remains 


difficult to integrate community responsiveness into emergency 


management structures. CE is able to maximise community 


contributions to and co-determination, with the emergency 


services by: 


 supporting self organizing groups 


 taking up of offers from key community people to 


contribute 


 exploring ways to integrate operational volunteers into 


community awareness and education initiatives, and 


 demonstrating the value of including a community voice 


in the formal structures of Emergency Management 


bodies. This development warrants close monitoring 


o CE outcomes are inter-dependent with other agencies and 


community bodies. 


Discussion 


 The principal focus of this project was the role of the CE officer. This 


was so because: 


o It was a new role and the agency was open to its exploration 


o There  was little existing documentation of the roles of CE 


officers in this sector  
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 It emerged that fire service staff and volunteers are predominantly 


operationally focussed and many do not give adequate recognition to 


either CE staff or to the community itself for community safety 


outcomes.  


 An important issue is whether the CE work is best carried out through a 


separate dedicated organizational unit or as an integrated component of 


the agency.  


 Boundary issues arose in a range of contexts, in particular: 


o between the fire service and the individual householder  


o between the CE officer and the organization 


o between the CE officer and the Community Fire Safe groups 


o between the CE officer and the community at large 


o between the volunteer as community member and the 


volunteers as brigade member 


 As expected, Community Fire Safe groups displayed varying degrees of 


self-direction 


 The employment latterly of the CE officer on a permanent part-time 


basis has already resulted in a more settled work pattern and a trialling 


of new community safety initiatives and programs 


 There has been discussion around the use of ‘social profiling’ of areas 


with a view to influencing the content and delivery of CE programs.  


 The strength and coherence of relationships among CE staff is not 


generally mirrored in the relationships between CE staff the rest of the 


CFS.  


 Resources for evaluation work will always be scarce.  


 An apparent increase in frequency of ‘mega fires’ will tie up fire 


agencies in Royal Commissions, Coronial, and other inquiries for long 


periods.  


 Coronial and related inquiries seriously deplete the internal energy, the 


stamina, and the good will among volunteers that is critical to the 


maintenance of a successful organisation.   


 Agencies within the fire service should consider increasing their efforts 


to enhance integration of the various arms of the service towards the 


broad goal of community safety. 
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 The mid term should see a greater role in community education and 


safety for the interested ordinary community member who is neither a 


volunteer nor officer in the fire service.  


 The fire service agencies would benefit from a greater receptiveness to 


the use of formal internal evaluation processes within and across arms 


of the service  


 The policy framework of desiring community empowerment is a good 


one and has significant implications for community education and 


safety.  


 In addition to performing a CE function, attendance at Community Fire 


Safe meetings also strengthened the links in the web that enhances 


community safety.  


 Building informal community networks is a key step in developing 


community safety. Examination of this process is limited to the aspect of 


warnings and should be extended. 


 Recognition of the CFS’s inability to respond to all requests for 


Community Fire Safe groups has prompted the CFS to explore 


appropriately extending the role of the volunteer.  


Conclusions 


 This report has been framed to allow the reader to draw his or her own 


conclusions on the actions of the CE officer and their likely impact on 


community safety.  


 The CFS CE staff, Chief Fire Officer and Regional staff are to be 


commended for allowing the CE officer to develop her new role largely 


as she saw the need.  


 Inherent in an approach to evaluation is the need to work creatively with 


uncertainty.  


 Often resources are put into evaluative inquiry either to justify an 


argument against a recommendation or for internal use to justify a 


particular case before an agency Board.  


 Evaluation should play a greater role in the fire service and the 


Australasian Fire and Emergency Services Council could oversee 


evaluation of a range of programs without prompting inter-organizational 


competition.  
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 It is in local contexts that the idea of ‘participation’ in programs can be 


best explored. Evaluative enquiry focussed on particular geographical 


areas can explore: 


o interactions between programs 


o contexts in which they are delivered 


o the predominant structures which influence the idea of 


community safety 


 The perception of ‘risk management’ in the corporate sector has 


become associated with organisations seeking to displace responsibility 


rather than reduce or remove hazards. 


Accordingly any program which has the hallmarks of conventional risk 


management may be viewed with suspicion by the community in the 


context of fire safety. 


 The Community Fire Safe group is, and should be recognised as a 


stepping stone toward community empowerment.  


 While it will take courage from the CE officers to recognise that aspects 


of their role should be assumed by community members, if this occurs 


the CE officer’s role will evolve rather than diminish.  


 While evaluation is often fraught it has, potentially, an organizational 


development role which can focus on increasing dialogue within and 


between organizations, rather than a more singular and limited focus on 


determinations of resource allocation.  


 Inter-agency cooperation is evident in operational responses where 


interstate collegiality is apparent.  


 It is not known whether the same potential to share resources exists in 


non operational work. 


 AFAC could be considered as an organizational frame for evaluation 


which would promote inter-agency cooperation and collaboration.  


 The focus of the task of debriefing has been operational to the exclusion 


of other issues. Accessing the full spectrum of data from debriefing 


should be an aim in future.  


 There is extensive data collected by the CE Unit which is largely 


unprocessed. Allocating resources for the analysis of this data would be 


a worthwhile investment. 
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 The education of community members in ‘hands on’ operational aspects 


has been handled by brigade members to date. The prospect of 


involving appropriately skilled ordinary community members in the 


process should be examined. 


 Opportunities exist to extend the involvement of volunteers directly in 


the CE program. This will require additional resources and will lead to 


an extension of the role of the CE officer. 


 Approaches to CE to date have paid little attention to the role of non-fire 


related community organisations. Expanding the involvement of these 


civic groups should be examined. 
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Preface  


This piece of work unashamedly takes a particular perspective on describing 


and analysing a new community education role taken up in a fire affected area 


in a region in South Australia. This perspective can be best summarised as a 


‘relational’ one. By this I mean that the lens through which the data is analysed, 


gives priority to issues of ‘relationship’ (person to person) and ‘relatedness’ 


(role to role). This makes it a project about seeking to understand human 


interaction at multiple levels in community safety, particularly where those 


interactions are at the core of, or act as processes for, the achievement of 


sought after outcomes.  


The relationships that will be discussed occur at multiple levels, including intra-


organizational, inter-organizational, and community levels. They are examined, 


in large part, through the eyes and the experience of a Community Education 


(CE) officer, and also through the eyes of her managers, and the CE unit of a 


Fire Service. In this case, the CE officer is a part time salaried member of staff, 


appointed initially to a fire impacted area for a period of 12 months. This study, 


then, is about a particular approach to delivering community education; the 


approach is the employment of a part-time worker with a supporting CE unit 


behind her, albeit that Unit being 8 hours away by road.  


The domains chosen for closer examination are also guided by evaluative 


thinking:  


 what are community education initiatives seeking to achieve? 


 what are the ideas, or ‘theories’ which underpin these initiatives? 


(broadly, a program theory approach) 


 what are the processes put into place which follow from these ideas? 


and  


 what are the outcomes expected of these initiatives? 


Given the newness of the role in question, the lack of descriptive and analytical 


literature on community education initiatives in relation to the threat of bushfire, 


and the time constraints for follow up in detail of this new role over time, this 


report is most focussed on the underlying ideas and program processes. The 


need for all parties, (fire service officers and volunteers, other key agency staff, 


researchers, community members) to continue to be mindful of organisational 


and community outcomes is also clear throughout the report.  
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Since the data was collected for this case study, Victoria has experienced a fire 


event of catastrophic proportions, in which 173 people died. It is likely that as a 


result of this, community safety policy known as the Stay and Defend, or Leave 


Early Policy will be critically examined and may be changed. Other policies may 


take its place. Whatever the outcome, even if the policy is shaped more toward 


the use of power to evacuate residents, there will still be the need for 


community education processes. In this sense, where this case study 


emphasises processes of community engagement, these will remain important, 


regardless of which direction any new policy takes. 
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Introduction 


 


The federally funded Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre combines the 


efforts of more than 30 research, fire, and land management agencies in 


undertaking research on social, economic, and environmental aspects of 


bushfire. Project C7, the “Evaluation Framework” project at RMIT, forms part of 


the program called “Community Self Sufficiency for Fire Safety”. Members of 


this project have been examining the influences of formal programs and 


activities on increasing community safety, identifying influences of context on 


both programs and informal approaches to organizing, and examining 


mechanisms which operate to engage and disengage key stakeholders in the 


domain of community safety.  


The Wangary region in South Australia has a population of 14,000 people, is 


some 650 km from Adelaide and supports businesses in grain, grazing, fishing, 


and tourism.  


On 11 January 2005, a bushfire burnt through approximately 78,000 hectares 


leaving 9 people dead, 93 homes, many other buildings, vehicles, and 46,000 


head of stock destroyed. 


The Community Education Unit of the South Australian Country Fire Service 


requested Project C7 to conduct a study of the emerging role of the Community 


Education (CE) worker. The CE worker was appointed in August 2005 to the 


Wangary area for an initial period of 12 months. This was a unique opportunity 


to explore the parameters of this new role. The role had clear goals both of 


promoting community safety in an area which knew the cost of a catastrophic 


fire, and of developing the role using processes appropriate to the various 


community groups within the area.  


This report examines the practices of a community education/development 


officer in a fire service, and tracks some of the officer’s thoughts and practices 


as they relate to the outcome of increasing community safety. It includes data 


also from a small number of community participants in groups she facilitates. It 


also seeks to understand the relevance of intra-organisational and inter-


organisational policies and practices. 
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Context 


Wangary is located on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia. Its main 


town is the City of Port Lincoln, which has a population of 14,000 people and is 


676 kilometres from Adelaide, the capital city of South Australia. The area 


supports businesses in grain, grazing, fishing, and tourism. An event known as 


the Wangary fire, on Black Tuesday on 11th January 2005, left 9 people dead. 


Those 9 included three women, four children, and two males on private fire 


units. Six of the seven women and children were caught in cars fleeing the fire.  


Ninety-three homes were destroyed along with numerous other buildings, 


vehicles and equipment and over 46,000 head of stock. The fire burnt through 


approximately 78,000 hectares (Smith 2005), about “80% of which was 


highly productive agricultural land used for cereal, oilseed and pulse grain 


production and extensive livestock grazing on improved pastures” (Tolhurst, 


Egan and Duff, p.9). Up to the time of the fire the CE work had been carried 


through two main means: the initiatives of the Regional office staff1, and the 


one-off visits of CE staff from Head Office. After the fire the Country Fire 


Service (CFS) appointed a part time CE/Development officer to the region 


initially for a 12 month period. The key attributes of the role were that it was a 


new initiative, it was for a 12 month period, and the context was that it was a 


post fire affected community.  


                                                 
1. The person who had held the Regional Prevention Officer (RPO) role before the Wangary 
fire, informed me that when he was RPO, he had both delivered presentations, (he named two 
resident action groups, and four community based agency groups), reviewed organizations plans 
(eg local school district plans) and had also compiled presentations which were delivered by a 
Group Officer.  
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Terminology2 


Table 1 Acronyms used in case study 


Title or term Description Abbreviation 


South Australian 


Country Fire 


Service3 


 CFS 


South Australian 


Metropolitan Fire 


Service 


 MFS 


South Australian 


Fire and Emergency 


Services 


Commission  


 SAFECOM4 


Community 


education 


 CE 


CE Officer The role this study explores; part 


time role in the CFS. The CE 


role usually constitutes a bundle 


of initiatives, actions, programs 


etc 


CE officer  


Regional Prevention 


Officer 


A CFS career position, located in 


the regions 


RPO 


Fire Prevention 


Officer 


A Local Government position, 


with certain powers in relation to 


fire safety 


FPO 


Rural Solutions A land management agency in RS 


                                                 
2 As in all sectors, the Emergency Services sector is replete with acronyms. See Appendix 6 
3 See http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/about_us/organisation_chart.jsp for both Structural and 
Functional Organization Charts, as at January 2009 
4 The South Australian Fire and Emergency Services Commission (SAFECOM) is the agency 
responsible for supporting the Country Fire Service, Metropolitan Fire Service and the State 
Emergency Service, undertaking strategic policy planning, governance and resource allocation 
for the overall fire and emergency services sector. SAFECOM also supports emergency 
management planning across South Australia 
http://www.safecom.sa.gov.au/site/home.jsp; accessed 9 May, 2009. 
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South Australia5 


Lower Eyre 


Peninsula Fire 


Awareness 


Discussion Group 


A loosely formed group of 


officers with fire safety in their 


role.  


“Fire Awareness 


Discussion Group”, 


or “Discussion 


Group” 


South Australian 


Farmer’s Federation 


Self Explanatory SAFF 


Eyre Peninsula 


Community6 


Alliance 


An alliance of community 


agencies across the Eyre 


Peninsula 


EPCA 


 


Community Fire Safe Groups 


The Community Fire Safe program is the principal mode of delivery of 


community education in South Australia. The SA Country Fire Service (CFS) 


modelled this program on the Victorian Community Fireguard program.  


The Community Fire Safe program “…. encourages residents living in high-risk 


areas to form small action groups”. These groups are supported and facilitated 


by Community Education Officers. The curriculum of the fire knowledge and 


response strategies is set out in Appendix 2. The CE Unit works to encourage 


community members ultimately to take ownership of their own ongoing 


learning. CE officers also encourage groups which may already exist to 


incorporate Community Fire Safe material.  


Often a CE Officer will call on the resources of the fire services, such as career 


officers and volunteers, to assist with group learning but at a typical group 


meeting the only agency representative present is the CE officer7.  


Research Approach 


Several aspects to the CE appointment suggested that an appropriate research 


approach to inquiring into her role should be broadly based. I created some 


                                                 
5 http://www.ruralsolutions.sa.gov.au/about/business_profile ; accessed May 9 2009. 


6 http://www.epcomalliance.com.au/ 
7 More information is available on 
http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/education/strategies_for_community_groups/community_fire_safe
_program.jsp 
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research opportunities and others were generously made available to me. 


Research opportunities included:  


 One taped interview specifically exploring program theory ideas with the 


Program Manager, Community Education, and two CE staff 


 Seven taped interviews with the newly appointed CE officer on Lower 


Eyre Peninsula 


 Guided conversations (not taped) with the Program Manager, 


Community Education, CFS, program staff, including the CE officer 


 Interactions with a range of community members and staff from other 


community organizations on the Lower Eyre Peninsula, which took 


place at agency staff meetings, Community Fire Safe group meetings, 


and other community based groups 


 Three trips to the Lower Eyre Peninsula (data from interviews in relation 


to two of those trips has been published: Goodman et al, 2007; 


Goodman and Gawen, 2008) 


 Interviews with four members of a Community Fire Safe group in the 


region 


 Observation of and interaction with Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire 


Awareness Discussion Group 


 A specially convened meeting with multi agency staff for researcher to 


present data from interviews conducted in July 2005 


 Joint presentations with two CFS staff at two Australasian Evaluation 


Society (AES) conferences (2007 and 2008) 


 Observations of a Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee8 


 Observations of a District Bushfire Prevention Committee9 


 Analysis of data from Community Fire Safe Group evaluation forms 


(with Elsworth and Rowe)  


In addition to the above contacts, I have had opportunities to either observe or 


participate in the following activities:  


 Women’s Day Gathering, Lower Eyre Peninsula  


                                                 
8 Each of the six Country Fire Service Regions has a Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee 
(RBPC), defined in Section 73 of the Fire and Emergency Services Act 2005. The 
responsibilities of this Committee is set out in Appendix 4.  
9 Each of the Councils in rural areas of the State is required to establish a District Bushfire 
Prevention Committee (DBPC). The responsibilities of the DBPC are set out in Appendix 4 
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 Together with a Research Assistant, the collation of data from Women’s 


Skills Workshop survey 


 The drafting of Conference Paper presented to AFAC, entitled Fiery 


Women (documenting Women’s Skills workshops) 


A key focus in this case study is on the relationship between the Fire Service 


(particularly through the work of the CE officer) and the community members. 


This relationship is often mediated through other relationships such as between 


the CE officers and other organizations, and the community members’ 


relationships between their community and other organizations. Paralleling the 


two-way interaction between the CE and the public, is the relationship between 


the researcher and the CE officers. I have attempted throughout my association 


with the CE Unit and its staff, to adopt the philosophical approach espoused by 


Guba and Lincoln (1983), who argue that the importance of the researcher role 


is to become a facilitator of conversations between relevant parties, 


conversations which lead to a more collective evaluative understanding of the 


field in question. This position also underpins the program theory work of 


Project C7, where it has sought to engage in explicit discussion with program 


providers about the ideas which lie behind their planning, management and 


evaluation of their programs (Elsworth et al, 2007).  


Research focus 


The interview with the Program Manager and two staff focussed on the range 


of activities carried out by CE staff, their aims, expected outcomes. I wanted to 


identify: 


 the aspects that were seen to work best 


 the factors which hindered outcomes 


 the inter-organizational issues in achieving outcomes, and  


 which approach to evaluation they would consider most suitable for their 


circumstances.  


The seven interviews with the CE officer explored the following issues: 


 Her links with her region, previous fire experience, taking up a voluntary 


role in her community prior to becoming the designated officer 
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 Her approach to her work, including setting up groups, accommodating 


group members fire experience in the groups; content of group 


meetings, and interactions with community leadership;   


 Her interactions with (inter-dependency with) other key organizational 


parties with a role in fire prevention, including brigade members, 


Regional staff, other agencies  


 Her interactions outside of Community Fire Safe group meetings, 


including with a particular family or work group.  


Interviews with Community Fire Safe group members (4) included the following 


questions: 


 How they learnt about the possibility of forming a Group 


 What were their observations about the nature of the program (group 


based, meeting in people’s homes etc) 


 The place of the Wangary fire experience in this learning  


 The role played by Community Fire Safe group activities and processes 


in their learning 


 The place of the ‘community context and networks’ in their fire 


preparedness 


 Any other comments.  


Data from the above interviews and opportunities were used in compiling this 


Report.   


The face to face taped interview with the Program Manager and staff, as well 


as the 7 taped telephone interviews with the CE officer, were transcribed. The 


coding initially followed a Community Development framework used by Ife 


(1995), which includes core principles of community development, core skills 


and four dimensions of the community development role which he calls 


facilitative, educational, technical and representational. This breadth allowed for 


both task and process goals to be examined. This study has taken two 


elements of a community development approach to examine in closer detail  – 


what specific community development practices were drawn on by the CE 


officer, and how a key element of those practices, the use of human 


relationships to further community development ideas, was developed by the 


CE officer.  
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The staff entered the spirit of the research enthusiastically, and willingly shared 


far more than can be reported on in detail in this report. Their work, and the 


research work seeking to understand their activities, is challenging and 


dynamic, and as this writing is finalised, the importance of community 


development perspectives as discussed in this report is further highlighted 


through the devastation Victoria is facing during and since Black Saturday 


(2009).  


A range of literatures is drawn on as analysis proceeded, including from the 


following fields: 


 disaster experience, prevention and recovery (Gordon, 2004; Paton, 


2006; ) 


 Importance of practitioner knowledge to evaluation study (Schwandt, 


203a; 2005; Elliot, 2001; Fook, 1996;) 


 program theory in evaluation, (Weiss, 2000; Rogers, 2000; 2000a) 


 approaches to evaluation which highlight organizational development 


(Gray, 1998; Campbell & McClintock, 2002;  Patton, 1999) 


 adult education (Boud & Walker, 1990; Edwards & Usher, 2001; Preskill 


& Torres, 1999)  


 systems thinking (Stacey, 1996; Sanderson, 2002; Miller & Rice, 1967;) 


 organizational and inter-organizational dynamics, including systems 


psychodynamics (Long, 2009; Gould, 1993; duGay, 1997; Gergen & 


McNamee, 1999; Hoggett, 2003; 2005; Marris, 1996; Long & Newton, 


1997) 


 social and community psychology (Paton, 2000),  


 community development (Ife & Tesoriero, 2006; Dibden and Cheshire, 


2005; Kenny, 2002),  


 partnership collaborations (Hill, 1998; Kanter, 1994)  


 


Different theories contribute to illuminating different aspects of community 


safety practices and processes, as they do on the differently constituted human 


systems under review, from households, to communities, to organizational and 


inter-organizational systems. CE officers influence and are influenced by all 


these systemic layers, and elements of these layers are discussed in this study. 


These various theories all underpin the disaster specific literature, much of 
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which explicitly or implicitly, argues that disaster resilience (a major goal of 


community safety) requires an integration of perspectives from multiple 


systems (Paton, 2006, p 305).   


Bridging comments 


Introduction 


There are twp contexts for this research – that of the CE role with a fire service 


organization, and also in a particular geographic context. The CE function 


within the fire service is not a role which is derived from legislative requirement. 


The CE Manager brought this to my attention early in my association with the 


Unit. “Despite the rhetoric about community education and how important it is, 


there is nothing in our legislation which requires those who are currently 


fulfilling fire prevention obligations under our Act to a) utilise community 


education strategies, or b) undertake any community analysis that may help 


develop education and awareness strategies that are relevant to the target 


audience” (email, June 2006).  


 


The second context is the geographic one. The CE worker was appointed to 


service a particular region – one that had experienced a severe fire event. “Fire 


awareness” per se, or at least the awareness that fire can have devastating 


consequences, in the main was widely appreciated by members of the 


community. The exceptions were those who had moved into the district after 


the fire, and those who thought that another fire event was unlikely in the 


foreseeable future. Another perspective on awareness is not directly about the 


threat of fire, but is about the importance of the social bonds which unite or 


divide a community. These perspectives were held intuitively by some 


members of the community. I discuss them at length, as the Community Fire 


Safe group process draws heavily on the theory of the need to strengthen 


social bonds at the local level.  


Structural changes  


Over the three years of my association with the Country Fire Service there has 


been significant structural change. The manager of the CE Unit when my 


association started, left the position in July 2008. His initial role title was 


Prevention and Community Awareness Officer, and later Manager, CE Unit. 
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The CE officers’ positions were made permanent, although still part time, in 


July 200810.  


Inquiries and Reports 


The Coronial Report was handed down on 18th December, 2007, nearly two 


years after the Wangary fire. Of the 34 recommendations, surprisingly few had 


to do with Community Education. Two were specifically about CE, 


Recommendations 11 and 12, which were as follows: 


12: I recommend that the Minister of Emergency Services in conjunction 


with the South Australian Country Fire Service conduct tuition courses 


to be made available to the general public to enable members of the 


public to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to implement to 


implement their preparation and planning for bushfires. 


13: I recommend that the Minister for Emergency Services and the 


South Australian Country Fire Service implement programs to develop 


in the minds of citizens a heightened awareness of bushfire risk and in 


particular to encourage citizens to listen for radio announcements 


relating to the progression of fire during the course of a bushfire 


incident.  


The appointment of the CE officer to Lower Eyre was made within 6 months of 


the fire, and 18 months before the handing down of the Coroner’s report. To 


this extent, the Coroner’s report cannot be said to have been a direct influence 


on the CE role appointment to the Lower Eyre.  


A Ministerial Review of Bushfire Management in South Australia delivered its 


Final Report on 23rd July 200711. Some of the results of this Review are being 


implemented as this report is being finalised. A key focus of the Review 


pertains to what might be called the ‘institutional arrangements’ – the 


                                                 
10 The Manager of CE provided me with documentation pertaining to the development of the CE 
Unit. Documents included Community Bushfire Education and Awareness, Program 
Development and Implementation Strategy; Proposal to develop a CFS Community Education 
and Information Unit, dated 16th June 2005; Bushfire Community Education and Awareness 
Strategy, Kangaroo Island, 13th December, 2005. 
11 This Review was commissioned in late 2006, by the then Minister for Emergency Services, 
the Honourable Ms Carmel Zollo. It was commissioned to address the Wangary bushfire, the 
2005 prevention recommendations from Project Phoenix (known as the SACFS Internal 
Review), and the Independent Review by Dr Bob Smith.  
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governance structure for bushfire management12. Some of the 


recommendations from this Review require legislative change before they can 


become operational. These recommendations awaiting legislative change 


largely pertain to redrawing what is a three tiered prevention framework into a 


two tiered bushfire management framework, and will ”incorporate a broader 


perspective on bushfire management values and local knowledge through an 


expanded number of stakeholders and increased community engagement” 


(p.3). One aspect of the Review which is relevant to this CE role study, is the 


recognition that  


reducing risk and building resilience is brought about by a combination 


of different elements of bushfire management. The success of one of 


these strategies is often reliant on the implementation of another. This 


approach can be applied to other hazards in South Australia (p 


11).(emphasis added) 


I conceptualise this idea of success in one strategy as being reliant on another 


strategy, as ‘inter-dependency” of programs, or initiatives. It is a key idea in this 


report and a key idea as to why we should think broadly about evaluation. One 


of the Bushfire Management report recommendations pertains to Bushfire 


Management Committees. Recommendation 14.1 which talks about the 


Bushfire Management Committee lists the following as relevant to the Bushfire 


Management Committee role:   


…Collaborative community education and consultation... Annual 


Community Forums and community question time at Quarterly Meetings 


is seen as a place for community engagement and opportunity for 


further transparency of bushfire management performance. 


….Community can participate in the planning process and offer input to 


the Bushfire Management Risk Plan during the statutory public display 


period”. (p.14)…Community education strategies can be developed 


based on an understanding of the needs and expectations of the local 


community. This will ensure that the correct mix of education and 


awareness is applied across the landscape….. There will be a ‘person 


nominated by the community” on the Bushfire Management Committee.] 


Community nomination has been included as a new member to capture 


values, beliefs, and social norms to ensure the most appropriate 


                                                 
12 In Victoria also, considerable effort has been put into the development of Integrated Fire 
Management Planning (IFMP) process. 
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strategies for sustainability and resilience can be applied within the 


Bushfire Management Committee area of responsibility. 


In addition the Review recommends the development of Codes of Practice for 


Bushfire Management.  The Review notes that 


…stakeholder and community comment [captured during Review 


consultation] supported a cooperative approach to fire management 


through Codes of Practice, as long as they did not replace 


legislation….This was seen to improve the current situation as a ‘code 


of practice contains a level of detail and interpretation, which cannot be 


covered with legislation, increasing individual and community 


understanding. The development through a participatory process is 


more likely to result in desirable bushfire safety behaviours. [It] can be 


flexible in that local conditions can be applied according to risk. A Code 


of Practice can be more easily and regularly updated, ensuring that new 


research or technology can be quickly incorporated. There is community 


buy in rather than the need to moving to legislation. (p.17).13 


While these changes, at this stage, have not been implemented, it is clear that 


new words are entering the language – such as resilience, sustainability, 


participatory processes, and new structures and categories of representation, 


such as the ‘person nominated by the community’, and ‘codes of practice’.  An 


aspiration toward more engaging community practices is evident, at least in 


policy terms. However, these initiatives are yet to be felt in the field, and hence 


have not influenced the CE role as described in this case study.  


Again, surprisingly little in this Review relates specifically to CE initiatives. This 


is an interesting phenomenon in itself, and warrants further study. It is difficult 


to move beyond the ‘institutional issues’,  - the infrastructure of roles and 


responsibilities between that bodies which already exist,  and to look outside 


these structures14.  


                                                 
13 There has also been a Review of the Fire and Emergency Services Act 2005, known as the 
Murray Review. (Accessible through Safecom website). 
14 The Murray Review referred to the 8 areas Schapel (Deputy Coroner) had made 
Recommendations in relation to the Wangary Fire. These 8 were: Farming practices and 
bushfire management; Local government fire management;  Community warnings;  
Community education;  SACFS operational policies and procedures;  Public advice;  After 
market vehicle mufflers;  Native vegetation code of practice. Murray was able to deal with 
Community education in one line. He stated that the two recommendations in relation to 
community education ( R29.9(12) and  R29.9(13)) were “:both recommendations can be 
achieved through administrative action without legislative amendment.” (p.94, Murray Review). 
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Rapidly evolving CE role 


While a key focus of this report is on that aspect of the CE work in which 


Community Fire Safe groups are facilitated and supported by the CE staff, 


there are several other aspects to the role of the CE officer. The CE officer 


summarised these at a public meeting of the Eyre Regional Development 


Board in July 2008. Included in that presentation were the following statistics: 


 


Table 2 Workload of Community Education Officer as at July 200815 


 


Total number of meetings:  88 


Total number of Community Fire Safe meetings:  56 


Other meetings:  32 


Current Community Fire Safe Groups:  18 


Other current groups:  19 


Dormant Community Fire Safe groups:  7 


 


On January 14th 2009, the Proper Bay fire occurred on the outskirts of Port 


Lincoln. For the first time in the experience of the current CE Manager, the 


operational cost centre for ‘cost of fire’ was used to fund the CE officer to form 


8 new Community Fire Safe groups and to hold two meetings with each group.  


Since the fires, there has been a request for 20 more groups, and the CE 


officer has been asked to prioritise group selection based on those residents 


within the fire affected area. Now, with the events of Black Saturday in Victoria 


in 2009, preliminary discussions between the CE Manager and the Chief Fire 


Officer suggest that the CE role could be further expanded.  


                                                 
15 This workload is constantly evolving and growing. Organizations with which the CE officer 
collaborates include the Primary Industries, Resources South Australia (PIRSA), Eyre Peninsula 
Community Alliance (EPCA), Women in Agriculture and Business, (WAB); Uniting Care, 
Riding for the Disabled, TAFE, Primary and Secondary Schools, Aboriginal Organizations, 
Greater City of Port Lincoln. She regularly presents on ABC Radio. She liaises with consumer 
groups such as Diabetes Support Groups, as well as starting new Community Fire Safe groups 
and where possible maintaining pre existing groups. She also liaises with the Regional and 
District Bushfire Prevention Committees.  







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


31 
 


The number of groups started by the CE officer continues to expand, as does 


her work with community agency staff who are thinking more about how they 


should respond themselves to a Total Fire Ban day, and what this response 


means to their own work load, including those who have clients. On one such 


day in 2009, a decision was taken on the afternoon prior to a Total Fire Ban 


(TFB) day, by the Education Department to close the schools.  


Conversations between other agencies on how they manage their staff and 


clients is throwing light on a sector, human services, whose work is often 


carried on outside the attention of the public. Matters including the number of 


paid staff in an office, carers out attending to clients in their homes, and 


numbers of clients, are all matters which are gradually emerging as key issues 


to be managed. My picture of this emergence is of two silos – in the first are 


those structures and roles which form the pre-existing or newly emerging 


institutional structures – the multitude of Emergency Committees, Regional and 


District Bushfire Prevention Committees, the roles and tasks of local 


government and its staff. In the second silo, the myriad of community agencies, 


staff, clients, members of the public, who are asking increasingly hard 


questions, of themselves, and of others. The CE officer stretches across these 


two silos16. 


The CFS and Local Government have carried out extensive work which has 


resulted in the Greater City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention Plan17. Some 


aspects of this Plan have impacted on the CE officer’s role. The role of the CE 


officer is also sometimes cited in District Bushfire Prevention Plans, such as the 


District Council of Lower Eyre Bushfire Prevention Plan 200818.  


The District Council of Lower Eyre plan includes, as do most, an extensive 


Bushfire Prevention Works Program. Works Programs have been a feature of 


District Bushfire Prevention Committees. What is relatively new is placing an 


explicit emphasis on individual landowners accepting responsibility for 


protecting their property and lives by preparing their own “Bushfire Action 


                                                 
16 While I am using the word silos to refer to an intra organizational phenomenon, Murray, in his 
Review of the Fire and Emergency Services Act, noted that the Emergency Services 
Organizations, present as independent agencies. “Expressed colloquially, they demonstrated a 
tendency to remain as organizational ‘silos’. (p.1, Murray Review).  
17 
http://www.lowereyrepeninsula.sa.gov.au/webdata/resources/files/Greater_City_of_Port_Lincol
n_Plan_Completed_08_08_08.pdf 
18 
http://www.lowereyrepeninsula.sa.gov.au/webdata/resources/files/Bushfire_Prevention_Plan_20
08_-_Draft.pdf 
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Plans”. These Bushfire Action Plans involve landholders undertaking their own 


preparatory fuel reduction and strategic placement of fire fighting equipment or 


sprinkler systems and water storage tanks. Community Education has been 


identified by the Committee as being of paramount importance in fire 


prevention and the introduction of a CFS Community Awareness Officer to the 


area will help convey the message that the whole of the community needs to be 


involved with fire prevention.19 


The above comments from policy and other documents provides some insight 


into the rapidly developing domain into which CE is being delivered, and with 


which it either has, or will, interact. As noted above in the Ministerial Review, 


different initiatives interact with and mutually impact on program outcomes. It is, 


in part, due to these interactions within and between organizations with 


responsibility in fire safety, that I argue in this Case Study for an evaluation 


framework which takes in the whole of the organization.  


Orienting ideas 


Levels of organization 


This report examines at least three layers of organizational ‘type’ or fields which 


influence the CE role. Data is described and analysed using the broad fields of 


“intra-organization”, “inter-organizational” and  “community”. The CE role 


intersects each of these fields, and the fields intersect with each other, 


independent of the CE role. Table 3 below provides a schematic representation 


of these points of intersection. In this study, the CE role is, in the main, the lens 


through which the other fields are discussed.  


Table 3 Organizational domains of analysis 


 


Fields of organization 


A: Fire Service Agency CE role  


B: Intra-organization 


C: Inter-organization  


D: Community  


 


                                                 
19 I am assuming that the reference is to the CE Officer (cf Community Awareness Officer) 
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Table 3 schematically points to multiple possible combinations of domains of 


analysis. This could include AB: relationship between the CE staff (A) and other 


parts of the fire service (B), such as the CE officer working with a fire service 


employee from another part of the organizational structure, such as a Regional 


Prevention Officer. It would also include work where the CE officer works 


alongside volunteers such as a Brigade Captain in delivering a program. This 


would also be an “AB” domain of analysis. An AC domain would include a 


description of CE tasks where an involvement with other agencies was 


necessary to achieve a particular outcome. This would be relevant to those 


activities which the CE officer carries out with another agency such as Rural 


Solutions. While this study takes a particular focus on the work of the CE staff, 


hence the dominance of the “A” domain as the lens through which the study 


takes its focus, there are clearly other combinations of domains deserving of 


more attention which are only touched on in this study. One example is D: 


community level relationships, where these relationships are critical for the 


delivery of the CE work, and also both B and C – where initiatives within and 


between these domains have their own distinct impact on community safety 


outcomes. 20 


Program Theories 


Introduction  


A Program Theory approach to program planning and evaluation in fire 


services has been documented elsewhere (Rhodes and Gilbert, 2008).  


Essentially, this approach seeks to elicit ideas of how programs are seen to 


work – what the presumed links are between the program activities and the 


program outcomes. What are the assumptions which underlie the two 


phenomena: program activities theory and program outcomes?  Project C7 is 


influenced by the work of Pawson and Tilley (1997) who talk of program 


contexts, mechanisms and outcomes. The approach, when used broadly, as I 


have done in this report, looks at the contexts in which programs are delivered, 


                                                 
20 A volunteer workload study was carried out by V Lee HRM Consulting (2008) , in which 
brigades were asked to nominate other activities they carried out. One response category was 
‘community education’. 
http://www.safecom.sa.gov.au/site/initiatives_and_reviews/volunteer_initiatives/volunteer_admi
nistrative_review.jsp; accessed 29 April 2009. See Appendix * for detail of Question asked and 
Response received.  
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and what special characteristics of this context need to be elicited in order more 


fully to understand how the activities are thought about and enacted.  


In this case study, for example, the context in which the program was 


commenced, was a region which had had a serious fire event. Aspects of this 


context permeated the thinking of the CE Unit managers and guided to some 


degree, the selection of the officer and the nature of the support they offered to 


her role.  


Program theorists refer to ‘program factors’ and ‘non program factors’ which 


influence outcomes. Some of these non program factors can be seen as 


context. Mechanisms can be thought of as ways in which desired changes are 


brought out in programs. In this case study, I argue that sometimes processes 


can be seen as outcomes, as these two concepts interact with each other 


particularly in community development work. An example of this would be the 


outcome of having neighbours get to know one another better, which can also 


serve as the means through which people interact and work together on 


planning for children, or improving the level of preparedness of properties. In 


such an example, the process and outcome become integrated.  


The first of two main ways of developing program theory, is to develop theory 


from existing social science theories. The second is to generate theories, or 


assumptions underpinning program ideas, from interviews with and observation 


of program managers, staff and program participants. In this study, I have used 


both approaches. During interviews with the program managers and the CE 


(CE) officer, I elicited ideas about the rationale for the program, both at its 


outset in August 2005, and also during follow up interviews and discussions 


with CE staff as the role unfolded. I have also taken ideas from social science 


theories which seemed most pertinent to understanding the CE role in this 


particular context.   


In writing up this study, I have selected a number of assumptions and theories 


which came from CE staff and managers. One such assumption was “the CE 


officer is best selected from the local community”.  One of the research tasks 


has been to explore the intended meanings of these assumptions.  Why is the 


selection of the officer from the local community seen as the best approach in 


this case? What are the underpinning assumptions to the claim? In other 


cases, I have named and used explicit theory (eg theory about resilient 


communities) and have grouped explicit statements (from any or all of the 
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various organizational levels as set out in Table 3) which can be seen to be 


linked to this theory under this ‘resilience’ umbrella.  


One example is the role of creativity in building resilience. One way creativity 


can be seen as operating, is when CE officers explicitly allow space for 


community members to bring their own responses to the fire impact, and to 


name the aspects of recovery and future preparedness they wish, together with 


others, to work on. That is, the CE officers bring their creativity to bear on 


community responses, and at the same time, allow for the expression of the 


creativity of community members, as together they work on safer responses to 


the threat of fire.  


While I have used the phrase ‘resilience theory’, it is really best thought of as a 


number of theories, or a way of thinking which has community and 


organizational response capacity as its core. It constitutes a complex web of 


ideas which more or less coheres, and which shares some common 


vocabulary. The breadth of this approach was consciously adopted, given this 


field of CE practice is relatively new and is rapidly developing.  


Who the identified key stakeholders in this field are is constantly changing and 


developing, and the shape of various roles within communities and 


organizations is still emerging. In some instances, officers used theoretical 


constructs in their descriptions (such as resilience); at other times I have 


named theoretical constructs after listening to and observing CE practices. 


Similarly I have made use of large scale ideas such as ‘program inter-


dependency’ under which are housed other less broad but still complex 


theoretical ideas such as collaboration, and engagement. 


I introduce here some terms and concepts that the reader may find challenging, 


but in my view it is worth both of us, the reader and me, making an effort to 


examine and appreciate the broader context in which I am addressing these 


complex issues.  


This study is about the role of community relationships in general, and the 


notion of ‘shared responsibility’ in particular, in building community safety. A 


crucial part of developing shared responsibility in community relationships is 


the concept of ‘mutuality’. Mutuality is a somewhat technical term which, in 


summary or at least in large part, boils down to the comprehensive appreciation 


and understanding of the viewpoint of another – referred to here as the ‘other’. 


The fostering of mutuality is a subject in itself but, again in summary, it entails 
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recognition and appreciation of the source and content of the views and 


perspectives of the other. We are familiar with the rational foundation of the 


other’s views and these can be articulated and defended in ways which are 


familiar; indeed rational discourse is one principal mode of communication in 


our lives.  


However, mutuality also entails recognition and appreciation of the subjective 


components of the other’s view, and this is more difficult. This is not to suggest 


that subjective perspectives are irrational, or that they defy accurate 


communication; indeed, it is these non-rational, subjective perspectives that 


truly drive our lives. However the communication of subjective perspectives is a 


more complex process than that of rational or objective perspectives. So, as 


researchers in this area, we approach this task with care. 


One theoretical concept which encapsulates the above ideas is ‘inter-


subjectivity’. Inter-subjectivity entails an attempt to suspend or distance oneself 


from the rational perspective that are, or are likely to be, barriers to 


appreciation of the subjective perspective of the other. 


Finally, in this context, the unifying component in all of this is: respect. Respect 


can be seen as the mechanism which allows the development of mutuality. The 


combination of respect and mutuality constitutes a mutually reinforcing 


relationship. So respectful mutuality is at the heart of the idea of shared 


responsibility.  


An important aspect of this field of study, is that many of the ‘stakeholders’ are 


either volunteers such as those who provide the fire service, or ‘ordinary’ 


members of the community who are being asked to ‘share responsibility’ for 


community safety with the fire services. I find this idea exciting, in that neither 


of these groups can be ‘bought’ or coerced, or at least not if community safety 


outcomes are to be respectfully worked on together and are to prove to be 


sustainable.  


Program development for Community Education within a CE 


Unit 


One key program assumption pertaining to the appointment of the CE officer, 


was that this person should form part of the CE unit located within Prevention 


Services within the fire service, and therefore not be directly under the 
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operational line of command21. The underlying ideas here were that the CE 


officer would be expected to form part of the CE Unit, be supervised by the CE 


Manager, and be supported by and learn from other staff within the CE Unit.  


This could be summarised as follows: the best chance of good program 


outcomes is a ‘professional orientation’ to service delivery. By professional I 


mean a view that: 


 the role should be salaried 


 the role holder hold or be trained to acquire certain knowledge and skills 


 the knowledge and skills required for community education were not 


presumed to be present in a person trained in operational response 


including fire behaviour, and  


 the supervision of the CE officer was carried out by a person 


experienced in the CE role, who held the requisite knowledge, skills and 


experience. 


The opposing view to the professional model is that the CE role is best carried 


out by a volunteer with an operational background. Among the reasons cited by 


those holding this view is that those with an operational background know 


about fire, its risk, likelihood of occurrence within particular areas, and patterns 


of fire behaviour. This line of argument often includes the view that some 


members of the community look to, and/or look up to, volunteers and seek 


guidance from them in every day life, so that having a volunteer deliver CE is 


only an extension of this role.  


This study takes no stance on this question as at the time of the 


commencement of this study the salaried CE role was the only one formally in 


use in this Unit.  


The CE Unit does not hold an ‘either /or’ line on this question, as evidenced by 


a current project within the Unit. Funds for this project were obtained to review 


a program known as VOICE – Volunteers in Community Education. A project 


officer is currently employed and is reappraising the curriculum and the training 


materials for use in this program. Studies of BRAG in Western Australia (Gilbert 


and Marsh, 2009), the New South Wales Community Fire Units (CFUs) (Lowe, 


Haynes and Byrne, 2008) and work in the Blue Mountains with the Rural Fire 


Service (Gilbert, 2005) will provide some comparative material on the program 


                                                 
21 See http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/about_us/organisation_chart.jsp; for a Functional and 
Structural Organization Chart of the CFS. accessed 29 April 2009;  
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management and outcomes under different models of delivery of community 


education.  


In summary, assumptions about the role of community education as a service 


within a fire agency are contested and multifaceted.  


The CE officer should be selected from the local community 


The program manager and a senior member of the Regional Office held firm 


views that the officer appointed to the LEP should be drawn from local 


residents. Several program benefits were seen to flow from this stance, 


including: 


 That this would lead to greater capacity building – that the officer would 


most likely remain within the community, even after finishing in this role, 


thereby keeping the knowledge and skill gained, within the community.  


 That as a local, the person would have local relationships and that these 


relationships would expedite the task of getting the safety messages out 


into the community. The underlying means, through which this was seen to 


operate, was that the officer would utilise his or her pre-existing 


relationships to access key community members in a way that would 


reduce the time this usually takes. One senior officer expressed the view in 


this way:  


With [name] being able to be on the ground, we may get that [access to 


key community people] a bit earlier than we would have if we didn’t 


have her.  


The ongoing presence of that person in the community was also important 


in this officer’s mind.  


The community… will see there’s somebody they can come back to. 


 That being local would be the most effective way of maximising the chance 


of a culturally appropriate intervention, as a local person would be more 


attuned to what that community's particular experience, than a person 


appointed from outside the community.  


 That, as the dominant mode of delivering the CE program was through 


group work in people’s homes, a local officer would be the most appropriate 


person to cross this work/home boundary.  
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On writing up this study, I realised that what wasn’t explicitly stated in the 


‘program theory’ conversations I have had with the CE staff, was the fact that 


the CE officer herself had experienced a fire, the Tulka fire. While this is not a 


formal expectation of the CE role, the CE officer had come to the attention of 


the fire service after the Tulka fire in 2001, and in 2002, she was invited to 


speak about her experiences to three community groups in the South East of 


the State. So this appointment was characterised, in part, by the CE officer 


combining the community experience arising from her being a local person, 


with her having had the experience of an actual fire.  


While the CE Unit did not explicitly state that the CE officer’s personal fire 


experience was critical in her selection, this experience was in the mind of a 


senior regional officer when he spoke to me about the role: 


[Name] has been through it, which I think is a pretty good leg in the 


door, you know. It’s not like a Johnny-come-lately, who’s never been 


through it and doesn’t know … You know, they might know all the right 


words, might know how to read all the books, but physically [they] 


haven’t been there. 


Inherent in the idea of the CE officer being a local, is the valuing of ‘local’ as a 


stand alone value. This value stance is linked to the principle of ‘subsidiarity’, 


which can be understood as the principle whereby decisions are made at the 


level at which they are enacted, in ways which involve or ideally are determined 


by those to whom they will apply (Lowell, 2006). Other assumptions include 


that a local officer would hold more of the community’s trust than someone from 


outside, particularly someone from ‘Head Office’. The local person would also 


have greater knowledge of local services and facilities, such as local media, 


and would be more likely to be able to utilise local norms, attitudes and values. 


These ideas also point to the importance of the idea of ‘local knowledge’ 


(Indian, 2007), which includes respect for the knowledge held by people in their 


local settings, and also draws attention to what factors might be pertinent to a 


fuller understanding of context.  


A senior officer with the CFS expressed his views on the aspirations for the CE 


role, and markers of when he would see it as being successful. His views were 


not dissimilar to those of the CE Managers, in his emphasis on the social and 


locally embedded elements of the role.   
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Are we hitting [the mark] …and is it the right message? And is the 


community interested enough to actually adopt it and get up and make 


something of it? …Are [you] actually increasing the number of people 


attending meetings?...And are you listening to the people who are 


coming to the meetings?….. This is starting to work, you know, we’ve 


got a couple more people in the street interested, those sorts of 


things…. And if you’re doing the right thing, you know, talk to your 


neighbours down the street if they aren’t doing the right thing. That sort 


of community spirit …Community feeling, you know, you look round a 


lot of places, lot of people don’t know who their neighbours are. 


This officer did not expect immediate results from the appointment of the CE 


officer: 


Give it a decent period of time to see whether it starts to work, if it 


doesn’t work, well perhaps you do something different, but don’t expect 


outcomes in 12 months. 


Resilience Theory 


I have made reference to the term resilience in the foregoing part of this report. 


In this context resilience has some associated technical meanings but I will be 


using it in a more conventional way. So here, perhaps belatedly, is a brief 


outline of the term. 


Resilience refers to the set of traits and capabilities that influence a 


community’s ability to respond effectively to extreme hazardous events (Paton, 


2006). Communities with a high level of resilience are better prepared for crises 


and better able to withstand the loss of life and property they bring. Assisting 


residents of the Lower Eyre Peninsula to recovery from the Wangary fire event, 


and working with them to identify ways in they can learn from the tragedy, was 


seen as an opportunity for creativity. Creativity is theorised as a property of 


resilience (Maguire & Hagan, 2007;), most evident where learning from a 


disaster experience takes place and people emerge with higher levels of 


community functioning.    


The program manager, the local officer, and other staff of the CE unit whom I 


was able to converse with during contact with the agency, explicitly used ideas 


of community resilience in their thinking and brought forward several 
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overlapping ideas in their discussions with me. These are grouped here under 


resilience and include:   


A. The Community Fire Safe group, its establishment and successful 


operation, is the dominant approach to achieving resilience 


B. The use of narrative is a major modality in the operation of the group 


C. Key elements of adult learning theory are incorporated into the guiding 


principles which support the use of group work 


D. The incorporation of specific curriculum content within the context of 


local knowledge and experience is a key aim of the Community Fire 


Safe group 


E. Community Development theory is drawn on in the curriculum delivery 


which leaves space for people to respond creatively to the threat of fire 


These five issues (A to E above) are now elaborated on in the above order  


A  Groupwork as the program medium  


A central idea in appointing the CE officer was that she would use existing 


groups in the community, and develop new ones, as the central medium for 


delivering CE. In discussion with the CE staff, the ideas underpinning this 


approach included the theoretical idea of ‘collective efficacy’. While this was not 


the term used by staff, the ideas behind it were apparent. Collective efficacy 


seeks to  


capture the link between the degree of mutual trust in a neighborhood 


and residents’ willingness to act for the public good of that particular 


neighbourhood. (Moore, et al, 2004) 


This was clearly the idea they were referring to in their discussions with me. 


Collective efficacy can be seen to be a property of, or the desired outcome of, a 


process of ‘community strengthening’ – sometimes referred to as ‘community 


building’. Other theories from education, particularly the sociocultural theorists 


believe that the individual learns via participation in socially and culturally 


organized practices.  


The practice then of bringing together members of communities into groups can 


be seen to be underpinned by different theoretical ideas, which share concepts 


having at their centre the social milieu as the medium for change. Also at their 


core is an idea which has found prominence under the heading of ‘asset based 
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community development’ (ABCD). ABCD focuses on the strengths and 


capacities of local communities, and rests on the conviction that sustainable 


development emerges from mobilising and building upon local resources within 


a community, not from outside22.  


In these approaches, ‘community’ is at the centre of the approach, and the 


community interaction, and the strengths which flow from this interaction, can, 


in part, be seen as the outcome.  This is where socially based practices are 


fostered, where effort is focussed on strengthening or helping to mobilise 


community skills, expanding networks, harnessing energy and resources, and 


applying them in ways that achieve collaborative and positive social change.  


The community leading its own processes is seen commonly as a hallmark of 


CD theory and practice (eg Cheers, 2002b). In this case study, set in a fire 


service, I argue that we can see key elements of CD theory in use, although not 


necessarily in their ‘purest’ (community led) form. The case study provides 


considerable detail on CE practices which strongly draw on, and rely on, 


community members bringing forward their knowledge and ideas. The case 


study also refers to groups self-organizing, which is one variant of a community 


led process.  


B Narrative as a program practice 


Another idea underpinning resilience, is the use of the practice of narrative as a 


technique in the group work. This is seen explicitly by the CE officers as a 


particular practice, and it is aimed at building social cohesion, itself a platform 


for further action. Social theories in this area are overlapping and used in 


different ways. One more obvious one, where narrative is used to build social 


cohesion, is self explanatory. The story requires a teller and a listener, and in 


listening, others are showing respect, that the story is worth hearing, or that the 


story may hold information which could be useful to the listener.  Thinking of 


story telling in this way, also links to the idea of inter-subjectivity  - the capacity 


to recognise ‘the other’. A key element in recognising the other is being willing 


to listen to the other. In this way, the interaction in the process of story telling 


between group participants, is one form of what Wilkinson (1991) talks of as 


                                                 
22 The Asset-Based Community Development Institute (ABCD), established in 1995 by the 
Community Development Program at Northwestern University's Institute for Policy Research, is 
built upon three decades of community development research by John Kretzmann and John L. 
McKnight. http://www.sesp.northwestern.edu/abcd/; accessed 29th April 2009 
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“interaction theory” – where he argues that communities both retain cohesion 


and further develop through opportunities for interaction.   


There is another layer of importance which is a bit less obvious, but 


nonetheless important.  


Narratives are used in a range of circumstances and can be seen to be a 


process of building what Holmes (2000) calls “autobiographical competence”. 


The telling of a story, particularly one which holds some degree of pain, 


provides a possibility of some mental processing, and in so doing, a new 


internal ‘making sense’ can be brought about. Something in telling the story can 


bring a distance which allows this to be ‘re-integrated’23.  


I was very aware of this process in the first round of interviews after the 


Wangary fire where, five months after the fire, household members often 


remarked in our presence, that the other was telling bits of the story which had 


not been heard before. It was this which led me later to offer to those 


interviewees whose contact details I still had, a CD with their interview on it. All 


those to whom I made this offer accepted it. This was a gut feel on my part that 


this was what I should do, for the reason that the re-integration of the story was 


a work in progress for many households.  


Being able to be reflective about something can, in certain circumstances, lead 


to a reconstruction of an event which then allows a new approach to acting in 


relation to this event. The roots of the idea of ‘to represent’ are ‘re’  - denoting 


‘again’, and to present. There is an implied sense here that the focus does not 


need to be the event itself, but how that event is represented. This idea then 


suggests that one having the opportunity to weave together a story of a 


traumatic event, can provide an opportunity to review that story and ‘rework’ it 


to allow for a new story in a future event.  


                                                 
23 Tedeschi & Calhoun (2003) refer to ‘cognitive’ processing as contributing to post traumatic 
growth. To this I would add the work of Hoggett and Thompson (2002), Long  and Newton 
(1997) and others who affirm the importance of pathways which recognize the integration which 
can be done when emotions are also explicitly worked with. Hoggett & Thompson draw on the 
work of Young, who argues that this is particularly so in community organizing to enable the 
viewpoints of CALD community members, and women, to be heard. Paton and Burgelt (2005) 
found that sharing stories about bushfires and how to deal with them with others, was an 
important influence on their level of bushfire knowledge and the protective actions adopted. In 
different ways, all these authors highlight the importance of discourse in the process of how 
people construct ideas pertaining to risk and emphasise the importance of the sort of 
engagement between community members and community educators which forms part of the 
rationale of community fire safe group formation.  
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The idea of eliciting a story and then, where necessary, ‘re-working’ that story, 


has parallels in the work of the late Donald Schon24 who argued that when we 


become attentive to the framing of social problems, we may then become 


aware of conflicting frames of reference. These conflicting frames of reference 


can then be explored as is done at the group level in the use of narrative in 


Community Fire Safe groups. Once frames are elicited, frame restructuring can 


take place. This can be seen as ”constructing a new problem setting story, one 


in which we attempt to integrate conflicting frames by including features and 


relations drawn from earlier stories, yet without sacrificing internal coherence or 


the degree of simplicity required for action” (Schon, 1993, p. 270). 


C Adult Learning Theory 


Adult learning theory is closely linked to some of the above ideas.  


The hallmarks of adult learning theory indicate that adult learners: 


 are actively involved in scoping their own learning 


 work toward finding their own solutions (another link to creativity) 


 appreciate a less structured and less formal learning environment  (as 


offered through Community Fire Safe groups), and 


 make frequent use of narrative.  


One senior CE officer expressed this sentiment as follows:   


Where experience can be shared, that this is the most powerful form of 


education. 


Three strongly interlinked elements of this belief include the importance of 


experience, the necessity to listen in order to share, and the opportunity to 


creatively mould these elements together in a facilitated CE process.  


Again, without explicitly referring to theory, the terms the officers used to 


articulate their ideas, mirrored the thinking of Arvai (2003) who pointed out that 


people invest their own collective decision making with a higher degree of 


legitimacy than decisions made by other methods25. There are various public 


policy principles too which inform this idea of keeping decisions as close to 


those who are affected by those decisions, so they can participate in their 


making and shape their impact.  One such public policy principle already 


referred to is subsidiarity.  


                                                 
24 Schon (1993) was a key writer on managing change in organizations 
25 Usher (1085) explores the link between adult learning and experience 
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D Community Fire Safe Curriculum – imparting knowledge 


A key focus of the Community Fire Safe group is the necessity to impart 


specific knowledge to group participants. The usual content of a Community 


Fire Safe group curriculum is presented in Appendix 2 in its skeleton form only. 


The content varies according to the time available, the issues presented by the 


community, community experience, and the background of group members.  As 


this case study points out, the content is typically imparted in highly interactive 


ways with group participants. It is this interaction, between facilitator and group 


member, and group members with each other, which is the hallmark of the 


community development orientation of this particular program.   


E Community Development Principles, the use of creativity 


It is probably appropriate here to reflect briefly on past and present 


conventional approaches to the issue of education for bushfire safety. 


While these approaches did, and do, vary widely from place to place, region to 


region, and even state to state, some common features emerge. To date most 


programs have featured an information delivery mechanism that entails an 


essentially unilateral process in which the responsible agency officer instructs 


residents on a range of issues. This has often involved an assembly of a 


significant number of residents, but the mode of delivery is essentially the same 


as if the interaction were one-to-one, but with a reduced capacity to ask 


questions or clarify information. So, the conventional model has made little or 


no use of the capacity of the residents to give feedback to the agency officer or 


to interact with each other in an information sharing fashion. This process could 


only be called a ‘community education’ process in that the recipients were 


members of the community; indeed the circulation of a newsletter would fulfil 


this definition.  


Accordingly, the general acceptance of the importance of involving the 


community in a broader way, a way that reflects that notion that the community 


is more than a collection of individuals, represents a departure from common 


previous practice. We bundle this initiative, together with other related 


programs, under the title ‘community development’. Finally, it is probably worth 


mentioning that this transition is occurring in many fields, not just in relation to 


bushfire. 


The field of community development in relation to bushfire safety is still in its 


infancy. There are at least three good reasons for this. Firstly,as indicated 
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above, the field of community education initiatives, and the approach to 


community safety in this field, is seen to be undergoing a ‘paradigm shift’ 


(Elsworth et al). The emphasis is still heavily oriented toward specific concrete 


operational thinking and responses to the threat of fire.  Secondly, the problem 


which programs are designed to address in the case of fire entails threat and 


anxiety for anyone involved. Given this, it is understandable that the community 


may be more vocal about the need for increased operational resources such as 


strengthening response capacity with aerial suppression, and calls for 


increased fuel reduction efforts. Thirdly, while recent events may have some 


impact, there is a tendency among vulnerable communities to regard the threat 


of fire as remote, and accordingly a lesser candidate for serious attention. 


One consequence of the adoption of a community development model for 


education is that the responsibility for safety becomes shared between the fire 


agencies and the community. In common with other community activities, and 


notwithstanding some capacity to make regulations, meaningful community 


involvement in bushfire safety is an intrinsically voluntary activity for individual 


community members. Accordingly, successful implementation of shared 


responsibility relies on the successful implementation of programs that 


effectively and comprehensively engage the requisite number of community 


members. 


This is a challenging idea in a field which has to have a strong command and 


control ideology for its operational response. It is difficult to contain within the 


one organization, an additional alternative approach which is defined by its 


absence of command and control. In systems psychodynamic terms26, such a 


dilemma involving two apparently contradictory tasks – a strong response 


culture and a ‘loose’ community development approach - will require a ‘strong 


container’ to hold both together. In organizational terms, such a strong 


container would mean a strong supportive climate organizationally for both 


command and control strategies and community development strategies to 


coexist and mutually reinforce – and respect - each other. The CE Unit have 


bravely (and in my view, wisely) nailed their colours to the mast in this 


environment, and utilise community development principles to the extent that 


                                                 
26 The interested reader will find a series of papers which take a systems psychodynamic 
approach, in the archive of the International Society for the Psychoanalytic Study of 
Organizations .  http://www.ispso.org/ 
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their practice opportunities allow, which is particularly through their facilitation 


of Community Fire Safe groups.  


One idea inherent in community development is to aim to provide opportunities 


for creativity, a human process one outcome of which is a new level of human 


functioning. This new level of functioning may include a newly found 


confidence, a stronger sense of connectedness to neighbours, a means 


through which neighbours can assist each other, both with preparedness and 


with informal warnings.  


One idea underpinning resilience is that people can recover from a community 


trauma, such as the Wangary fire, and, in some cases, do so in such a way as 


to reach a new level of functioning. In the case of the threat of fire, recovery 


includes being more prepared in future for a similar or related threat. One way 


in which this future preparedness contributes to resilience, is that it reduces the 


loss of confidence which the trauma can engender. Community education 


around preparedness for fire, when seen in this light, contributes to people’s 


creativity as they find their way through the confusion occasioned by the 


trauma. These ideas, when expressed in the literature, see creativity as 


embodying one of the traits of resilience (Maguire and Hagan, 2007). The CE 


program therefore is contributing to resilience where it works with those who 


have experienced trauma, and facilitates the emergence of creativity, assisting 


people to find actions they can carry out, to help themselves and each other, 


their families and their immediate neighbourhoods, to mitigate loss in a future 


fire event.   


The above paragraph refers to theoretical ideas which underpin a community 


development approach to community safety, particularly as it is practiced by, or 


facilitated by, the CE officer in a fire impacted area. Community development 


as facilitated by a paid officer exists on a continuum of practice. At one end of 


the continuum is an officer encouraging independence in the group participants 


while at the other is the officer who operates with only slight modification to the 


conventional stand and deliver approach. Somewhere in between is the idea of 


‘self organization’, which can occur as a result of facilitation, on its own, or as a 


mix of ‘input’ from an officer and independent group activity. There are several 


examples in the case study of independent community led groups either acting 


alone in community safety, or acting in partnership with the CE officer. Self 


organization is particularly pertinent to the idea of creativity. Newton (2007) 


refers to self organization as the  
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spontaneous initiative and capacity of salient role holders to create 


responsibly (response-ability) the forms of role connected-ness 


(organization) necessary to undertake work and tackle problems under 


variable local conditions. The emphasis on local responsiveness and 


learning-in-experience is supported theoretically by the complexity 


science approach that reveals the limitations of prediction and control 


as management values, and hence the futility of operational blueprints 


for increasingly complex and inter-sectoral problems. 


Self organization is a particularly important idea in community safety, and one 


which can create a conundrum for fire services. A substantial amount of 


attention in the Coronial findings (Schapel, 2007) was given to the issue of how 


private fire units can work in more effectively with the formal fire service: two of 


the Wangary deaths were men on private fire units. Essentially, those seeking 


to integrate these organizational forms, private fire units and brigades, can be 


seen to blend ‘self organization’ with ‘formal institutional organization’. There 


are accounts in this case study of an individual with considerable fire 


experience, assisting members of the public during both the Wangary fire and 


the Rustler’s Gully fire. People in formal organizations, including members of 


the fire service, were critical of these actions. This suggested to me that there 


is a long way to go before self organization can be fully accepted as a 


legitimate form of community organising. 27 


Program Inter-dependency 


Inter-dependence – the broad idea 


Table 3 above set out a range of domains with which the CE officer interacts. 


One was an intra-organizational domain. Here CE officers saw their work as 


explicitly inter-dependent with other initiatives within the organization; that is, 


these other initiatives held the possibility of both enhancing and impinging on 


                                                 
27 There has been considerable community discussion following the trauma of Black Saturday, 
about the issue of bunkers as future protection against the threat of fire. In public meetings the 
fire services have needed to be cautious in their advice to the public, that there is no current 
CSIRO research available on the matter of bunkers which can be conclusively offered on the 
matter. However, the fact remains that community members will self organize, will do so and be 
required to do so by their own convictions and the roles they hold as family carers, and that this 
will occur before the matter of bunkers can authoritatively (meaning in this case scientifically) 
be reported on. Working creatively with self organizing groups is a key challenge for fire 
services.  
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desired CE program outcomes. The Ministerial Review explicitly named this 


issue by stating in relation to bushfire management strategies, that  


The success of one of these strategies is often reliant on the 


implementation of another. This approach can be applied to other 


hazards in South Australia (p. 11).(emphasis added) 


Examples cited by the CE officers of intra-organizational influences on their CE 


program outcomes, included the close relationship between activities of the 


media section of head office, including warning systems28, and the production 


of program materials, such as brochures, DVD;s etc.  Another aspect of the 


intra-organizational influences included brigade members’ participation in CE 


sessions. When CE is partnered with the volunteer component, these 


outcomes can be seen as shared outcomes.  


Inter-dependent relationships cited by the CE officers included those with local 


government, or relationships with Departments such as PIRSA where CE 


officers deliver part of a curriculum in a learning opportunity devised by and 


managed by someone else. Community relationships can be thought of as 


relationships taken up when the CE officers draw on some form of civil society 


infrastructure. I take ‘society infrastructure’ here to have social components 


deriving from pre-existing characteristics of the constituent community 


members, as well as physical components such as the availability of a 


community hall29. Sometimes physical and social infrastructure blends together. 


Many examples were cited in the interviews, including the role and support 


from Progress Associations, and community agencies supporting particular 


groups such as Riding for the Disabled. Among the more static infrastructure 


supports used heavily, and hence depended upon by CE, included the 


                                                 
28 I note the Wangary recommendation that Incident Management Teams should now include a 
Regional Public Warnings Officer (see Recommendation 10, p580, Schapel, 2007 ); also that 
members of the public can now subscribe to receive Bushfire Information and Warning 
Messages, news and updates from the CFS and view real time updates on current CFS incidents 
as advised in a media release posted on the CFS website. 
29 Often infrastructure in the field of disaster management is quite concrete in its language. The 
Natural Disasters Mitigation Program 2009/2010 funding round in relation to South Australia, 
made 13 projects available to this state. In the Press Release announcing  the grants, the 
Commissioner, Mr David Place, used social theory terminology: “Should disaster strike, we 
want to help communities recover more quickly and be able to demonstrate increased resilience 
during the event” (emphasis added). While using social theoretical constructs, the grant scheme 
on my assessment,  heavily funded more concrete infrastructure. The grants were as follows: 7 
in flood detection, levee construction and stormwater upgrades, 1 to do with generation of 
electricity, 1 to do with the installation of a fire tower, 4 relating to risk management mapping, 
and one to do with communication systems to increase community awareness.  
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availability of community halls and venues which provide places for community 


members to meet other than in homes.  


It is common to hear the idea of dependence being referred to in negative 


terms in community safety discussions. The observation is along the lines of 


“we have to work hard to discourage the dependence of members of 


communities on us”. In this sort of conversation, “dependence” is often painted 


as a ‘state of mind’ or ‘state of affairs’ to be avoided. The concern goes along 


the following lines: that a community member who is seen as inappropriately 


‘dependent on’ the fire services may erroneously believe, or worse - be led to 


believe, that he or she can rely on assistance from a member of the fire service 


in the event of a fire. This line of thinking is often brought to the surface around 


questions such as whether a community agency or service should have a 


register of vulnerable community members who may, for example, have 


difficulty in responding to a warning. One of the perceived risks of such a 


register is that devising a register could lead people to be dependent, in that 


they may wait for a warning that may not come, and in so waiting, increase 


their own vulnerability. Drawing up such a register is seen by some to be 


‘encouraging dependency’ and this is spoken of in negative tones.  


‘Inter-dependence’ contains the idea that, through a relationship of some sort, 


there is, or may be, a mutually beneficial interaction. Allowing oneself to 


recognise and experience inter-dependence is emotionally challenging, and 


may require going out on a limb in some way. It can give rise to questions and 


concerns such as: Will the other party with whom one is seeking some inter-


dependence, ‘deliver’? Will they be reliable, keep agreements, share resources 


etc. The emerging research on trust in emergency services in Australia being 


carried out by Emily Sharp (2008), will be a welcome addition to our 


understanding of the dynamics of trust, which can be seen as a mechanism 


which facilitates ‘inter-dependence’.  


On a global level, inter-dependence arises with issues such as climate change 


and the global financial crisis. In an increasingly complex world, solving 


problems requires us to inquire into and examine our ‘inter-dependencies’. This 


is also true in the domain of community safety.  


The state of mind of openness to inter-dependency becomes corrupted when 


particular pressures push people to treat others as ‘instruments’ in their own 


policy agenda. An example would be a person with a professional interest 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


51 
 


pushing his way through to disaster victims for the purposes of documenting 


the event. There is a close link between ideas of inter-dependency, and inter-


subjectivity. Corruption of inter-subjective processes leads to disengagement, 


with associated loss of trust, an increase in cynicism, a propensity to blame, 


and ultimately, alienation. These processes can be seen to operate in parallel – 


at the interpersonal level, and the inter-agency level.  


Collaboration and engagement 


While I have noted above that there is a close interaction between many parts 


of the emergency management and community systems with which the CE role 


is inter-dependent, I do not elaborate on these areas in any detail except to 


emphasise their inter-dependency. I have already noted the state of flux of the 


legislative and regulatory environment in the State.  


What I mean by collaboration is the simple meaning of ‘to labour with’. This can 


be thought about at at least two levels. At the level of individual actors, this 


could include a CE officer working alongside a Brigade Captain, in the delivery 


of a particular part of a Community Fire Safe Group. At the agency level the 


collaborative process could entail two agencies, such as a Fire Service and a 


Land Management Agency, working towards imparting fire safety information to 


program participants who have presented for a course on land management 


issues.  


Often collaboration is regarded as a construct which itself is for a purpose such 


as facilitating engagement. Engagement is defined by Elsworth et al (2009) as 


follows;  


Engagement is a broad idea that includes individual curiosity and 


interest, and the motivation to learn more, think carefully and form the 


intention to commence appropriate planning and preparation activities. 


The DSE Community Engagement workbook casts a broad definition, as 


follows:  


Depending on the situation in which you are working, ‘engagement’ can 


cover consultation, education, public participation, participative 


democracy or working in partnership.  


The CE officers define empowerment when a community group can continue 


on its own, to carry out adequate steps to achieve community safety, with 


perhaps the underpinning of  ‘agency’ support. 
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The desired end result of engagement is seen as empowerment, a state in 


which the individual feels able to manage, to enact a safe course of action, and 


to do this without further support.  


At a local level there are two broad groups. One, the self-organising group, acts 


to inform themselves and become empowered without accessing the resources 


of a fire safety program. The other group strives toward empowerment through 


using such agency programs as are available. Of course in reality it is not black 


and white and, as this case study shows, people use resources available to 


them in a range of ways. The CE officer provided occasional input to those 


groups which typified the self-organizing group. 


When an agency’s efforts seek to underpin community efforts, this process and 


intent, are consistent with the aim of subsidiarity.  The idea of subsidiarity, and 


‘self organization’ are themselves fluid concepts and are seldom in a steady 


state. Ross Connor (2005) argues that community environments are dynamic, 


and evaluation tools often are focussed on the presumption of relatively stable 


single projects, “not initiatives consisting of multiple, loosely related projects 


with both project-level and community level outcomes” (p.70). As the CE 


officers take a flexible approach to the development of Community Fire Safe 


groups, this necessitates finding an equally broad and flexible approach to 


determining what are desirable outcomes in different areas, and whether these 


outcomes are achieved.  


The CE Unit draw on the work of Arnstein, (1969) in particular, her ‘ladder of 


citizen participation’, as one way of thinking about collaboration between 


services and members of community. Her ladder, again using the idea of a 


continuum, ranged from minimal participation by the community member in the 


processes of the service provider, or in the language used here minimal 


‘engagement’, through to a middle ground, a version of collaboration where the 


community member forms a partnership with the ‘service provider’, and finally 


through to that of empowerment, where the community members ‘stand alone’ 


ready and able to act in their chosen stance of desirable ‘community safety’.30  


Several authors make significant contributions in this area, see Appendix 5.  


                                                 
30 There are many different ways of expressing these points of intersection between service 
providers and members of the public. In writing about relationships between researcher and 
researched, Kushner (2000), drawing heavily on his colleague McDonald (1987), refer to three 
styles of working as autocratic, bureaucratic and democratic. It is the democratic style which is 
most closely aligned here with the idea of collaboration – labouring together.  
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Inter-subjectivity 


I introduce here the term ‘inter-subjectivity’. This is a technical term, and while I 


won’t be using it in a technical sense, the concept is central to this part of the 


discussion so I will use it and give the reader a brief explanation of inter-


subjectivity. 


We, that is all of us, are used to exchanging ideas on a rational basis, indeed 


rational discourse is the principal mode of communication in our lives. An 


essential, some would say the essential, feature of rationality is objectivity, 


wherein all will agree on a set of basic objective facts. But the communication 


of subjective experience is much more difficult31. However, for all that it is 


difficult, it is important in many contexts that people undertake this 


communication of subjective perceptions, and it is important to do this as well 


as possible. Moreover, this is particularly true in the bushfire context where, as 


we know, subjective perceptions of the same objective reality will routinely 


differ widely. An approach to this task is the development of inter-subjectivity. 


Inter-subjectivity is also strongly associated with allied concepts such as 


mutuality and respect, but for the purposes of this discussion it is probably 


sufficient to think of inter-subjectivity as practical empathy. 


The concept of inter-subjectivity is at the heart of our appreciation of the 


processes and mechanisms through which parties - organizations, officers, and 


community members - get to more fully understand each other. 32 


While not using this terminology the CE officers hold that the work they do, in 


their approach to communities through Community Fire Safe group work, seeks 


to engender or promote inter-subjectivity. They see that they do this in a variety 


of ways but particularly through the process of leaving space for group 


members’ narratives to emerge. It is in the course of this process that members 


develop fuller understandings of each other. This enhanced understanding of 


                                                 
31 Scheff (1997) holds that solving complex problems seems to need not only logical 
connections, but also idiosyncratic ones, including ones which link with emotional connections. 
Emotional associations are seen to allow for a diversity of connective paths.  
32 This concept is a major motif of what is known as ‘relational’ theory, and particularly seeks to 
theorise about the possibility of equality of relationship between subjectivities. Long (2009) 
notes that using the word equality here refers to the mutual existence, assertion and recognition 
of subjectivities. This includes the recognition of the need for an existing ‘other’ subjectivity, 
“in order that our own subjectivity might exist and be asserted”. Long notes that the ‘other’ is 
not simply an object to be internalised introspectively into a world of inner objects solipsistic 
use, although may play this part on many occasions. She argues that subjectivity in this way of 
thinking is not synonymous with individuality but a position within a system in relation to other 
subjectivities The other is required to be really ‘other’ for subjectivity to develop. Long’s 
account of a ‘community event’ within GR conferences is provided in a pending publication. 
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each other is one of the means through which community members engage in, 


or work together in, future community based planning. As the accounts in the 


Results section below will demonstrate, the need to create this space, where 


people could hear each others’ concerns, is particularly pronounced in an area 


which has been profoundly impacted by fire. Indeed, the CE officer reported 


that while she specifically allowed space for people to bring forward their ideas 


and listen to each others’ perspectives, she felt that it could not be otherwise. 


The community members themselves ensured, by the way they participated in 


the group discussions, that this happened, at least in the early stages of group 


development. Again, these ideas strongly overlap with theory of adult 


education, and with theory about resilience, particularly the development of 


resilience in post fire communities.  


I argue later in this report that the idea of inter-subjectivity lies at the heart of 


the idea of ‘shared responsibility’, a central idea in community safety. For this to 


actually materialise, each party in any ‘shared responsibility’ relationship needs 


to recognise the existence of the other. One of the qualities intrinsic to 


mutuality, is respect which could be seen as a mechanism which facilitates 


inter-subjectivity. The two concepts, respect and mutuality, can be seen to be 


mutually reinforcing, and to be key components of inter-subjectivity. In a real 


sense respect is the opposite of coercion, a strategy or tool used by one party 


to force a view or belief, or outcome, onto another.  


The role of role 


In systems psychodynamic thinking, role lies at the intersection between the 


person and the system or organization. It mediates organizational life and 


allows the person to find a place or identity in relation to others. Long (2009) 


argues that role is far more than just the position within a task system because 


it incorporates the person who is part of many different systems within the 


organization. She refers to role as a lively concept, as it is through taking up the 


authorities and accountabilities that different roles offer, we learn to become 


effective social beings. Understanding the roles that are taken up allows for a 


better understanding of the systems we are in - the organizations and other 


systems in which we live, participate, interact - and hence the frameworks from 


which we interact with others. (Long, p15). Inquiring into role, and being 


attuned to the dynamic account of inter-subjectivity and how it comes into being 


in the way we ‘are’ in work, family and community roles, provides a useful 


backdrop to a study of a complex and demanding role of a fire service officer.  
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The factors which influence inter-subjectivity from the perspective of the CE 


officer include: 


 That she works out of her own community: role boundaries are 


complex, often ‘fuzzy’ and sometimes permeable  


 That she draws extensively on her own ‘self’: her self-understanding, 


values, and ‘extensions of herself’, including her community based 


relationships 


 The way she draws on her own fire experience - and near death 


experience - when seeking to understand the fire experience brought 


forward by community members  


 The manner in which she integrates her own experience, and the 


knowledge and skills imparted to her through her work based training, 


and her work and community relationships, in an iterative manner.  


Long holds that inter-subjectivity among interacting members of a community 


system - informal systems-  provides a form of social glue. In this study, inter-


subjectivity is also experienced within and across formal organizational 


boundaries.  


The idea of inter-subjectivity, particularly as it relates to understanding how we 


take up roles in agency and community life, provides some theoretical 


underpinnings for the phenomena of trust and mutuality. If ‘the other’ cannot be 


recognised and affirmed in some respectful way, the cooperation which can 


flow from inter-subjectivity as a phenomenon, or mechanism, is likely to be 


halted. Where barriers to the operationalising of mutuality exist, people - and 


programs, and organizations - become stuck in defensive positions.  


This is seen in the silos which exist between organizations who have a shared 


interest in a particular field, such as two fire services, an urban brigade and a 


rural (volunteer) brigade. Where they are unable to see each other as people - 


that is, utilising and engaging in inter-subjectivity - they act out of a defensive 


uncollaborative position, and much valuable potential knowledge and 


experience is lost to each service and to the community.  So too when a rigidly 


‘operational work only’ brigade sticks to a narrowly defined perspective of its 


utility to the community. Much is lost when it acts as a ‘closed system’ in this 


way. Efforts to open up such rigidities however sometimes requires some 


careful understanding of what factors are contributing to the need to keep 


boundaries narrowly defined and difficult to permeate. They do not become 
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rigid by accident – the rigidity has some history and is usually serving some 


purpose. Some organizational reward systems feed this silo effect, such as 


narrowly prescribed organizational performance measures which do not reward 


collaboration.  


Community education in relation to community is challenging work and is 


particularly challenging for CE fire service officers in carrying out their role. 


They seek to create spaces in home settings, with a view to increasing the 


likelihood that people will relate relatively freely with one another. That is they 


encourage people to seek to explore their inter-subjectivities without the usual 


defences an office environment may provide, while they explore what they can 


achieve together.  
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Results 


This next section takes the theoretical ideas set out above, and examines them 


in relation to the data from the case study interviews and observations I have 


made over the time I have known the community education officer in the Lower 


Eyre Peninsula. 


CE Unit Based Program Development  


 


One of the CE program assumptions was that the CE management structure 


would provide a CE officer with management support and the opportunity for 


ongoing relationships with other officers that would be educative and 


supportive. These structures and supports would maximise the chance of the 


CE officer achieving the desired program outcome of contributing to a safer 


community.  


This leaves open the question as to whether there could have been some 


disadvantages of separation from the operational structure of the organization.  


The CE officer works in a matrix authority structure. When she was first 


appointed, she asked the Manager of CE who her bosses were. She was 


advised that there were three – himself as Manager of Community Education, 


the Regional Prevention Officer (where CE was seen as part of Prevention) and 


the Regional Commander. My observation was that the latter two roles (RPO 


and Regional Commander) were less lines of authority and more support roles 


on which the CE officer could call to assist her in CE activities. One of these 


officers talked in terms of wanting to see, and seeing, a gradual uptake of 


community involvement in fire prevention programs, and another officer talked 


in terms of wanting to see a ‘cloning’ of the CE officer to allow for an increase in 


the sorts of interventions she was pursuing. 


It was the CE Unit supervisors who provided more direct support, ongoing 


education, and saw to the availability of the materials necessary for the CE 


role. The sense of trust between the CE officer and her city based (CE) 


supervisors was clearly apparent. The CE officer reported being strengthened 


by the experience she has of being part of a larger group of staff who also had 


CE responsibilities. She finds the group meetings a source of support, 


encouragement and new ideas.   
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While the CE officer was trusted by her superiors, along with that trust went an 


expectation that she would use her own initiative in the way she took up the 


detail of her new role, particularly given the extent of the losses of life and 


livelihood which had occurred there. This freedom also meant that the city 


based supervisors would sometimes take a back seat when present on her 


‘turf’.  In a recent fire on the Peninsula (the Proper Bay fire, January 14, 2009), 


the Manager of Community Safety attended a Community Meeting with the CE 


officer, but ‘sat at the back’. The Manager noted that the community ‘did not 


need to see someone from Head Office’. The support for the locally based CE 


officer is present, but the prominent role is left to the local officer. This is a fine 


line to walk, but one which the CE staff work at maintaining.  


Did I perceive any negative consequences of delivering the CE work in this 


model? 


There were certainly ongoing issues within the CE Unit as to funding of the 


position. This may not have been different had the positions formed part of the 


dominant (operational) organizational culture. I observed the yearly struggle 


with appointing staff and then putting them off, and witnessed how this drew 


down considerably on the strengths and strategic direction setting capacity of 


the Community Education group within the organization.  


There were multiple ways in which the capacity of the service was impacted by 


this fluid and uncertain environment. The putting on and off of staff was 


experienced by some staff as stressful. Some staff also believed it sent a 


message to the community that the short term nature of the CE contract period 


suggested to them, the public, that the fire service placed less importance on 


community education. Some staff felt it eroded trust between the fire service 


and the community, as community relationships which were begun and 


fostered were severed and there was no guarantee that they would be able to 


be picked up again at some future time.  The uncertainty surrounding whether 


there would be a budget allocation for a CE officer on Lower Eyre after the 


initial period of 12 months became a public matter, and letters to and from the 


community and Head Office of the fire service were reported in the local 


newspaper. The insecurity took considerable time and energy away from the 


community education task at hand, and will be referred to again below in 


relation to a possible decrease in trust by the community. One CE officer 


remarked: 
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We don’t know where we are up to, we’re stopping and starting and 


coming and going.  


This has now changed, and as from August 2008, after some 10 years of effort 


to achieve this, the staff are now permanent part time.  


Some CE staff felt the knowledge and value base of the CE staff were not 


accepted by the more operationally oriented parts of the organization. A major 


task of the Community Fire Safe groups is to strengthen local social networks. 


In this context, one staff member queried whether the organization  


puts a value on a person having met their neighbours through having 


been to a Community Fire Safe group? 


Another officer commented:  


I really struggle with transferring knowledge from other areas into our 


area – or [others] being prepared to step outside our area – and just to 


take that time to have a look and see how it relates 


This comment was made in a conversation in which CE staff were describing 


the intellectual stimulation and support from a community building conference 


they attended in another state. The stimulation they received from this 


conference was visible in the lively account they gave. This observation gave 


some weight to their view that the ideas they valued, and professional 


development they saw as important, were not constantly reinforced within the 


dominant culture of their own organization.  


When the CE positions were made permanent, I asked the (LEP) CE officer 


what difference that had made to her approach to her work. She responded: 


Now we can get our teeth into things. I’ve had stuff I’ve wanted to do for 


ages. We can have more longer term projects. Like the work with 


groups who need more one on one, or who need more practice.  


The CE officer provided examples of groups and contexts where more one-on-


one time is needed.  


One particular example was the work she had done with a facility which 


provides a form of sheltered employment to young disabled people. The site of 


the employment is a farm some distance from town. This work has included 


assistance to the agency with developing policies and procedures. She noted 


that the agency managers and staff have now taken a policy decision, for 
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example, that they will not take program participants out to the farm on a Total 


Fire Ban day. They have fire safety procedures now in relation to staff, to 


program participants, and to the farm itself, including the animals. They have 


carried out considerable work with contractors, and have made improvements 


around the farm. They applied for and received some grant money to assist 


them with purchase of additional equipment, including Personal Protective 


Equipment. They have had a practice of their Fire Response Plan with agency 


staff and program clients. The CE officer plans now to only make contact on an 


annual basis. She applauded what the staff, volunteers and clients had 


achieved. “They have done so much work…If only able bodied people would do 


as much”. 


The agency achievements were documented in the Port Lincoln Times, on 22nd 


November 2007, in an article entitled “Farm Bushfire Ready”.  


Sometimes tensions arose for the CE officer due to being outside the ordinary 


line of command, and hence communication, and to some degree operating out 


of a different culture.  


I observed an interaction between a senior member of operational staff and a 


CE officer, in which the senior officer responded in what seemed a sweepingly 


dismissive fashion to the CE officer’s question about whether a particular 


community was likely to be successful in their efforts to form a brigade and 


therefore be likely to be the recipients of a fire truck. (The response was that 


this community would not succeed in these efforts).  


The CE officer was somewhat taken aback by the response, as was I. She also 


wondered if the community themselves then knew what she now knew. I asked 


her what may have been behind the puzzlingly dismissive response. I 


wondered if it was a sensitivity to lack of resources. The CE officer responded 


that she was still puzzling over it and wondered if it might have been because 


she was new, or younger than the officer concerned, or a woman.  


While these questions remain unanswered, and in some ways are 


unanswerable, they provide some insight into some of the possible structural 


barriers to the way a role is taken up. They also point to the dilemma for a CE 


officer who sits on the boundary between an organization and a community 


some of whose members she is likely to know personally. 
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Embedding the CE officer into the community 


The assumption here is that the CE officer should be ‘embedded’ in the 


community. In this context embedded means an established member of and 


actually living within the relevant community. 


This was seen to maximise the chances of 


1. increasing community capacity by the officer ‘staying on’ in community 


2. more expeditious use of officer’s time due to familiarity with resources 


and networks 


3. the CE officer being more attuned to community experience 


4. the CE officer being best placed to cross the private/public boundary 


into the home 


 


 


1: Increasing community capacity by officer ‘staying on’ in 


community  


The first claim above can only be answered by time. Certainly, the officer was 


embedded in the community, and at least in the foreseeable future, all things 


being equal, will remain so. The geographical location of the Lower Eyre 


Peninsula is such that it supports the largest town for some hundreds of 


kilometres.  


2: Resource and network familiarity will facilitate access to 


community members 


The second claim is that knowledge of available community resources, 


participation in local relationships, and access to local networks, increases the 


officer’s ability to carry out the CE role effectively. There is ample evidence in 


our interviews to support this view.  


The CE officer noted that, in her appointment, the fire service got ‘what money 


can’t buy’. She explained:  


I’ve lived here 40 years, and I know a lot of people. ….You use that to 


your advantage in a job like this. 


There were many examples of this through the interview data – of knowing who 


to call to get a link into the Progress Association, who to call to get access to a 
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particular facility, who to talk to in the local media to get a story across, which 


community leader might be the best access point on a particular issue, and so 


on. 


I ring a lot of people I know. ..I’m using that relationship that I’ve already 


established with them…You’ve already got that platform that you start 


on….If you come in fresh, you’ve still got to establish those networks 


and you’ve got to establish the trust through other ways. 


The CE officer’s work with an Aboriginal community demonstrated the value of 


the prior knowledge of people, and the trust that came with this prior 


knowledge. In one example the CE officer noted how, in her conversations with 


a key member of an Aboriginal community, she can talk fire preparedness to 


her while they are working together in another non fire service related 


organization. The officer referred to what I would call a sense of mutuality in 


their role interactions. “You know,  we are helping each other in our jobs”. 


Speaking of accessing another of the Aboriginal communities, the officer 


explained that she approached one of their leaders, someone she has known 


for a considerable time. Members of this community were wanting to talk about 


some of their community buildings in relation to protection from fire.  


It’s because [name of Aboriginal leader] knows me and has known me 


for a long time, and trusts and respects me. [person had said]..I don’t 


want a heap of white fella’s coming up here, looking at us, poking their 


nose around and seeing what we’re doing up here. 


The CE officer negotiated with the Aboriginal leader for a suitable time and 


date, a process which took some time. She brought a senior CFS officer with 


her to enable a formal organizational operational response to the community’s 


request for increased fire resources. She added:  


I’ve organized it for a day when I’m not doing my other job so I’ll pick 


him up, take him out, introduce him to [Aboriginal elder and leader]. I 


don’t know how long we’ll be there but it’s one of those things….you just 


can’t breeze in… 


She said that this leader said he would be glad for her to come out and see 


them, but  


When you come, I don’t want you here too long, you know, I don’t want 


to sit there and listen to all this ra ra ra…He’s very to the point…..and I 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


63 
 


said, I appreciate that…To be invited into that situation the first time, but 


to be invited back and then to be allowed to bring a guest, is a very 


privileged position.  


However, the ‘localness’ of the CE officer also brought with it some other 


perhaps unintended, or unanticipated and somewhat interrelated 


consequences. Two sorts of such consequences are briefly documented here.  


The first is the community action which resulted from the public and local 


agencies becoming aware that the funding for her position was not secure and 


may not be forthcoming. The second is two examples of what could be 


generally classed as ‘role strain’. The first of these examples is the burden 


which can result when one uses one’s ‘personal’ relationships in a professional 


domain. The other example of role strain is when the CE role and the 


‘community member’ role become blurred.  


Managing community expectations  


When the funding ran out for the first 12 months of this officer’s appointment, 


local organizations and the media ran a campaign of letter writing to the Chief 


Fire Officer, to argue that the position should be continued. The officer herself 


also felt that, as her role had become quite high profile, the community could 


perceive the fire service as ambivalent about the idea of community safety, by 


not acting decisively on her appointment. Some discontinuity occurred for a 


time before the decision was made that the position was to be continued for 


another year.  


Struggling to keep the service going under insecure funding arrangement put 


stress on the CE officer and her community relationships, as well as 


relationships with her managers. Letters were sent to the Chief Fire Officer 


from the CEO of one of the Local Government bodies, affirming the importance 


of the CE role. The Chief Fire Officer replied that he was heartened to hear first 


hand of the success of the CE work.  


[Name] should be congratulated on the professional manner in which 


she had diligently taken on her work….[and that he was] working with 


the government to seek an extension after the announcement of the 


state budget about late May. After the budget has been handed down, I 


will write to you again to advise you of the future of this program. I have 


been greatly heartened to hear first hand of the success of [name..’s] 


work.  
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This correspondence was quoted in the Port Lincoln Times on Thursday 7th 


June 2007. In anticipating finishing up, the CE officer recounted that her 


manager was coming over and  


getting a handover and winding the job down…I suppose I’ll find out 


then whether he wants us to actually ring all our pending groups..ring 


everyone and say, this is what’s happened ….or what do we do, just 


disappear? Did they just never hear from us again? 


The resolution of this occurred in August 2008, with the CE officers’ positions 


being made permanent part time.  


Role strain 


The second consequence of using local networks is the pressure this puts the 


officer under in her ordinary life, particularly when problems are experienced 


with the delivery of the program.  


 


Regarding pressure in her ordinary life, she noted that it is hard to ‘get away 


from the job’. As she explained to me, “Living in a small town, I don’t just see 


these people at their meetings”. 


Using one’s relationships is particularly burdensome when problems arise. On 


one occasion, the officer had approached three people who were local fire 


service volunteers, to assist her with a particular meeting. Closer to the time of 


the meeting, the meeting host, a member of the community, felt she couldn’t go 


ahead with the meeting and forgot to let the CE officer know. This meant that 


the officer had little time to cancel those volunteers she had asked to come, 


some of whom were brigade members. She was concerned that her future 


requests to volunteers may be harmed.  


They might just say, ‘too hard’, or ‘[we] can’t rely on you’, but hopefully 


they’ll give me a second chance…I did everything I could. 


The officer also saw this experience as not only a source of pressure on her, 


but also a reminder of the need to keep attuned to the possibility that the 


change of plans may also have reflected a fluctuating resilience in community 


members – that tackling some issues on certain days is more manageable than 


on other days.  
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The CE officer uses her local knowledge too in making everyday decisions 


about who she will ask to assist her with her meetings. She is mindful not to 


‘overuse’ the volunteers. 


[Name – a volunteer] does come to do many meetings, but I prefer to 


ask [salaried staff member] first; at least I know he is getting paid for it, 


and [volunteer] can stay at his job and earn himself an income. 


Another version of role strain occurs when roles become blurred – when is one 


in a CE role, and when is one more a local person with local affiliations and 


loyalties? 


I was present when a senior officer told the CE officer that a particular 


community would not have response vehicles sent into it in the event of a fire. 


This concerned the CE officer as she knew this community quite well and 


believed that they were not aware of this stance. At the time she discussed this 


with me, she was not clear how she would respond to this unwelcome piece of 


information.   


Community Fire Safe group members’ perspectives on the importance of local 


community networks 


While the discussion above has concentrated on the importance for the CE 


officer of using local networks, I made note when this awareness worked the 


other way as well; of community members using their own networks to hear of 


the existence of the CE officer and what she would have to offer.  


Community members reported several sources for their awareness of the 


Community Fire Safe group and the existence of the CE officer’s role. One 


group member said he had learned that the Region now had a CE officer 


through three different channels. He had read about the appointment in the 


local paper. He saw the CE officer for the first time in her role when they had 


both attended a community event, which was the launch of “Black Tuesday”, 


the book of community stories of the Wangary fire. Finally he cited the 


advertisement in the local roadhouse for the initial Community Fire Safe group 


meeting. He responded to these information sources and at the time I spoke to 


him he had attended four Community Fire Safe group meetings.  


Two other Community Fire Safe group members knew that starting a 


Community Fire Safe group was under consideration, through their role in 
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another community group where this was discussed, and also through their 


associations with people within the ‘fire professional network’ in town.  


The fourth community member I specifically interviewed in relation to 


Community Fire Safe group meetings was also a member of a brigade. In this 


role he partly supported the group as a local group, and he was also used as a 


resource for the group when specifically invited to bring his brigade knowledge 


to group discussions.   


3: A local would be more attuned to community experience  


Another perceived advantage of having a local CE officer was that this would 


increase the chance that the CE officer role and program would be in tune with 


local community experience.  


All three officers in the Management Group interview emphasized the 


importance of ‘mindfulness’ about the community. The word ‘mindful’ was the 


word they actually used. Other phrases included: 


this is where you have to know your community 


this is where an understanding of the community profile is particularly 


useful 


Knowing your community was seen as particularly important when there had 


been a fire event, such as at Wangary.  


One officer noted that he believed in an area where there has been significant 


community losses from a fire, that initially one can ‘trade on’ - meaning ‘get 


away with’ - some of the ‘less engaged’ community approaches in offering one-


off community meetings, or holding a particular education event. In such 


situations he felt the  ‘trade off’ of not being a local could be set against a sense 


from the community that they may be more eager to respond to ‘anyone’ seen 


as knowledgeable and willing to assist them from a community education 


perspective33. But in the main, there was an expressed preference from the CE 


Unit management for the CE officer to be situated within the community.  


Another sensitivity which the CE Unit portrayed, was to invoke the community 


development principle of,  where possible, being guided by the community’s 


wishes and concerns. In discussing the role of the newly appointed CE officer, 


                                                 
33 Dunstan outlines in New Community Quarterly (2007) an intervention in which she acts in a 
more ‘visiting specialist’ role to a community. This model of service delivery draws on some 
similar and some different sets of skills and networks within the community. 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


67 
 


the manager of CE noted that it is most desirable to move into a community 


setting at the invitation of someone in the community. This can, of course, be 


engineered in a positive way where an officer knows the networks of 


community leaders. 


While a CE officer can be attuned to others’ experience without knowing any of 


the people involved in that experience, it was certainly the case in my 


interviews with CE officer that she was very attuned to community experience 


on an ongoing and regularly revived basis. She recounted an experience she 


had, travelling through a particular part of the landscape to her first meeting 


with a community group who lived among some of those who had died in the 


fire 


I’m going into an area to talk to people about stuff that they already 


know about, and that was forced upon them. The knowledge that they 


have was forced upon them, under probably terrifying circumstances…. 


I’ve really got to do this right, you know, these are real people. You 


know, when you talk about people, you don’t just talk about the letters 


p-e-o-p-l-e or something, or you know, community, or this airy fairy thing 


you can’t touch….These are real people like me, you know, they have 


hearts and souls and feelings and emotions, just like me. And how 


would I want to be treated?……. I think it’s good, every now and then, to 


be really, really, really, really reminded of what you’re dealing with and 


who you’re dealing with……………… It was a good grounding for me, 


just to say, okay, just remember what you’re doing, and just remember 


who you’re dealing with, and just stay focused, and stay yourself, and 


you know, stay connected. 


While this study has been particularly focussing on the role of the CE officer, 


other officers also value the role of experience.  One officer speculated about 


the numbers in Adelaide Hills who had been through Ash Wednesday. He 


estimated only 20%.  


The rest of them, the other 80 odd percent have never been through it, 


so they don’t understand 


4: The CE officer and the private/public boundary into the home  


The principal mode of delivery of the CE program is with groups of 


community members in the home of a resident. Sometimes the same group 
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will meet in a number of different homes. The CE officer being an 


established member of the community eliminates one potential problem, 


that of everything that attends the invitation of a stranger into someone’s 


home. 


Resilience Theory 


 


The major claims here are that the CE programs, in particular the Community 


Fire Safe groups, provide an opportunity, under guided facilitation, for people to 


get to know each other, or to get to know each other better, or in particular 


ways.  


These interactions are used as a basis for further exploration of fire knowledge, 


household and community planning and sharing of resources.  


The following is discussed: 


 the focus on the home as the place of preference for meetings 


 the particular emphasis on the use of narrative in facilitating meetings 


 the utilization of adult learning theory 


 the pursuit of community development principles 


 the explicit creation of time and space for community members to take 


up opportunities for creativity. 


All these factors are argued to make an overall contribution to community 


resilience.   


 


The above claims are responded to in turn.  


Group work in home environments within close geographic 


proximity  


The social basis of group work 


The CE manager noted that in Community Fire Safe 


a lot of personal time is spent with people….it is not you standing there 


telling people this is what they should be doing in future. It’s actually 


more powerful [than that]…What happens within Community Fire Safe 
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is to get their friends, their peers, even family members that they 


respect, those most able to influence their decision….. 


He gives the example of 


having seen mothers talk with another group of mothers, and they toss 


it around…They provide other solutions to that issue. ..come next 


door….You’ve just created the time and space for that to happen 


The view here is that this can only happen when time is used for people to get 


to know each other and share enough of each other’s circumstances that 


creative solutions can be found to the problems they face in increasing their 


own safety in relation to the threat of fire. 


There are many examples in the data of the way the CE officer, when 


delivering the Community Fire Safe program, explicitly seeks and fosters these 


community relationships. This is captured in the words of the CE officer, when 


she told me of her work with a particular group of women who came together 


for the first time as a group, despite living in close proximity to one another. 


Eight households were represented in the initial meeting, of whom over half 


had lost their homes, and in one household, all members of the family were 


present. She reported group members listening attentively to one another. She 


commented:  


It’s a shame that a tragedy or a near death experience or a loss of 


everything you own, is the catalyst to make you meet your neighbour 


….I”m sure if we hadn’t had the Wangary fire, they still wouldn’t know 


each other. 


I heard many times from CE staff that community members, when they are 


asked what they expected from attending this session, frequently respond 


The best thing that happened was that I got to know my neighbours. 


I have no reason to doubt that community members make such comments with 


this level of frequency, I have heard community members say it, and I have 


heard community members in other studies (eg Mt Bold case study, Goodman, 


Stevens and Rowe, 2008) express the need, after a scare with fire, to get to 


know their neighbours better.  
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Program participants’ perspectives on the social basis of the group 


Community Fire Safe group members reported that the social basis of the 


group was very important. Their accounts were unambiguous on this question. 


They all recounted conversations and arrangements with group members 


which they do not believe they would have had or made, without their 


involvement in the group. This included: 


 the importance of having a telephone tree34 


 the need to let each other know their thoughts regarding fire and their 


fire plans 


 the need to inform each other of their decisions such as whether they 


were going to be home on a Total Fire Ban day “so that if a fire 


occurred, time was not wasted looking for someone who wasn’t there” 


 the need to identify in these conversations, who some of their more 


vulnerable neighbours are, and to talk through ways this knowledge can 


be used for possible inclusion of these people into their plans 


 the flexibility of the group process which allows the inclusion of others 


into the group who have not attended previous meetings.  


The Community Fire Safe group I spoke with held its first two meetings in a 


public place and has subsequently gone into people’s homes.  


One participant spoke in terms of endearment about the next meeting of  the 


‘mob’, those who had met to form a Community Fire Safe group, which was 


going to be at his place. He was looking forward to this. Another participant 


said he thought he would offer his place next, though he hadn’t made this offer 


yet. Again, what I drew from this was that it was said with anticipated pleasure, 


or at least some degree of pleasant expectation. While there were some 


concrete matters each person wanted the groups’ view on, (reported 


elsewhere), there was nonetheless a pervading sense of interest in the social 


nature of the group process. However there was an explicit understanding and 


expectation that the group membership would gradually increase.   


Three of the four participants had given thought to what they saw as the 


desirable size of a Community Fire Safe group. One person thought it could get 


up to as many as 20, and two others thought that up to 10 was about right. 


                                                 
34 
http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/education/strategies_for_community_groups/community_telephon
e_trees.jsp; accessed 30th April 2009 
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They saw that this would allow enough room for people to all talk, and for all to 


listen to each other.  


One participant was very clear on one of the benefits of having a group process 


as the medium for community discussion on fire safety. “Everyone thinks 


differently – no two people are the same”. 


He regarded this as a strength, seeing this directly linked with harvesting a 


diversity of ideas.   


One member thought that having a mixed model of delivery of fire information 


and support could be considered. He wondered if some community people 


could be ‘trained up’ to be able to give local residents some particular 


knowledge about how to prepare their house. He felt this could be ‘offered’ and 


if the offer was not taken up, then no harm was done. While being careful to 


avoid any gesture which could be interpreted by others as coercive, he also 


wanted to build on the latent interest in home safety he believed existed. He 


also believed that it was important to work alongside those in whom the 


community would have trust, such as those ‘in a CFS uniform’.  


I commented that it is difficult to juggle how much time can be asked of those in 


these positions, at which this participant gently reminded me that I had asked 


him to comment on what he thought would be possible if one had an ‘open 


cheque book’. With an open cheque book, one didn’t have to be constrained by 


resource barriers. This interchange pointed to the dilemmas for the fire 


services, that they are in positions where their knowledge is valued by many in 


the community, and the uniform does bring with it some authority. And yet as a 


resource they are ‘thin on the ground’.  


The social basis of the group also reaches across the boundary of the group, 


back into the community. One participant talked of how he was keen to let 


others know of the existence of their Community Fire Safe group. I commented 


to him on his social orientation. He replied that others say of him that he is a 


‘disseminator of information’. He was already thinking about someone he was 


to invite to join the group. This person has some short term memory loss, so he 


will also remember to ask her again a few days closer to the meeting. He 


anticipated the conversation. “I’ll say – ‘will we walk or drive’, and she’ll say 


“let’s walk, to get the exercise”. (The walk was about 20 minutes). He 


commented further, “Anyway, during the walk, we can look at what needs doing 


in the town”.  







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


72 
 


One participant thought the group based nature of the learning and 


development was such that it would suit the spectrum of community ‘types’. He 


felt that some group participants will stay until they get what they need and then 


drop out. He recognised that some will never think they need assistance. 


Others, he added, “will take a broader view and stay and help others”. The 


participants interviewed in this case study were certainly those who took such a 


‘broader view’ of their sense of responsibility for themselves and others. How 


they can be supported to extend their thinking and work at a community level, if 


this is what they wish to do as the Community Fire Safe group meetings 


formally cease, remains to be seen.  


Meeting in a home environment 


Meeting in people’s homes is a central aspect of the delivery of the Community 


Fire Safe program. CE officers believe that taking the home as a program 


anchor point, keeps the participants geographically near the things that they 


are being asked to think about, including the geography of the terrain, the 


structure of the home, and the role of neighbours35. The home environment 


also specifically is seen to make more accessible, some of the more emotional 


content of parts of the CE task such as personal involvement and the influence 


of other family members or pets on the task of devising a fire plan. These 


issues are very present when working in a home environment, and are used 


extensively by CE officers in their practice.  


Program staff also appear to draw on this ‘home as program context’ idea for 


its relatedness to trust. The CE officer noted that 


I think the minute you go into someone’s home, it’s almost like the 


door’s been opened [relevant issue] 


Some program staff hold the view that in agreeing to have a meeting in their 


home, and inviting their neighbours, that residents are more likely, consciously 


or not, to have extended some trust to you as an educator. This trust might 


operate as a mechanism which assists in opening their minds to you and what 


you have to say. Related to the issue of trust, staff also draw on the idea that 


the home is, in many though clearly not all circumstances, a place of increased 


intimacy. This intimacy is seen by community education staff to break down 


some usual barriers to communication, increasing the likelihood that members 


will share their concerns in a way that allows the educator to build on these 


                                                 
35 See “Community Strategies” used in Community Fire Safe groups in Appendix 2 
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specific concerns and target educational messages in ways meaningful to the 


participants’ actual ‘lived experience’ and presenting concerns.  


Sometimes CE officers are able to use groups which meet in a home 


environment, but whose purpose in meeting predated any motivation to discuss 


preparedness for fire.  


Dunstan (see Goodman, Dunstan and Boulet, 2007) provides a case example 


of how she was able to use community relationships which had formed well 


prior to her meeting with the group of women, allowing her to move quite 


quickly into their concerns, in an atmosphere of mutual caring and respect. 


Interestingly in this case, the group had been brought together through funding 


for an agricultural program for women, and when the program funding ceased, 


relationships had formed to such a degree that the group was able to take on 


other issues which concerned them as members. Fire safety was one such 


concern. They continued to meet in one another’s homes, and used this 


detailed knowledge of their individual home circumstances, in their discussions 


about the threats they each faced.  


Clearly for some the opposite is also true – that being in a home with others is 


the least likely environment in which they will want to learn. Obviously the most 


desirable mix is a range of program types, including support to self organizing 


groups.  


It should also be noted that not all Community Fire Safe meetings are held in 


homes. The CE officer pointed to two different experience she had as a CE 


officer, one where she was imparting community education material 


under a shelter in North Shields [in a public place]… [as against] where 


the residents are drinking red wine [in a home], such as at Garratt Rd.36 


While it might be less satisfying to the educator to be in a public venue, the 


more public type of group setting is preferred by some residents. The meetings 


the CE officer has convened at Louth Bay provide an interesting mix of public 


contexts. Part of the meeting comprises a ‘walk around’, where those 


assembled move around parts of the small community, looking at different 


homes. Another part of the meeting consists of a barbeque in a public hall. The 


different contexts provide a range of ‘participation choices’ for residents, and 


opportunities for staff to explore some similar and some different strategies for 


                                                 
36  The Garratt Rd group provide an interesting exemplar of a productive interaction between the 
CE role and a group of astute self organising residents engaged in local action.  
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community education. The CE officer reported that some Louth Bay residents 


indeed did make a range of choices in relation to the event: some stayed for 


the whole process, some for the ‘walk around’, and some for the barbeque.  


Participants’ perspectives 


One participant saw that one of the advantages of meeting in one another’s 


homes, was that neighbours may be led to ask – ‘what were that lot doing at 


your home last night?’. He saw this as a way of subtly drawing in others to the 


Community Fire Safe group. Other advantages cited included the opportunity to 


focus on specific home attributes. One participant was in the middle of building 


a new home and was keen to seek as much critique of their iterative decision 


making about the home as possible.  


Three of the four Community Fire Safe participants made mention of the issue 


of mulch. Mulch as a carrier of fire was discussed in the group meetings. They 


each recounted to me what the CE officer told them she intended to do with her 


mulch which was to put it in a wheelie bin and take it away from the house 


area. One participant said that he wouldn’t be doing that, but he had a system 


of sprinklers planned for his mulch. Another participant said that what the CE 


officer had planned “would be no good to him”. His wife laughed in such a way 


as to lead me to think that the issue of mulch in this household was an 


unresolved area of risk. They were all keen gardeners and mulch was a key 


ingredient in their garden activities.   


Use of stories. 


The CE officer had, some years earlier, been invited by the fire service to ‘tell 


her story’ to two community meetings in another part of the state, a coastal 


area similar in terrain to her own home of Tulka. The basis of her story was her 


own experience in the Tulka fire. She reported that she was somewhat 


surprised at the depth of response from some of the audience, and how several 


came up to her after each presentation, and had visibly engaged with her story. 


She recalls that most of those who responded in this explicit way were women. 


While it was some time ago, she remembers the responses quite vividly. She 


recounted that women particularly said things like 


We’ve been meaning to do this forever…I promise you we’ll do this 


now…we’ll get organized. We’ll do this together’…… 


She had many who said 
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Thank you for coming, thank you for sharing, you’re very brave. 


I asked the CE officer whether she had a sense of what ‘doing it together’ 


meant. She said she could only speculate, but she got the impression that they 


meant with their families and their neighbours. I also asked her what she 


understood about the strength of their reaction. What she was unable to say for 


herself, but which is clear to me, having observed her work several times, is 


that she is a very good story teller. She exudes generosity and compassion, 


she is very articulate in the detail she provides and holds the story line 


coherently. Also, her own story of surviving the Tulka fire, involves a near death 


experience, and in imparting this there was a clear component of strong 


emotion. She offered some of her own hypotheses about the strong level of 


engagement between her and the audience. 


 That there may have been a strong identification with her due to the 


landscape in the two areas where she had been invited to speak having 


some similar features to that of Tulka, and this featured in the story of 


her own experience. One issue is the proximity of the sea. One 


common assumption from people who live near the sea is that in the 


event of a fire, they will ‘go to the beach’. This is not always a 


straightforward solution, and the CE officer’s own story, as she came 


under ember attack, was that she nearly became stuck in the mud while 


attempting to push a boat out into the water at low tide.  


 That it was predominantly women who came up to her, and that they 


may have been more comfortable to do so as she was a woman 


 That they thought – I don’t want this to happen to me. She noted: “I 


suppose they’re thinking – I don’t want to be in that situation”.  


In discussing the role of the similarity of terrain (both beachside towns, similar 


vegetation, difficult access in parts for fire vehicles), the CE officer noted:   


I think familiarity comes in many forms, whether it’s the familiarity of 


having been in the same situation or the familiarity of being women, or 


the familiarity of being a similar age, or familiarity of having been 


through a similar crisis. Maybe if I had been through a flood or 


something, it may have still have had the same amount of impact, I 


don’t know….That we’ve been through a crisis? The familiarity of 


perhaps all being in the same state, and then if you serve that up or 
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wrap that up with emotion or genuine, you know, genuine feelings that 


people can see and touch and witness….” 


It is now some years since her talks to these communities, and as the CE 


officer for the Lower Eyre, she finds in her own groups, convened to discuss 


fire safety, that she needs to spend the first meeting ‘as a story telling session’. 


Group members have typically had some experience of the Wangary fire.  


They all want to share…Them sharing their stories is as educative and 


as important. …[but] it’s so much more time consuming. ,,,,and with that 


went the emotion. 


Sometimes the stories are shared around the program materials when working 


on a fire plan together. People  


..take what’s been written,…and personalise it….you’re making it yours 


and they’ll be making it theirs. 


She noted that 


it’s very personal, or it can be…It doesn’t start off personal, but it seems 


to slide that way very quickly.  


The CE officer described the early phases on one particular group.  


They were all very willing to talk, you know, like nobody seemed shy or 


apprehensive, and obviously it was conducive for people to 


share…They talked about how really frightened they were…and how 


they were really worried about their children.  


She said they were eager to talk with each other. She emphasised to me that  


….they had so much to share…With every little thing along the way, there was 


a story. They all had a story 


She talked about how participants readily shared with each other their 


experiences of the fire, and what they had learned from them 


And with that went the emotion..It was very emotive…The more it 


bubbled and it just kept flowing, and I couldn’t stop them…..[name] had 


drinks and coffee ….she’s so hospitable”.  


Practices, such as the use of stories and how these are tied up with some of 


the program materials, produce a dense set of interactions. These can be seen 


as flowing from the officer, to the community members, from them to each 


other, and around again in further iterations. The CE officer brings a lot of her 
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own narratives into her group work with community members. She introduces 


her own family’s fire plan when facilitating group meetings, and then often 


receives offers from other community members to contribute their plans, with 


identifying detail removed, for her use with other groups. Participants interact 


with the materials and with each other in ways which facilitate their immersion 


into the topic. They become engaged with the task of ‘personalising the threat’.  


Community members both ‘doing’ and ‘sharing’ their plans could be construed 


as demonstrating that some interactional community based process was 


occurring. This process provides community members with the opportunity to 


offer their own work and thinking. So the program materials used in Community 


Fire Safe groups, while products in their own right, also become vehicles for 


both program processes and program outcomes to be built around.  


The CE officer reported that the making and sharing of plans typically 


generated a lot of group energy which indicated to her a degree of 


engagement. She also noted that the outcome for her as group leader from 


participants sharing plans was that she always learned something she had not 


previously considered.  


One of the very strong values which emerged from the discussion with all CE 


officers, and in particular from the CE officer, is the need for time and space to 


be left for community members to bring forward their own ideas. This can be 


seen as both a value and a practice. Sometimes this includes ‘new’ 


communication between community members: 


The group allows newer residences to look at and learn from older 


residents 


This also leaves those in CE roles at risk of having their work appear as less 


visible, as some of these facilitative processes are closely linked to group 


outcomes and are less easy to measure. Moreover, as already noted, some of 


these interactional outcomes which build community relationships may not be 


immediately seen by others within the organization as relevant to community 


safety.  


While the use of narrative promotes community interaction, its use needs to be 


carefully managed. The CE officer was attuned to this, and sought to promote a 


respectful culture within the group as one approach to managing this. Her 


awareness of the delicacy of these processes was apparent.   
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Whoever’s talking I suppose is taking a risk about whether or not their 


story’s being received or how it’s being received or whether or not it’s 


being respected….I suppose when you share your story, you know, it 


goes out there for every person to interpret, as they all hear it differently 


…Once you speak it out loud, it’s public property.  


Adult Learning Theory 


Clearly the CE Unit staff, managers and officers, with varying degrees of 


explicitness, draw on foundational adult learning principles, by making it 


possible for the group participant to be an active participant in a process of 


inquiry. The process itself also builds on the background, needs, interests, 


problems, and concerns of the group members. This has been well 


documented above in relation to the use of narrative.  


Ways of building residents participation is also exemplified in practices such as 


framing the next steps in the life of a group in such as a way as to allow group 


members to ‘buy in’ to times, dates, places and content of future meetings. 


Questions used include: “what do you want to work on next time?” Strategies of 


seeking group input into the degree to which group members learn about each 


others’ needs, resources, requirements, and capacities which may be called on 


in the event of a fire, build group understanding. 


Participants response to learning together 


Participants I have observed, and also those I have spoken directly to, 


appeared to enjoy learning together. They emphasised in their accounts of the 


group environment, that they learned from each other, and also that the 


learning was particularly ‘applied learning’ – that it was learning in the context 


in which you were seeking to make changes, such as around your home. One 


participant had bought a new tank, but was waiting for the ‘mob’ (the 


Community Fire Safe group members) to come around at the next meeting. 


This meeting was to be at his home, so he was looking forward to talking about 


this issue and where he should place his tank.  


Another participant who lost his house in the fire, was particularly keen to have 


the group at his temporary dwelling, so he could talk about some of his ideas 


for rebuilding. This participant also had particular skills and knowledge from his 


place of work which was relevant to both property construction and machinery 


such as pumps. He often had to train new officers in these matters at his 


workplace, and would be willing, if asked, to share any of this knowledge and 
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experience with others. He was particularly keen to talk about the stainless 


steel mesh he had seen advertised on television as a home security product; 


he could see its applicability to the home environment for its fire retardant 


qualities. The Community Fire Safe group was the place he intended to bring 


these thoughts to and where he looked forward to having these discussions.   


Experiential learning is a key aspect of adult learning.  


It was not that this had to be ‘planned into’ the Community Fire Safe group 


sessions, it was that it couldn’t be kept out. Everyone had their own experience 


of the Wangary fire. One key learning from the fire, was that the emergency 


services were overwhelmed. As one group member noted:  


All our [fire] trucks were busy. You could see a couple of miles of fire. 


We had to do our own thing. 


This fact alone was seen by participants to highlight the need for households 


and communities to plan together. Another key understanding which the 


Wangary fire brought home was the variable impact of fire. It came into their 


seaside town in ways which were unpredictable, from directions which were not 


expected, and jumped breaks (eg the highway) in ways which surprised 


residents. One participant recounted what she called three ‘pieces’ of fire – 


three different pathways the fire took through their town. Another participant 


used the more specialist terminology, when he talked of the ‘fingers of fire’ and 


how they weaved through the town, burning some houses, leaving others.  


All the participants reflected on how some people, on face value, don’t seem to 


reflect on the fire, or on what they should now do about their future 


preparedness. One group member wondered if the Wangary fire event was still 


too recent – that people may psychologically be resisting dwelling on the facts 


and the experience.  


Two participants talked of the desirability for some community members to 


have at least a basic level of preparation. This would include a discussion of 


what they would do, a plan as a household, and a basic kit of radio, torches, 


and protective clothing. They thought that that would at least be a start.  


These things had been covered in their Community Fire Safe group meetings 


and while they were all considered critical, they were seen in some ways as 


also basic. For one Community Fire Safe participant, two particular things 


which she had learnt stood out in her mind. One was that a ‘super soaker’, a 
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toy used by children, can be good to have in a fire, for the task of getting into a 


man hole to check for embers. A squirt from one of these ‘guns’ can be 


effective; she could see herself being able to use this device in that way. 


Another was that one can purchase a hardware item which can be attached to 


a hose for filling gutters.  


The participant raising these issues was an older woman, and she was relieved 


to know she would not have to be on a ladder in the wind strengths she 


experienced the day of the Wangary fire. Being part of a group discussion with 


her husband allowed one female participant to observe that while she seemed 


to focus on self protection, her husband’s attention was more focussed on 


external matters like property protection. She thought this may have been 


because she was asthmatic, and also perhaps different responses due to their 


gender differences.  


Community Development Principles, particular the use of creativity.  


Balancing group initiatives and CE role leadership 


The CE officer was given an early introduction to the use of community 


development principles in CE practice, well before responding to an 


advertisement for the CE role she currently holds.  


She had called a meeting in her own community some time after their own fire 


in 2001, well before she voiced an interest in the CE job advertised for her 


region in 2005. The meeting was to discuss with neighbours whether there 


would be enough support for the development of a Community Fire Safe group. 


Those at the meeting affirmed that there was. This was conveyed to the CE 


Unit and a CE officer was sent to begin the Community Fire Safe group 


process. At the close of the meeting, “he [the visiting officer] said, basically, the 


ball’s in your court as a community”. The CE officer commented that she 


realized at this point that it was, indeed, up to them as a community. They 


decided to continue, and were supported in their future development, rather 


than the process being driven by the CE staff.  


The practice of getting community members to problem solve together forms a 


key part of this results section. The CE officer gave examples of how she would 


leave room for participants to ‘buy into’ the process, and also how she has, 


over time, gradually modified her own practice. She reported starting out 


leaving the group process very open, and has gradually introduced more of a 


mix of group generated ideas and her own ideas about the next steps which 
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could be taken. One example she gave of how she has modified her practice 


related to the issue of group homework. Initially she didn’t give homework to 


group members.   


Now I’m inclined to say: how would you feel if I asked you to bring this 


plan back filled in? One participant got up at 6am to do her plan, saying 


if we didn’t have this meeting today, she said I still wouldn’t have done 


it. 


What we don’t know in this case is the degree to which this woman engaged 


other members of her family in making the plan. However, that aside, the effort 


she expended was apparent to the group. The CE officer noted that this woman 


had not been as keen as the other group members to meet again at the date 


selected, feeling it may have been too soon for her. So the CE officer was 


surprised that this particular woman not only returned on the scheduled date, 


but that she had developed a most comprehensive plan. The detail of her plan 


stimulated considerable interest in both the group and the CE officer.   


The practice of keeping the group members moving at their own pace requires 


constant monitoring. The following text gives one account of the CE officer both 


leaving the space somewhat open, while monitoring progress and looking for 


the most suitable next step with a group.  


She reported saying to members of one of her Community Fire Safe groups:  


CE officer: I said “Well, when you went home last time, what did you talk 


about? You know, what did you find helpful? What did you find no good, 


you know, what do you want to rehash again?” 


Researcher: And what did they say? 


CE officer: Well you know, they’re always nice to me…But they said, 


“no, no, no, it was all really good and we made notes of things and 


we’ve noted down here what questions we wanted to follow up with you” 


That participants would return with questions suggests that the open ended 


approach, but with some structure, appeared to work well.   


There are some occasions when the retort “the ball’s in your court”, would be a 


premature or inappropriate ‘next step’. This was evident in the following 


account. The community in question had narrowly escaped the main impact of 


the Wangary fire, but were anxious about how to look after their community 


members next time.  
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In the course of the discussion between this community group and the CE 


officer, one of the members expressed very vividly how frightened she was, 


and how her escape was very narrow. The CE officer interacted with her, 


directly, then turned back to the main group.  


All the men had tears in their eyes and were looking downcast. …Their 


shoulders were rounded….[The CE officer at this point was asking 


herself the best way to continue…]. Do you keep talking? Do you keep 


asking questions? Do you keep them talking? Do you stop? What do 


you do from here?..This is far beyond an education session now…It’s 


still very, very raw, and very personal, and very emotive issue, and that 


they have to deal with that every time.  


In another account the CE officer spoke of a member of one of her groups who 


was bereaved by the fire wanting to bring others to the meeting, which she saw 


as both extending the reach of the group and also perhaps healing for him.  


Much of the CE role is a multi-dimensional balancing act. The use of creativity 


in community work takes the emphasis away from the ‘professional’ as the 


driver of action, and leaves space for members of the public to bring forward 


ideas of how they wish to respond to what they see as the task they are facing. 


However these initiatives often need to be balanced with organizational 


requirements, policies and resources. The CE officer intuitively had a sense of 


the importance of this balance. This was apparent in the story she told of her 


negotiation with a senior CFS staff member and an Aboriginal community 


group. 


The story is one she told against herself. She spoke of the ‘excellent’ 


community engagement skills of a senior CFS officer who came to the region to 


talk with an Aboriginal community about their expressed wish for a particular 


fire response resource. This issue needed to be carefully negotiated. The CE 


officer’s praise of the senior officer was around how well he managed the 


boundary issues of entering this community, and how carefully and respectfully 


he explored the relevant issues at an appropriate pace. The CE officer found 


herself wanting  


technical reassurance…Was what they wanted what they should 


want?…I kept saying to [.   ]. ‘What do you think, or what do you 


suggest’. And he would say – ‘what do they want’. All I wanted, I 
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suppose, was some technical reassurance that what they wanted was 


the most appropriate thing.  


How this worked out with the senior CFS officer and the Aboriginal community 


was a good learning experience. It was also an interesting account of the 


complexities of balancing a community development approach in a field in 


which there is a lot of ‘technology’ involved, such as fire safety.   


A CE officer in another part of the state has utilised the creativity of members of 


the public who have developed their own presentation entitled “This could 


happen to you”. Resources brought to bear on this work included a creative 


response from a member of the community from another part of the state who 


had gone to Wangary to assist a friend after the fire, photographs of the 


Wangary fire taken by a local photographer, an engaged Local Government 


Fire Prevention Officer, and a CE officer open to using the community 


members creativity37.  


The group as container of members’ exploration 


In an area which has experienced serious trauma, efforts to progress the work 


of Community Fire safe groups requires enormous sensitivity from both the 


group members and the CE officer. There were many examples in my 


interviews with the CE officer, and with some community members, which 


indicated that both provided this sensitivity, CE officer to group participants and 


participants to each other. They are also moments requiring delicate 


management of the group as ‘container’.  


One example provided of this was of the group which has as one of its 


members, someone who had a close family member killed in the fire. 


Last time he got teary there again, and everybody just sits and listens 


Nothing could be more difficult for some people than to be able to ‘just’ sit and 


listen. That group members can do this in such a setting is itself an important 


outcome.  


The CE officer provided another account of a woman who had done a lot of 


work in preparing for a future fire, having suffered considerable property loss in 


the Wangary fire. This woman reported that some members of her community 


queried the decisions she was making about how she was rebuilding the family 


                                                 
37 This story of creative, multi-party involvement needs elaboration elsewhere, and in full, and 
by those involved in this work. 
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home. They conveyed to her that she had ’gone overboard’38.This was difficult 


for her. She found she didn’t want to talk about her ideas at large, but found a 


supportive place within a Community Fire Safe group to share her ideas and 


further her knowledge.  


Managing emotionally challenging circumstances is part and parcel of the 


group environment. At one point I noted to the CE officer that it takes a 


particular range of skills and confidence to create the environment in which 


such circumstances can be managed. She responded:  


I don’t think it’s in mine, but it’s been put into mine, and I’m just handling 


it as best I can 


In my observation she was handling this environment with sensitivity and 


direction, allowing the time and space for others to bring their contributions, 


while also shaping the environment where members worked toward improving 


their bushfire responses and hence increasing the likelihood of safer outcomes.  


I did not explore with the CE officer in any detail how she dealt with the various 


beliefs community members hold which deviate from the accepted wisdom 


about preparedness activities.  


It was clear to me that the group structure can contain such discussions in 


ways which would be problematic in many other places where community 


members interact. I am thinking here of conversations between community 


members at a public event, or in a supermarket queue. One such belief 


pertains to whether the Wangary fire was an ‘extraordinary’ fire or not. The 


concern is that if the prevailing belief is that it was an ‘extraordinary event’, then 


more narrowly prescribed conclusions may be drawn from it.  One community 


member said during our interview that “this [fire] was an exception. I don’t think 


you could plan for that fire”39.  


To challenge such ideas requires the existence of a reasonably safe space in 


which informed and facilitated discussion can occur, in which ideas can be 


recognised, challenged and further developed. I did observe the CE officer 


challenge some sacredly held ideas; one key one on the Lower Eyre Peninsula 


                                                 
38 I heard from another source also, that this particular woman was queried by members of her 
own community, an experience she found difficult to deal with.  
39  This discussion could link to the discussion on “Megafires”: 
http://www.bushfirecrc.com/fkn/downloads/megafire0703.pdf; accessed 2 May 2009. In this 
presentation Jerry Williams from the Brookings Institute in the US, argued that high impact 
large fires are increasing in frequency, and that they exceed all efforts at control. 
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being that the beach is a safe space to be in a wildfire. An account of a 


resident’s frightening account of getting to the beach in this region is given 


elsewhere (see Goodman and Cottrell, publication pending, 2009a).  


A contained group environment allows opinions to surface as the first step in 


challenging them. One such opinion, put to me in an interview by Community 


Fire Safe participant, was that farmers didn’t need to be advised of Community 


Fire Safe groups. 


They would have their own plans; they wouldn’t need to attend. 


I noted that while in some ways this was correct, that many farming men did 


have skills knowledge and confidence. But that these attributes were not 


always held by females in their households, and that often the male partner is 


away from home at the time of a fire. The participant subsequently provided 


some qualification of his view, that “in their heads they think they don’t need 


[Community Fire Safe].”  


This brief interchange demonstrated that the simple act of providing an 


alternative view can be taken up by people when they have time and are willing 


to think about it. By the end of the interview, this participant was very firmly 


putting the view that ‘the CFS was right to try and target women’.40 By the end 


of our discussion, he was also thinking more broadly about the difference 


between fire skills - able to be demonstrated in fire fighting - and the idea of 


having a plan for a single dwelling, such as a home. He felt, on reflection, that 


farmers may not be as good at having a plan for the home, or its usual 


occupants, as they might have for the rest of the property and livestock.  


Fires challenge people in varied ways. It was clear to me as a researcher that 


in an area so seriously impacted by a fire event there may not be many places 


where community members can reflect on their responses to the event. One 


participant recounted conversations he had had with farmers in which they 


were questioning whether, given that they had the equipment on hand, they 


should have been backburning, or putting in breaks on the day of the Wangary 


fire. That is, were there things which they could have done which would have 


reduced the impact of the fire? In the publication with Cottrell, we raised the 


idea of the burden of responsibility particularly held by some men (Goodman 


and Cottrell, 2009a).  


                                                 
40 He was aware of the Women’s Skills Workshops delivered on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in 
2007 
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One participant talked of the likelihood that the Community Fire Safe group in 


which she was a participant would grow and develop in a particular way. She 


thought that the current members, the numbers of which had stabilised, could 


form a nucleus and reach out to other people, to either join or have some link 


with them in ways which had yet to be explored.  


Groups, if facilitated in particular ways, and with the right spirit and 


membership, can open people’s minds to the opinion of others in ways which 


may be difficult to ‘hear’ outside the safety of a group structure. One participant 


noted that another couple who were group members were very receptive to the 


comments from the RPO who, in the course of a Community Fire Safe group 


meeting at their home, pointed out to them some of the fire protection problems 


they may face with the home they were currently building. The RPO was able, 


for example, to point out places most at risk of ember attack. One Community 


Fire Safe group member present during this RPO’s advice, commented to me:  


Most people would be interested in what other people perceive. We can 


walk around here for six months, and a stranger can come in and point 


something out. That’s the difference…..The uniform [in this discussion 


in question the uniform referred to a CFS uniform] makes a difference. If 


he’s in a uniform, he knows what he’s talking about. 


While this comment is well founded in relation to the Lower Eyre with the then 


RPO, this may not be so in all circumstances. Pointing to the importance of the 


CFS uniform raises the question of how much the public can differentiate 


between full time officers and volunteers. In the example above, the 


Community Fire Safe group participant was able to make this distinction. This 


would likely in some circumstances, as on the LEP with the then RPO, but may 


not be so always. In this example the Community Fire Safe group participant 


was able to make these distinctions.   


By the end of my interview with one particularly community minded member of 


a Community Fire Safe group, he was saying that while he had not thought 


about it, during the course of the research interview he became aware that part 


of their household plan should include any neighbour who may need additional 


support in a fire event. With someone in mind, he said: “that should be part of 


our plan, to look after [name] providing she’ll let us”. It was easy to imagine this 


man raising this issue for discussion in his Community Fire Safe group. The 
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space for these ideas and initiatives to surface and be thought about further 


can be, and is, provided in Community Fire Safe groups41. 


One participant talked of her difficult experience in the Wangary fire as a 


grandmother, in relation to her teenage grandchild who lived nearby.  


The grandmother wanted the grandchild to come into their home as both the 


teenagers parents were away, but the grandchild had other ideas; she wanted 


to go home and look after her pets. The participant noted that “If I had been a 


grandma 20 years ago, there would be no choice. But now, you give them the 


choice”. The grandmother was unhappy with what then occurred in relation to 


her granddaughter. “[She should have] been with me, and got her dogs and 


brought them over”.  


These are issues which can be explored in a number of ways by people, but 


one such environment is a ‘Community Fire Safe” group environment. The CE 


officers have many examples of how they use community experiences, fears 


and likely responses and put these to good use in a group situation where 


community members assist each other to find solutions to possible future 


threats. In addition to conventional familial caring relationships, according to 


Carers Australia, one in eight Australians are in a caring role in relation to 


someone with a disability, mental illness, chronic condition, terminal illness or 


who are frail 42. These issues are commonly thought about, articulated, and 


considered in a Community Fire Safe group environment.   


I asked participants if they were aware of anything about the ‘group’ per se, 


over and above their individual uptake of new information, which facilitated 


learning and mutual support. Participants responded that there was, and that 


increasing their knowledge of each other increased their responsiveness to one 


another. Even information such as whether people are home is critical if one is 


thinking about neighbours.  


Current Community Fire Safe members provided an account of neighbours in 


their town, working together “in a human chain” to help save houses during the 


Wangary fire. “When [**] could see that he couldn’t save his house, he said to 


.[…], come and help me put out [..’s] house”. The chain formed between the 


neighbour’s pool from which water was being bucketed, out towards those 


homes that neighbours were actively defending, with buckets being passed 
                                                 
41 Again, as pointed out by Dunstan when talking about the Kangaroo Island group (Goodman, 
Dunstan and Boulet, 2008).  
42 http://www.carersaustralia.com.au/; accessed 22nd April 2009 
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along the chain which comprised both men and women. While people may form 


such informal task groups without knowing each other, it is reasonable to 


conclude that having some knowledge of one another in most cases would 


facilitate the steps required to create such a human chain.  


In the words of one participant, even having the place to discuss the fire 


impacts and think about future impacts, is important.  


We think talking about it makes it easier 


They recognised that this cannot be generalised across all community 


members, but was so for them.   


Keeping the community perspectives in the main frame.  


The CE officer was aware that it took particular vigilance to keep community 


issues in the front of one’s practice. This is a key idea of a community 


development approach, and one which is often hard to do, given the number of 


demands faced by agency staff. This emerged in our discussions about an 


impending Women’s Day event in Port Lincoln. The Women’s Day event in 


question was a follow on from an event commenced in the first year after the 


fire, drawn together by the Community Development officer appointed post fire, 


entitled: “It’s more than flashing lights”43. When the Community Development 


funding ceased, the governance arrangements for the Women’s Day event 


moved to one of the State Government Departments. The CE officer had been 


asked to speak at the event in 2007, as had I. I asked the CE officer what she 


understood to be the thinking about the impending Women’s Day event.  


If you hadn’t have asked me that question the other day ……And then I 


stopped to think…What is the history? ..The two times [the coordinator] 


rang me, I think one I was shopping and I think the next time I was at a 


birthday party or something and neither time I really gave it much 


thought.  I just said, yeah, I’ll talk…But now that I’ve found out a bit of a 


history and a little bit about what it’s about and, you know, I mean it is 


very important to find out what the women’s expectations were last 


year, and what they had hoped to achieve, and had they actually got 


that by the end of the session and …what they did actually want out of 


this event? 


                                                 
43 The inference in the title of the event, suggests that some women believe the operational focus 
(symbolized by flashing lights) predominates to the exclusion of other factors. 
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I observed her putting effort into focussing her mind on what the community 


might want or expect and she amplified her experience in our conversations 


with other examples. One such example is discussed above where she 


attended a meeting in an area where families had experienced deaths of family 


members.  


Debates ensue in the academic literature about ‘what is community’, and 


discussions proliferate in agencies about the difficulty of talking meaningfully 


about ‘community’. However, despite conceptual problems with the term 


‘community’, there is no doubt in this CE officer’s mind that she is going to talk 


to members of a community. She reminds herself of some of the characteristics 


of that community in her mental preparation for the event. She, and other CE 


staff, often spoke about this need to be ‘mindful’, the need for ‘discretion’, or 


‘just being aware’.   


Sometimes keeping the community need uppermost was not always possible. 


In collaboration with one of the Community Fire Safe groups, the CE officer had 


set a date on a Sunday, which, when the date approached, was found to be 


Mother’s Day. She found she could not keep the date, due to her need to 


attend to her own family commitments. The strength of the resistance of two of 


the group members to cancelling the meeting, surprised her. I asked what she 


thought lay behind the strength of their resistance to the thought of cancelling 


the meeting.  


They still wanted me to come. [They said]: ‘Oh no, don’t cancel it, don’t 


cancel it, people will still come’. ….Like if I wasn’t strong, you know you 


have to ... there is a line to be drawn somewhere. 


I asked if one reason could be that they had let others’ know of the meeting 


date.  


I don’t think so, because I hadn’t done up any invitations or anything. I 


think they just looked forward to it, and whether or not it's a ... chance 


just to catch up or debrief or ... or maybe motivate them. Oh quick, **’s 


coming ... We'd better do the next thing on the list. I'm not quite sure. 


But they were both very adamant that they wanted to go ahead with it, 


so I had to stick to my guns and say no. 


In my experience overall in this state, the key question was not how to 


stimulate the interest of the community in fire preparedness. The real question 


was: how can the fire service respond to the demand? 
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Participants’ perspectives on ‘community’ as a frame of reference  


One Community Fire Safe group member in particular had had quite a bit of 


experience with community based organizations. He observed that ‘community 


input’ was wanted everywhere, but “no-one wants to fund ‘community’”. An 


account was given of a Local Council having a funded community liaison 


person, but that funding for this position was withdrawn some years ago. He 


saw that cooperation between community groups is often difficult to muster, as 


many services want to ‘do their own thing’ and not be ‘tagged onto another 


program’. Community organizing requires funding – it requires premises, and 


some salary. It is widely recognised that sustainability of even formally 


constituted community groups can be problematic.  


The Eyre Peninsula Community Alliance (EPCA) was discussed with one 


household, where both household members had some experience in the 


community sector. The EPCA is a body which is made up of a broad range of 


community service providers. Again, the two participants were aware of some 


of the difficulties faced by the Community Alliance to keep its funding and to 


progress as a representative body of the Community Sector44.   


Community members routinely hold a lot of knowledge about community 


infrastructure. One participant told me how, while he had put flyers in residents’ 


boxes at the post office in his small town, he was aware of how many boxes 


were for residents of the town, and how many were for farmers who lived away 


from the town. He was also aware that many residents did not have boxes in 


their own town but had boxes in Port Lincoln. Clearly this knowledge is critical if 


relying on post boxes as one method of getting information out to residents.  


The question of who constitutes community and how the interests of all its 


members can be kept in the main frame is particularly interesting in relation to 


the role of women in community safety issues. This is addressed in part in 


writing by Delaine et al (2008). The CFS has sought funding to continue its 


work with Rural Solutions addressing women’s skills in relation to responding to 


fire, and hopes to widen the target audience to include women who are also 


volunteer fire fighters.  


One of the aspirations for the next phase of these workshops is that increasing 


women’s familiarity with the CFS as an organization may lead to recruiting 


more women as volunteers. One brigade captain suggested that certain 


                                                 
44 http://www.epcomalliance.com.au/default.asp; accessed 22nd April 2009 
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attitudes toward women may still be acting as a barrier to this goal. He resisted 


sharing in the joke about the lack of toilets for volunteers at the brigade 


premises.  


We’re supposed to have basic needs and we’ve got no toilet and the 


joke was going around  - …. [if the women need a toilet] plant another 


tree out the back,  and things like that. I didn’t think that was funny, 


because we’re employees of sorts and we should have …somewhere to 


wash our hands and somewhere to go to the toilet. 


Containment for the CE officer 


One of the assumptions made by the CE Unit, as noted above, is that the Unit 


can offer ongoing support to officers who are managing a complex role in their 


work with community members. This support has been offered and taken up by 


the CE officer, and has included both management support from Head Office, 


through visits to the Region, and CE Unit meetings. It has also been offered in 


a more focussed way through individual sessions with a professional with 


clinical expertise in trauma. This service is available both to the CE officers and 


to any members of community groups who self identify, or who are identified, 


as being able to use additional support.  The officers are aware of the need to 


keep monitoring themselves as to the impact of their work, and their group 


members so as to be alert if there is a need to offer counselling.  


Program Inter-dependency 


 


The key idea here is that inter-dependency is relevant for several groups: 


 agencies interacting with each other 


 community groups interacting with agencies, and  


 community groups with each other 
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Intra-agency collaboration 
Introduction 


The ‘Prepare, Stay and Defend, or Leave Early’ policy 45relies on a member of 


the community knowing that the content of the policy is relevant to their own 


circumstances. He or she needs to be mindful that this policy is relevant. In 


broadest terms, this means knowing that one lives in or could be impacted by 


fire. How to best impart this knowledge and awareness to community members 


is a matter of enormous and ongoing concern to fire agencies and communities 


alike.  


Then there is the question of responses to an actual threat – an event itself. 


The readiness of the fire service to ‘name’ and ‘call’ a threat’ is itself often 


problematic and controversial. A very large part of the Coronial Inquiry Report 


into the Wangary fire focused on the Coroner’s efforts to come to some 


understanding as to why those in Incident Control positions during the early 


phase of the fire event, did not regard the conditions as being a significant 


threat to the community, an attitudinal stance which, with the benefit of 


hindsight, was seen to be in error 46.  


I observed an operational debrief meeting in relation to a fire in the Port Lincoln 


area.   


This was a fire which moved quickly to the outskirts of Port Lincoln47 through 


difficult terrain. Managing the fire, and getting information back to a source 


which can then provide public warnings, is a difficult ‘double task’ – where the 


demand is to contain the fire, and also provide information for use in public 


warnings48. While CE staff routinely remind community members that they may 


not receive a warning, and that they should utilise their own networks to keep 


themselves informed, (other analysis we have done shows that some 


community members do do this anyway, see Goodman, et al, 2008), it remains 


a reasonable presumption that community members receive a warning if one is 


able to be given. Clearly a fire event brings to the fore the importance of 


                                                 
45 
http://www.afac.com.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0019/3673/PositionPaperonBushfiresandCommu
nitySafety.pdf; accessed 22 April 2009 
46 See Sections 23.1 to 23.28 of the Coroner’s Report (pp. 538 to 552, Schapel, 2007). 
47 An account of aspects of this fire is given in Goodman and Gawen, (2008).  
48 Interestingly, the Deputy Coroner (Schapel) recommended that the CFS create and develop a 
role of the Regional Public Warnings Officer (see Recommendation 10; p 580, Schapel), a 
recommendation presumably in recognition of the difficulty of the ‘double task’, both 
operational responsibilities in fighting a fire, and also the need to warn the public in specific 
terms of the likelihood of fire impact. 
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collaboration between each part of the fire service, including the CE role in the 


preparedness phase, operational staff and volunteers in response, and internal 


media in relation to warnings.  


Opportunities for intra-organizational contact  


The CE officer has a desk allocated to her in the Regional Office, but does a lot 


of work away from the office.  While she felt she was included in a lot of the 


office functions (such as the Christmas Party) she commented on one 


particular fire service event she was not included in.   


I suppose that it’s because I’m not there all the time and I do think that 


they do their best to include me, but sometimes they just forget 


This points to a normal aspect of intra-organizational relations – that proximity 


and frequency of contact maximises the likelihood of one part of an 


organization, keeping another part ‘in mind’.   


Internal agency resources 


The CE officer emphasised that the resources generated by the CFS were of 


great benefit to her in her work with groups. She talked of agency resources 


complementing each other. In relation to the Community Fire Safe program she 


commented on the material components such as educative materials, media 


advertisements and the like: 


They don’t really work by themselves because really, [Community] Fire 


Safe wouldn’t work unless you had the information, the fact sheets, or 


the brochures. …It can act as a trigger for other things….Getting the 


brochure in the mail might be a trigger to go, oh well, I do want to know 


more about this; I do want to participate.  


Another form of intra-agency collaboration was acted out in late 2008, when the 


CE officer was continuing to work in excess of her part time load. The amount 


she was exceeding her usual allocation, responding to expressed community 


need, was often twice and sometimes three times the fortnightly allocation of 40 


hours. Following a request that she document why this continued to be so, a 


decision was taken that some CE time would be paid for from the Operational 


Budget This allowed the CE officer both to assist with Community Meetings 


which followed the Proper Bay fire in January 2009, and to set up new 


Community Fire Safe groups in the region surrounding Proper Bay. This has 
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been referred to elsewhere in this document, where I point to the rapidly 


changing contest in which the CE role operates. 


Another account of the relevance of intra-agency collaboration was illuminated 


through the CE’s story of getting ready for the Cleve Field Day. The CE officer 


had made extensive plans for the field day, a major event in the calendar of the 


Lower Eyre, and one where the CFS was typically well represented. A key 


focus of the CE presentation on the day, and in fact a key focus of the CFS 


presence itself, was a (fire ready) Cubby House which the CE officer had 


painstakingly prepared. The plan was that a particular CFS truck (with 


hydraulics etc) would be used to take the cubby to Cleve, unload it and then 


reload it at the end of the 3 days. The intra-organizational arrangements 


required to make this truck available fell down, and the CE officer and others 


spent an unexpected additional amount of time while alternative arrangements 


were made. These intra-agency collaborations, when they fall down, are 


particularly problematic when the CE officer is under pressure of being part 


time.  


The CE officer was also alarmed, on receiving an invitation to a high level 


regional meeting, to find that she had a key place on the agenda, without her 


knowledge. This meeting was a specially convened meeting of the Eyre 


Peninsula Development Board, in July 2008, where she was listed as giving 


feedback to those present on certain outcomes of the Coronial Inquiry in the 


Wangary fire49. While she received prompt attention to her concern when she 


rang her managers about the matter, she questioned how she could have been 


placed on an agenda of such an important external community meeting without 


this being brought to her attention. “It is just bewildering”.  


She didn’t conclude that these issues should be read as disrespect toward her 


or her role, but rather that communication takes time and in her view, the 


workloads of many CFS staff are already excessive.  


Inter-agency collaboration 


Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire Prevention Discussion Group (“Discussion 


Group”)  


Several formal government bodies have responsibilities for fire safety in their 


brief. The CE officer became part of an interagency group of officers in the 


                                                 
49 Forum date 24/7/08; held at Ravendale Sports Complex, Port Lincoln. 
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region from these organisations. Members included the Regional Fire 


Prevention Officer from the fire service, an officer from the Department of 


Heritage and the Environment, another from another land management 


agency, and one from Local Government, who had some fire prevention duties. 


This group became known as the Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire Prevention 


Discussion Group. While the Metropolitan Fire Service person had been 


invited, he had not attended on any of the three occasions I attended these 


meetings.  


The CE officer described this as a group where people listened to each other, 


respected each others’ points of view, differed where necessary, but ‘never in a 


way which threatened the cohesion of the group’. Interestingly, the qualities she 


told me of, map closely onto propositions about the behavioural requirements 


and core principles for dialogue in the literature50. Through these meetings she 


learned more about the roles and regulatory frameworks in the working 


environments of the people employed in the field of fire management.  


In particular, she learned a great deal about the regulatory and practical 


barriers to furthering community safety. One particular revelation was the 


extremely difficult role of the Local Government officer, who, in addition to 


administering some fire regulations, was also the person who dealt with stray 


animals and abandoned cars. One of these officers described his role as 


follows: “that you are paid the least, you have to be the bad bastard, and you 


have the least hours of anyone to do the job”. There has been some change in 


the Fire Prevention Officer’s role at Local Government level since I met with the 


Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire Prevention Discussion Group51.  


The CE officer found that having more knowledge of the tasks carried out by 


each of the officers who formed part of the Discussion Group was helpful to her 


in her own role as a CE officer in her interactions with the public.  Some of 


these officers were also in operational roles in a fire event, and she drew on 


this knowledge for her own development. These individuals at times also 


participated in her group work with the public. While she did not need to retain 


a lot of the knowledge they held, in terms of carrying out her role she felt better 


                                                 
50 See, for example Isaacs (1999, p. 420). 
51 Habner (undated) compiled an Emergency Handbook for Council Staff for the Lower Eyre 
Peninsula, which outlines key roles for Council across the Prevention, Preparedness, Response 
and Recovery cycle. The City of Port Lincoln has increased its budget allocation to the work of 
Fire Prevention. Fire Prevention Officers are now called General Inspectors. The RPO has 
consulted extensively to the City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention Committee. 
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informed having the chance to hear these staff talk about their understanding of 


the key issues from their agency’s point of view.  


The matters which they discussed included the issues Council struggles with in 


managing ‘section 56 notices’ (those notices which Local Government is 


empowered to deliver to landholders to order them to undertake certain tasks of 


clearing properties). One Local Government officer informed the group that it is 


sometimes Government agencies who are the worst offenders when it comes 


to not looking after land they manage, leading to the humorous picture of a 


public servant becoming buried in Section 56 notices.  


Other matters included the legislative and regulatory framework of the Native 


Vegetation Act, and that there were more powers in the provision of this Act to 


reduce Native Vegetation than most people realise. Sometimes the discussion 


was around different perspectives on the current farming practices and likely 


impacts of fire risk 52. The experiences and knowledge of other officers all 


contributed to the CE officer’s deepening understanding of the complexities of 


the system in which she was working.  


The Manager of Community Safety – from CFS Head Office - suggested to the 


Lower Eyre Discussion Group that they might like to make a submission to the 


State Based Inquiry into Fire Prevention, which was open for submissions in 


2007. In making this suggestion, he said he felt there would be few groups in 


the State who would have such a multi-agency membership, such a 


collaborative ethic, and as much combined knowledge. Group members 


responded to this suggestion, and a submission was drafted, with input from all 


members. I assisted the group by providing some working notes on barriers 


and enablers to furthering community safety, made while observing a range of 


fire safety activities during my visits to the region.  


Group members prepared and circulated a draft submission to the heads of the 


organizations represented in the Discussion Group. The work of the group was 


almost halted by the action of the senior staff of one of the participating 


organizations, who took exception to part of the submission provided by the 


officer from his organization. I could not be told which particular aspect of the 


submission concerned the agency, as this was ‘confidential’. Alterations were 


made and the submission forwarded, and in the end, only one agency became 


                                                 
52 Questions on farming practices and their association with fire risk were referred by the 
Coroner for further research. Tolhurst et al reported on these matters in 2008.  
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the signatory to the submission53. The fact that the task nearly foundered points 


both to the importance of inter-agency collaboration and to its potential fragility. 


That fragility is increased when appointed representatives lack appropriate 


levels of authority or organizational support in the carriage of their roles.  


The CE officer strongly believed in and utilized inter-agency collaboration. She 


believed that this contributed to stronger community safety outcomes. She 


derived enjoyment from participating in the group. She believed that it is 


important for those involved in education about bushfire safety to try to convey 


the same key messages, and her participation in this local group enhanced the 


likelihood of that occurring. The group did discuss key messages and how they 


each understood and worked with these key messages in their respective job 


roles.  


Workload allocations and impacts on Community Safety 


Allocation of resources among the various agencies involved in fire 


management was a consistent theme in meetings I attended in 2006 and 2007.  


At one of the District Bushfire Prevention Committee meetings I attended, some 


members felt that requiring volunteers to authorise the issuing of permits-to-


burn was an unreasonable impost, particularly as the new policy necessitated a 


training component. As one volunteer put it: 


As far as our brigade is concerned, members are starting to feel used. 


When is enough enough? 


When asked to clarify, the person concerned noted:  


It’s the red tape. There’s a lot of ill-feeling out there 


Some of these administrative workload concerns were addressed in the 


Volunteer Review Of Administrative Workloads Across The Emergency 


Services Sector, Report (V Lee, 2008). While circumstances will have changed 


since I visited the region, these comments point to the ever present delicate 


balance in relations with volunteers who carry out significant components of 


community safety activity.  


The changing boundaries of fire planning and representative 


organizations.  


                                                 
53Delaine is noted as a contributor to the Ministerial Review 
http://www.safecom.sa.gov.au/site/initiatives_and_reviews/ministerial_review_of_bushfire_man
agement_in_south_australia.jsp, p. 23 
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When I observed the Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee meeting at 


Wudinna on 26th September 2006, I noted that this Committee had sought a 


change in their Constitution to allow the involvement of the Operations 


Manager, City of Port Lincoln, on their Committee.  


Since this time the Greater City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention Plan has 


been accepted, with signatories being the following: 


 The Mayor of City of Port Lincoln 


 The Mayor if the District Council of Lower Eyre Peninsula 


 Native Vegetation 


 Country Fire Service 


 Metropolitan Fire Service 


 The State Emergency Service 


 The South Australian Police (SAPOL) 


The governance structure appears to be constituted in terms of collaboration 


and partnership.  


Page 3 of the Plan states:  


 


Spirit of Cooperation: 


 


The undersigned commit our agencies to work together in the spirit of 


co-operation for the purpose of improving community safe outcomes. 


This will be achieved through application of our staff and resources, and 


through alliance with the community in identifying highly valued 


community attributes to assist developing appropriate prevention and 


preparedness plans. 


 


Again, page 8 of the Plan states that it has been developed using a landscape 


approach, and will be  


managed on a landscape scale. This requires that all stakeholders take 


responsibility for working in a collaborative manner to treat the risks 


identified (emphasis added)  
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The Plan refers to the role of the Prevention, Preparedness, Response and 


Recovery (PPRR) framework as follows:  


This plan lays out the Prevention and Preparedness roles with a clear 


linkage to response planning in the identification, implementation and 


maintenance of the Fire Track network as well as identification of water 


resources.  


Linkages to Recovery are yet to be identified as part of the current plan 


but the work undertaken with the community by various agencies is well 


recognised (p.8).  


Getting to this stage with the Greater City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention 


Plan has clearly been a huge and important piece of work. The above text 


however also makes it clear that there is still a lot of work to be done to link up 


the more obvious emergency services elements of a community wide plan. 


Further clarification is required as to which particular aspects of the relevant 


authorities are linked and on what issues. This makes the less obvious 


elements, such as the community based links, a work in progress, as indicated 


above by the phrase: “Linkages to Recovery are yet to be identified”. 


Impact of changing boundaries on CE officers workload and 


understanding of task 


While the CE officer has not been prevented from working within the City of 


Port Lincoln boundary, it historically has not been part of the CFS domain. 


Different governance arrangements existed between the rural District Councils 


with their close association with the CFS, and the City of Port Lincoln, with its 


corresponding close association between the MFS. The advent of the Greater 


City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention Plan sees part of the CE officer’s 


workload as determined by the Plan.  


She has begun work in the area deemed highest risk in this Plan, an area 


known as the North Side Hill Zone. Using the Australian Standard 4360 


process and descriptors, North Side Hill Zone is defined as ‘extreme risk’, due 


to the likelihood of fire rated as ‘certain’, and the consequence as ‘catastrophic’.   


A fire in the North Side Hill zone, called the Proper Bay fire, was flashed across 


national television screens on January 11th, 2009.   


The CE officer worked in this area in 2007, in a loose collaboration between the 


CFS and the MFS, with the latter having no dedicated CE resource. The CE 
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officer had carried out a Bushfire Blitz meeting, from which two community 


groups emerged as wanting to go further and form Community Fire Safe 


groups. One of these groups went ahead, while the other faltered due to ill 


health in the family of the community member who had taken the lead. In 


relation to the former group, the CE officer will be encouraging them to extend 


the boundaries of their group. This is in part because those who had come 


together to form a Community Fire Safe group were residents in the same 


street. However given the topography, it is likely that in the event of a fire, 


people who live ‘over the hill’ from the current group members, would be 


impacted in the same fire.  


This raises the interesting issue of motivators to join groups and whether group 


boundaries are as permeable as the CE officer hopes they will be. In her 


thinking, she will encourage the group to ‘open up’ to include people who are 


not residents of the street. The CE officer has also to develop more contact 


with the businesses in the area. She feels that the zoning which was done to 


develop the Greater Port Lincoln Plan will aid her in her work, particularly the 


use of the word ‘catastrophic’ as a descriptor of the combination of the 


likelihood and consequence for the North Side Hill Zone.  


The CE officer noted that the Regional Prevention Officer has spent a lot of 


time on the Greater City of Port Lincoln Bushfire Prevention Plan. In praising 


the work of this RPO, one of the Local Government Councillors pointed to the 


fact that he had managed to get the Plan to where it is now in eight months, 


which was considerably less time than it took to develop the previous plan. I 


drew from her comment that lead agencies in fire prevention are working hard 


at talking with one another and reaching agreement.   


The reliance of the City of Port Lincoln on an interrelated web of regulatory 


frameworks including the Metropolitan Fire Service and the Environmental 


Protection Authority in relation to burning off is one example of the inter-


dependence of authorities in the fire safety area. During the meeting of the 


Lower Eyre Peninsula Fire Prevention Discussion Group held at the Council 


Chambers on 2nd November 2006, at which I presented some data from the 


initial community interviews (reported in Goodman, Healey and Boulet, 2007), 


several examples were provided of inter-agency and inter-organizational issues 


which impact on fire safety. These issues included aspects of new 


developments, implications for regulation as to whether properties are 


classified as rural properties or not, the requirement of water provision per 
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bedroom in new houses, and whether developments were still being allowed 


right up to the boundary of Reserves.  


Tension in centralist demands and local control.  


In 2006 I observed a long discussion at the (LEP) District Bushfire Prevention 


Committee (DBPC) about whether the Prevention Plan could be shortened and 


the structure of the Plan altered. The Committee member (a community 


member) leading this discussion felt the Plan was too long, was off-putting in 


terms of ‘readability’, was repetitive. He observed that if he felt this, as 


someone very interested in fire prevention, it is likely it would be regarded as a 


difficult read by someone for whom fire safety was not such a high priority.  


The Committee was advised that plans from across regions were required by 


the State Bushfire Prevention Committee, but that ‘distribution elsewhere was 


not large’.  While changes may have been made to the content of District and 


Regional Plans, the discussion captured the usually pervasive tension between 


State wide requirements and local use.  


Fires are great disrespecters of boundaries of all kinds. The greater the 


capacity of officers to cross the boundaries of their own organizations, the 


greater the chance of collaborations which increase community safety.  


Other implications of inter-agency collaborations for the CE role 


In addition to the already mentioned advantages to the CE officer of meetings 


with the Fire Awareness Discussion Group, she also reported a very specific 


flow-on effect in relation to establishing new community fire safe groups. A local 


government officer who had been a member of the Discussion Group, referred 


her to someone he had met in a high fire risk area where he knew the CE 


officer was keen to start a group, but it was an area where she had fewer 


personal connections. He reported to her that he had found someone “you 


might find useful”.  


The CE officer approached this ‘useful’ man, a retired person, about the 


possibility of developing a Community Fire Safe group in his area. This area 


was particularly fire prone, had access by only one narrow road, comprised a 


large number of retired people and in summer experienced a sharp increase in 


tourist numbers. The CE officer was looking to ‘make a start’ in this particular 


district, and the tip off from her local government colleague proved very 


valuable.  
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[LG officer] said, here’s someone you might be interested in, or might 


be able to help you, so I just rang him up…He’s a [,,] farmer and a 


retired gentleman….He’s been very active since then…. 


CE officer: He doorknocks everyone, drafts up a little note and walks 


around and delivers it all. Doorknocked everybody in the area.  


Researcher: Just his area? 


CE officer: No. There’s a little tiny sort of sub-division just behind them 


too, and he went there as well. But nobody from that area came. A lot of 


it hasn’t been built yet, some are still building, some are holiday people 


and stuff. 


The CE officer commented on how well networked the group seemed.  


They were sitting round, saying, oh, you know, Mary and John aren’t 


here because they’ve … been away and Fred and Wilma aren’t here 


‘cause…. So they seemed to know why people weren’t there. 


With the very useful male came a very helpful wife. They agreed to have the 


meetings at their home, with the wife providing sandwiches. “They’re very 


helpful” 


“Couples, they all came as couples. Oh, Dianna didn’t. She came on 


her own. But all the others come as couples. They’re all sort of semi-


retired people, retired people should I say, and I think they might, you 


know, sort of meet for cups of tea or whatever anyway occasionally. 


They seem to be quite friendly, seem to know each other quite well. The 


second meeting, a younger family came and he’s actually a brigade 


member at [name]; he’s not the captain, but he’s sort of, he does have a 


rank so to speak.” 


The CE officer also spends time delivering CE sessions held under the 


auspices of another organization, where she is the guest, rather than having 


other agency staff at her CE meetings as guests.  The State Department called 


PIRSA – Primary Industries and Resources South Australia - has an educative 


role with both large and small landholders54.  In the PIRSA sessions for small 


landholders, there is often an emphasis on newly arrived small landholders, 


who often need assistance with managing weeds, vermin, etc. The CE officer 


                                                 
54 PIRSA delivered an important post Wangary program called Bushfire Emergency Response 
Program – BERP, for landholders. 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


103 
 


delivers a one off session on fire safety at these meetings. I have attended one 


of these meetings in the Adelaide Hills, where the CE Manager was the guest 


speaker. He started out being invited to fill a time slot of half an hour, and at the 


time I attended, he had successfully extended his presentation to 2.5 hours.   


It would be naïve to paint a picture that collaboration was straight forward, and 


always positive.  


This is never the case. During one early meeting of the Discussion Group I was 


present at, the RPO made the comment that what was needed was a cloning 


process so that 2 or 3 CE officers could be brought into existence. I observed 


at the time that this comment was met with silence. I wrote in my notes: “What 


is this about? Are there turf issues here? Do [agency x] think they should do 


community education? Does Local Government think they should do it? Or did 


something else occur at the time which took their attention which bore no 


relation to the comment”.  


Issues of inter-agency relations, particularly in times of resource constraints 


where competition is particularly pronounced, are always, however, complex 


and delicate.  


A senior officer conveyed to me that he had become impatient with inter-


agency quarrels on a National scale. He took the view that the fire services and 


related agencies had been too slow in trying to get consistent and coordinated 


action across Australia on bushfire planning, bushfire messages, and alert 


systems.   


And forget about the parochialism of whose it ought to be – use a CRC 


or whoever else and turn around and say yes, we’ll accept it; it mightn’t 


be exactly what we want, but we’ll accept it and get on with life….I 


reckon the EMA is probably the one that can make it happen…. if fire 


authorities can’t make it happen….because they can’t get everybody to 


agree, somebody steps in over the top and says bang. You’ve had your 


chance of a discussion …we all worry about our own little patch …. 


There are, nevertheless, increasing examples of inter-agency collaboration 


around community safety in relation to fire. One such example is the 


development of the Women’s Skills Workshops on the Lower Eyre Peninsula. 


Women’s Skills Workshops – a case study in inter-agency collaboration 
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Delaine et al (2008) provide some background to the development of the 


Women’s Skills workshops in their AFAC conference presentation of that year. 


Further documentation of this important work will be drawn together by Mae 


Proudley, in collaboration with Delaine, Dunstan, Goodman, Pedler and 


Probert, which will be available by the end of June 200955.  


Impact of other societal institutions 


A senior officer provided what could be seen as an interaction at the ‘inter-


agency’ or ‘institutional’ level, when he provided his opinion about the impact 


on the fabric of community of the Coronial Inquiry. By institutional in this 


example I am referring to the ‘legal system’ as a societal institution. This impact 


could also be seen as a ‘societal’ (cultural) force as well as an ‘institutional’ 


one. 


The key concerns raised by this senior officer were that the Inquiry was 


focusing on and naming particular individuals, and this was seen as causing 


immense harm at the local level. Added to this was the civil action being taken 


by some residents against the fire service, begun, as this officer put it, “before 


the flames were out”. This officer feared that actions like this would have an 


impact on community safety overall, as it would result in a decrease in both 


volunteering and also a decrease in those willing to work for the CFS.  He said 


of the CFS and the Ambulance Service who were ‘battling to get crews’: 


Nobody will want to take that responsibility, and you can’t blame them. 


We’ll lose the lot if we’re not careful.    


They give their ruddy time and effort, they train to the best of their 


ability, … and then you get people willing to criticise. Hang on, you 


never stepped forward ..and took part yourself, but you’ll stand around 


and criticise. And people get sick of that …[The Coronial process], and 


everybody’s saying the same, this is tearing our ruddy town to pieces 


Some members of the Fire Awareness Discussion Group saw that the Coronial 


process also impacted directly on the CE function, and hence, in a broad 


sense, in terms of this discussion, can be seen as an ‘inter-agency’ issue. They 


                                                 
55 Gooding (2008) reported in his analysis of the interaction between a regulatory system and a 
community engagement process, that a key factor was that of interaction through face to face 
relationships.  “The results strongly indicate that rather than the use of a specific decision 
making tool, the fundamental mechanisms to improve statutory planning decisions are good 
decision making processes, particularly consultation. For example, it is felt that the most benefit 
was obtained by conducting joint meetings of agency staff and the planning permit applicant on 
site to discuss site constraints and potential development design solutions”.  
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raised the concern that the expert reports elicited by the Coronial Inquiry were 


tied up in that process and hence not available for use in work in CE.  This was 


seen as particularly problematic as the timing of the Coronial Inquiry also 


coincided with the time when the public was most open to learning. Some 


members, however, felt that many fire behaviour myths were so hard to dispel, 


that even the availability of expert reports was unlikely to have a major impact.  


Participants perspectives on inter-agency collaboration.  


To date in this study I have little information on participants’ perspectives on 


inter-agency collaboration. Two Community Fire Safe participants were aware 


that the CFS had been working collaboratively with Rural Solutions to develop 


a joint proposal for funding workshops for women to learn bushfire skills.  


They’re right to try and get hold of women. They’re the ones left at 


home….”  


Organization-community member collaboration 


The Garratt Road Group 


The Garratt Rd group comprised Port Lincoln residents who formed a group 


after the Wangary fire. I refer to them as a self organizing group.  


The CE officer recounted that  


they obviously realised how close they were on the day of the Wangary 


fire [to] coming to grief, so they got themselves up and organised 


straight away 


The group had experienced difficulties with getting permission to burn off 


vegetation which they had cleared from their properties. The CE Manager had 


voiced to me his concern that the nature of the regulatory difficulties which such 


groups typically experience, while legitimate and important, can risk consuming 


too much of a CE officer’s limited time. The CE officer was mindful of his 


concerns, and walked a fine line between accommodating his advice and being 


open to residents’ concerns. She did not reject the approach made to her by 


the group, and heard enough of their concerns to be able to offer some limited 


advice.  


Through her involvement with the Fire Awareness Discussion Group she had 


learnt quite a bit about the different regulatory frameworks impacting on their 


problem. The relevant fire service authority in their case, as City - of Port 
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Lincoln - residents, was the Metropolitan Fire Service and she was able to 


advise on the authority structure of the service and where the group might take 


their concerns next. She felt she could have done more, but reported that the 


group spokesperson had said to her that she had motivated him again.  


You’ve given me some insight…You’ve put me onto the right people. 


Interestingly, after getting to know the CE officer a little through this interaction, 


the informal leader of the group offered to talk to any of the Community Fire 


Safe groups which the CE officer was establishing, covering “some of the 


things that they did to get themselves up and running”. This informal leader had 


recently retired from the workforce, and had just begun to attend some of the 


CE officer’s groups as a local resource. It will be instructive to see what 


eventuates from this interesting constellation of resources and dynamics –the 


CE officer, the Community Fire Safe group members, and the leader of the self-


organized community group.  


Approaching ‘community’ 


Sometimes agencies can ‘cherry pick’ members of the community as if they 


were representative of ‘community’, and use this selection as a proxy for 


community. Sometimes this is done in order to ‘bestow’ something on the 


community. This is often done with good intent, and often the person selected 


may well be the person the community would select to represent it. However, it 


can lead to a privileging of certain community members, which could potentially 


also have harmful effects.   


I observed two examples of this while doing field work on the Lower Eyre.  


I became aware of one instance told to me by a senior executive with a leading 


philanthropic organization who literally flew into town shortly after the Wangary 


fire, and asked for advice as to whose opinion would be trusted by the 


community to speak on their behalf in relation to possible uses of philanthropic 


grants. The senior executive who told me the story said she had thought often 


about that afterwards and wondered if they did the right thing. I heard about this 


same story from others in the community. The person nominated by some of 


the community, as requested by the philanthropist, did seem to have a strong 


community base, but I became aware that leaders in formal agencies managing 


recovery appeared to hold some resentment towards this person.  
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In this second case a high ranking officer of an emergency service selected a 


community member with whom to commence discussions about the possibility 


of a particular resource being made available to this person’s immediate 


community. The basis of the connections between the high ranking officer and 


this community member were said to have their roots through a male sporting 


club and a private school network.  


When mechanisms such as these become the medium for allocation of 


resources into an area, many community members feel bypassed, and future 


problems of engaging community members arise. Conversations of the ‘senior 


officer direct to the community’ type can also be alienating for those staff who 


have a legitimate interest in being part of a discussion process through which 


new community safety initiatives are conceptualised and developed.  


Mix of community and agency auspice for fire safety activity 


The CE officer utilised her own network to gain advice about an appropriate 


channel to use to start discussions in the Louth Bay area on fire preparedness. 


Her query fell on fertile ground, as the town had an active Progress 


Association, and this Association agreed to host the first meeting. Where there 


is an organisation with strong community links driving the agenda, this can 


make for a lively demand on CE program resources, and demonstrates an 


interesting mix of agency/community, and intra-community initiatives. The CE 


officer spoke of the response she received when she asked if they would like to 


have a Community Fire Safe meeting.  


CE officer: They’d love to have a meeting – 


Researcher: Sounds like they were pretty ready?” 


CE officer: Oh absolutely. And then they wanted us back again for three 


more, which we did.  


I observed one of these meetings, a meeting which took place relatively early in 


the first year of the CE officer’s appointment. The meeting was also attended 


by the CE officer’s supervisor, as well as the CFS Regional Prevention Officer.  


Another of these meetings also included the Local Government Fire Prevention 


Officer, and a member of the local brigade. This meeting comprised a ‘walk 


around’ the town, with input from the RPO, the FPO and the Brigade Captain. 


This event included some social interaction with a Barbeque, and a meeting in 


the community meeting rooms, and a walk around the town observing property 
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and landscape preparedness. She reported that different activities attracted 


different community members.  


A particularly noteworthy aspect of the Louth Bay work is that the Progress 


Association has determined, at a meeting of its members that, circumstances 


permitting, the Community Hall would be the place where residents could 


congregate in the event of a fire. The decision took account of the local 


topography and also the older age of the residents. The Progress Association 


has since also successfully applied for funds to fit the roof of the Community 


Hall with sprinklers, and to add an additional tank to their premises.  


Another interesting development provides a further perspective of the creative 


mix of agency and community capabilities. This development has now turned 


into the Cummins Emergency Ready Committee.  


From the CE officer’s perspective, this development began when she was 


invited to speak at the Cummins Probus Club. This was a mixed gender group, 


though more women than men. They were largely retired and were business 


oriented. Their first reaction to the CE officer’s input was that fire preparedness 


was less relevant to them as they lived in the town. The CE officer gave them 


her perspective on this, which was that one of the groups they represented 


were grandparents to those who were on farms with young families, and that 


some of these families may be trying to get into town to assist them in the event 


of a fire. She emphasised that they could be more resourceful and develop 


their own plans for what they would do in such an event.  


As the discussion flowed, the Probus members suggested that the CE officer 


meet with two women from the town who were particularly well connected and 


experienced in community organizing. She did this and out of this meeting she 


was referred to the Cummins Enterprise Committee. Meeting with this 


committee the CE officer emphasized the need for the community to drive their 


own agenda, which they then did.  


They called a meeting and at this meeting, various decisions were taken as to 


how they wished to move ahead. The CE officer had been thinking that the 


focus was fire, but the community representatives decided they should take an 


all hazards approach. They also requested some specific fire preparedness 


input and the CE officer delivered two sessions, one during the day and the 


other during the evening of the same day. Community members were 


concerned that these two meetings only drew a small number (10 and 6 people 
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respectively) but the CE officer disagreed with them, noting that there was 


another competing community function that night, and also that if these 10 and 


6 were keen, that that amounted to a significant number who could move things 


ahead.  


The Cummins group decided that they would have a larger meeting, invited a 


range of other organizations, and nominated the Bowling Club as the meeting 


venue. A wider range of community organizations again was invited to the next 


meeting, including the Red Cross, the hospital, and other Emergency Service 


providers (SES, Police, Ambulance). At this meeting a number of people did 


not know each other, requiring introductions. Those present at this meeting 


named their development, and called themselves the Cummins Emergency 


Ready Committee (CERC).  


While the CE officer praised the efforts of local people, she too had to do quite 


a bit of work. She made mention of how many calls she had to make before the 


Hospital would come to a decision as to who it would send to the meeting. Part 


of the issue was that some aspects of the Cummins Hospital’s management 


are performed in Port Lincoln. A decision was finally taken that two designated 


roles would be nominated by the Hospital for attendance at the meeting.  


The group decided on the next activity which was to be an emergency based 


training exercise called “Emergency 0”, run by the Ambulance Service. The 


group had decided to hold each meeting at a different organization, so as to 


increase members’ familiarity with each organization. They also decided to use 


the Bowling Club as a community meeting point. The CE officer gave some 


advice about the sorts of supplies they should have on hand if the Bowling Club 


is to be a meeting point.  


A key element of discussion was around where the likely staging area would be 


if there was a fire in the area. The group was not wanting to make a plan if the 


“Incident Controller could march in at the last minute” and change the plan. The 


CFS officer who could have informed the group of a likely location of a staging 


area had not been able to attend this meeting, nor any of the meetings up to 


the time the CE officer last spoke to me about the Cummins development.  


The absence of this information proved to be a significant impediment to the 


progress of the Cummins Emergency Ready Committee. The relevant CFS 


officer here is a senior member of the service, but a volunteer. His absence 


from CERC meetings could be seen as an issue of volunteer workloads, and 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


110 
 


also that particular boundaries often exist around the role of volunteers; 


boundaries that commonly include only the most minimal aspects of community 


education. 


Agency Community interaction regarding warnings 


The Rustler’s Gully fire had occurred in 2006 on the edge of Port Lincoln.  


A senior officer told me that after this fire he was approached by someone from 


the community, who was critical that the information the CFS was broadcasting 


was not keeping up with the pace of the fire. He reported that the local news 


broadcasters in the street were giving more up to date information live to air. 


This remains a difficult issue for the fire services across the board. As the 


senior officer explained: 


We take our information from the chain of command and officers on the 


ground, and I don’t know how we capture that local information, 


because we’ve got a process we’ve got to go through to do it.  But I 


don’t know how we actually capture that at the moment. 


He added that the development of initiatives such as Community Fire Safe 


resulted in increased prevention happening at the street level. He thought that 


maybe Community Fire Safe group members whose homes were not under 


immediate threat might step forward and help those whose houses were. This 


idea extends beyond warning, but includes the idea of warning, and points to 


the informal role which community members can and do, take up for each other 


when fire threatens.   


The role of volunteers 


Operational Volunteers 


It is usual for the role of the operational volunteer to come up in discussions 


about how community safety can be increased. Often the question under 


discussion is whether the role of the volunteer can be expanded from that of an 


operational responder, to more of a community education role. This is a vexed 


and complex question, which I can only touch on here.  


Volunteer as Ancillary to CE function 


As highlighted in this report, the CE officer already seeks the contribution of 


operational volunteers when carrying out CE tasks. There are many examples 


in the sections above. This might be called an ancillary role – ancillary to the 
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work of another – in this case a CE officer, who takes major responsibility for 


the delivery of the education session, and provides space of guests as experts.  


Volunteer as informal community contact 


I have heard accounts by operational volunteers which highlights that in their 


‘civic’ role they use their knowledge and expertise either in response to 


community requests for information, or on occasions when they initiate contact 


with community members during an impending threat. An account of this sort of 


intervention by volunteer fire fighters in their ‘off duty’ community role is given in 


Goodman, Healey and Boulet, (2008).  


Volunteer as a stressed resource 


My observation of volunteers, such as in meetings of the District or Regional 


Prevention Committees, is that they often refer to themselves as ‘change 


weary’, or already overburdened. One senior CFS officer has referred to them 


as “maxed out” in terms of adoption of new roles. This is a dilemma and, at 


present, often an intractable one56.  


Volunteer as deliverer of CE 


The CFS CE Unit is currently undertaking a project looking at the use of 


volunteers in CE (as at April 2009)57. One aspect of this project is to update 


materials so that they are ready for any future volunteer training course. 


Volunteers have been asked for expressions of interest in playing a role in CE, 


a request which has been put through the chain of command. One of the CE 


Manager’s concerns is that the organization might underestimate the extent of 


resources required to train, supervise, support and maintain any CE volunteer 


network which is created.  


Civic Volunteer 


There is another sort of volunteer which deserves mentioning, even though 


justice cannot be done in the space available.  


I encountered a member of the community on the Lower Eyre who had 


particular skills and knowledge in fire safety, gained from roles in fire response 


in different agencies. Only after I had met him in 2007 did I realise that he 


figured in interviewees’ accounts of their Wangary experience, interviews we 


conducted in July 2005. This man figured again in the interviews we carried out 


                                                 
56 See V Lee and Associates, Volunteer Administrative Review, 2008. 
57 Phone advice to me from CE Manager, 2 April 2009 
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after the Rustler’s Gully fire, where he again rendered assistance to members 


of the public. He is briefly mentioned in the article by Goodman and Gawen 


(2008).  


Two things stand out from the accounts I have had from members of the 


community who have been assisted by this person. One is that the assistance 


he was able to provide was probably critical at least to their property surviving, 


and possibly to them surviving also. The other thing which stood out was the 


range of reactions his intervention provoked from some staff in formal roles. 


These reactions ranged from ambivalence to outright hostility. I will outline the 


types of responses, rather than the source of the responses, although clearly 


the latter is important when those sources are also influential opinion holders in 


relation to fire safety.  


One officer put to me that the actions this man carried out were done because 


he was ‘in it for a quid”. The man had a small business in town and it was 


assumed by this officer that the man was looking for his business to be 


engaged after the fire, to clean up the property. Another response from two 


senior members of another agency was that ‘he had better watch himself’, as 


he might run into ‘trouble’ if he’s advising people on a course of action. This 


response focussed more on the probability that this man could become the 


focus of litigation. 


One refreshing response came from a member of the fire services, when I 


outlined for him the range of opinions I was gleaning about the actions of this 


man. This officer frankly said that “[name] needed to realise that as fire 


services, we are control freaks’ and that as organizations fire services typically 


had difficulty with anyone on the fire ground acting in a response capacity, 


albeit a ‘civil response’, who was not under the control of the fire service.  


These varied agency responses all pointed to a paradox – that in a sector 


where there were scarce resources, high impact and serious event 


consequences, and a large number of the public who did not know what to do 


in a fire, that the considered and helpful responses of a member of the 


community, voluntarily yet expertly given, would be judged so harshly. I 


interpret the responses that I have outlined as largely ‘defensive’ responses. 


They point to the need to continue to be open to understanding phenomena in 


ways which take less account of rational explanations and more account of 


ways of thinking which offer some explanation of these defensive responses.   
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Fortunately, some members of the fire service are not defensive about this man 


and are able to acknowledge his expertise. The person himself is not looking 


for affirmation and will continue to do what he does when he is able, during a 


fire event. His rejection by some in positions of authority does point, however, 


to some of the barriers to the overall shift toward ‘shared responsibility’.  


To share responsibility the fire services, and senior government officials, will be 


required to give due recognition to the capacities of others. To acknowledge 


what others can do may, in fact, be experienced by those parties as having to 


‘give up’ or alter something. One ‘something’ they might have to give up, or at 


least revise, is the idea that only they are really competent to assist the public 


with fire response. This is a challenge to the Community Education Unit as well. 


In some cases their task will be to seek out and support key community 


members who may, in some cases, ultimately have the capacity to offer an 


equal but different community education function. These community members 


may need support and facilitation from CE staff, which may need their support 


and facilitation. This requires a collaborative approach and a sharing of the ‘turf’ 


with others from a range of known and possibly yet to be discovered, 


backgrounds.  


Self organization 


I have already talked above about the capacity of community members to self 


organise in relation to forming their own version of ‘community fire safe’ groups.  


The example given was the Garratt Road group. Another self organizing group 


of residents who formed to assist each other with fire preparedness was 


referred to in the article published by Goodman and Gawen in 2008. Another 


form of self organization is exemplified in the Harvesting Code of Practice58, a 


code which has been developed in South Australia, where groups of nearby 


grain growers agree together to abide by the terms of the Code in relation to 


their harvesting practices on high fire risk days. As the pamphlet outlining the 


Code states: 


During previous Fire Danger Seasons, fires have been started by 


harvesting operations and have escaped. Although grain harvesting is 


not the cause of the greatest number of fires, those that occur from 


grain harvesting generally result in greater loss (in hectares) than other 


avoidable fires 


                                                 
58 http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/fire_restrictions/codes_of_practice.jsp; accessed 24th April 2009 
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Farmers were keen to circumvent the likelihood that if they did not get 


organized that they would be regulated. The model in Western Australia which 


regulates the grain production schedules is not always beneficial to the grain 


grower. As one farmer explained:  


Western Australia have … legislation that if they get bad fire weather, 


they put a total ban on reaping, right across Western Australia. So that’s 


from the Western edge right to the Eastern border. 


And what it means is if you were near the coast where those perhaps 


adverse conditions will assist you in reaping, you can’t reap. 


The Code of Practice was developed through a partnership between the 


Country Fire Service and the South Australian Farmer’s Federation (SAFF), but 


its operation relies on farmers self organizing. As one senior fire officer told me,  


… they’re policing it themselves, which is the right way to go. And then 


if you get somebody step out of line, … the local community group says 


‘oi, you’re not playing the game’. 


Another aspect of self organization is demonstrated in the increased activity of 


private fire units as first responders to a fire. A senior officer noted that this 


development needs to be kept in balance, given the farmers with their fire units 


are also often those who are called on to make up brigades when the fire 


breaks out.  


Coordination of private fire units at the fire event is also required, which also 


applies at the ‘mop up’ stage. This (salaried) fire officer noted the importance of 


relationships as the means through which these decisions can be made.  


Part of the difficulty … we do have with them is once the flame’s gone, 


they all want to go home, and we get left with the mop up. So we’ve got 


to turn around and try to say ..well, you know, let’s all of us do an hour 


and a half mop up, and then we’ll all go home. But that’s a bit of that 


personal relationship from the officers on the ground with the people 


driving the vehicles. I mean build that before the fire and not while the 


fire’s on …Get together well before the fire season and talk about all 


those sorts of things. 


While this ‘code of practice’ example is somewhat removed from the direct 


focus on the CE officer’s role, it is revealing for its emphasis on what has been 


a theme in this research, which is how much community safety work is carried 
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out through ‘relationship’. In the case of the Code, the basis of the regulation is 


a scientific concept involving an understanding of the Grassland Fire Index. But 


the mechanism through which it is enforced, when certain farmers do not 


adequately ‘self monitor’, is essentially an interpersonal one. Social pressure is 


brought to bear by the group. This use of ‘relationship’ as a key medium 


through which the work is done is a consistent theme in this study. This is so 


internally within the service, between the different parts of the service, such as 


the operations/CE role, and between the actors in the service, both operations 


and CE, and members of the community, in their various roles. It is largely 


through relationship that the work gets done.  


Inter-subjectivity 


The data set out above serve to highlight the interrelatedness of structures 


including groups, actual practices, and values and how these inform and are 


taken up by the CE officer in her task of increasing community safety in relation 


to the threat of fire. I would now like to highlight some of the inter-subjective 


processes  - the capacity to recognise ‘the other’, in a meaningful and 


respectful way, and in so doing, be able to bring to the task one’s own self, with 


one’s own beliefs, knowledge, skills and sense of purpose.  


CE staff often used terms like the officer needing to be ‘aware’ of community 


issues and dynamics, being discreet, compassionate, mindful, understanding 


and capable of empathy. All these qualities, or values, or practices, contribute 


to the possibility that inter-subjectivity can be realised. Without this, only limited 


progress can be made toward really understanding how we each see 


ourselves, our roles, and our responsibilities – agencies and community 


members alike.   


These qualities of sensitivity, tact, mutuality matter at the level of desirable 


human relationships in civil society in general59. They also matter at the level of 


community education and awareness activities at the community level. This 


might be particularly so in a region which has experienced a severe fire event 


which continues to impact on the daily lives of many residents. I would argue 


that these qualities are also relevant in the everyday work of CE officers, who 


cross the boundary into people’s homes with a brief to encourage household 


                                                 
59 Scheff (1997) refers to Martin Buber’s “I Thou” and “I It” distinction. The “I Thou” can be 
seen in the context of this discussion as relevant to the idea of mutuality, and the “I It” a way of 
describing the situation when we treat the other as an object. See page 79 of Scheff, 1997.  
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members to build on what they already know and do, and to further develop the 


everyday practices which will make for a safer community.  


Thinking about inter-subjectivity also points us toward identifying dynamics 


which threaten the process. Some of these threats, while at one level can be 


seen as ‘interpersonal’, can perhaps be better thought about as structural.  


One structural barrier, pertained to ways of thinking about the Eyre Peninsula 


Community Alliance. As a researcher with an orientation particularly toward 


seeking an understanding of community processes and infrastructure, I was 


curious as to the reasons the Eyre Peninsula Community Alliance (EPCA) was 


not a body on the radar of the officers I was interacting with. 


As it was described to me, the EPCA was initially brought into being as the third 


leg of the stool – with the other two legs being the Eyre Peninsula Development 


Board (Economic Development) and the Catchment Management Authority 


(the natural environment). Differences in resourcing from Government and 


other sources meant that the Community body remained the poor cousin.  


Struggles for community sector groups have been documented elsewhere (see 


Fels, 2007). There are often also barriers to collaboration when community 


groups have to compete with others for funding.  Certainly, those with whom I 


spoke in the Emergency Services either had not heard of the EPCA, or if they 


had, they couldn’t see the relevance of it to the work of bushfire preparedness.  


One Local Government officer in the Fire Awareness Discussion Group saw 


Local Government as the body best able to represent the community. Local 


Government is certainly a key player but to date, on my observation, Local 


Government involvement essentially boils down to the role of the Fire 


Prevention Officer. The multiple calls on the time of the person in this role in 


addition to fire safety have been referred to elsewhere in this report.  


This situation had changed to a degree. On my last contact with the LEP I 


learnt that the EPCA had provided some support to a joint application between 


Rural Solutions and the CFS for funding to extend the Women’s Skills work.  


Other barriers to collaboration, which can also be seen as barriers to inter-


subjectivity, have been erected through the process of the Coronial Inquiry and 


other legal action. When a prominent member of one representative board or 


authority within a community plays a lead role in legal action against a fire 
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service, this affects the capacity of those in these representative positions to 


think across organizational boundaries in a cooperative manner.  


The CE officer repeatedly demonstrated a non-judgemental attitude to 


residents she was working with. That residents were sensitive to judgement 


was apparent in the Women’s Day workshop I attended in 2008. After the 


presentation made by a research colleague which contained data on actions 


taken by residents the day of the fire, some women participants noted that 


residents shouldn’t be blamed for actions they took, as ‘panic can take over’ 


and cause you to act in ways you could not foresee.  


While the research presenter made strenuous efforts to avoid any element of 


judgement in her reporting, the strength of women’s efforts to emphasise the 


difficulties they faced on the day of the fire, highlighted the sensitive nature of 


the topic of responses to fire60.  


The CE officer was mindful of these sensitivities in her presentations. She was 


also mindful and non-judgemental toward those who thought they would take 


some action to increase their safety, and then allow this intent to fall away. As 


the CE officer put it to me:  


Real life takes over. People think about these things and they put them 


in the toilet and they read them and you know, they sit down and three 


week’s worth of newspapers go on top of it, throw all of those out, they 


get busy with the next thing.  


The CE officer’s approach to understanding ‘real life’ did not appear to slow 


down her enthusiasm for her work in conveying to as many people as she 


could the importance of preparedness and in facilitating the efforts of those 


willing to work on the issues. Her non-judgemental approach may also have 


offered her some protection against developing the mind set one sometimes 


encounters in staff tasked with increasing community preparedness for fire. 


                                                 
60 Dealing sensitively with these ideas in this fire affected environment, required a willingness 
and capacity to work with the emotions expressed and experienced in the work. It is now nearly 
35 years since the publication of Hochschild’s influential essay “The sociology of feelings and 
emotions”, in which she argued that sociology’s emphasis on the cognitive rational actor helped 
to make invisible an important dimension of social life. The same struggle remains today,  
particularly in two fields – that of Emergency Services and that of Evaluation. Linda Anderson 
(1998) in the evaluation literature holds that ‘evaluators have a tendency to exaggerate the 
meaning of rationality. We underestimate and sometimes neglect the impact of emotional and 
irrational motives, instead seeking and constructing rationality as the queen of science. The 
emotional drive behind our choice of research methods, theory, and interpretations is a fact that 
we underestimate or ignore too often. Rationality has a tendency to dominate at the expense of 
reflexivity” (p.51).  
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This mind set is characterised by pessimism  - that the public overall was lazy 


and unwilling to act in their own defence.  


Evaluation perspectives  


While the focus of the work of Project C7 has undergone some changes with 


the change in group membership, leadership, and management at both the 


University level and the CRC management level, our overarching task 


pertained to understanding and putting forward ideas in relation to program 


evaluation.  


In this section I provide some data which reflects some perspectives of the CE 


Unit staff themselves, on the broad and interlinking approaches which they 


think would best guide an approach to evaluation. I respond to some of these 


ideas and put forward some findings from this case study. These ideas can be 


considered by end users as they think about the various ways they have 


developed the programs to assist community to prepare for the possibility of 


fire.  


I would suggest to end users that they engage in a participatory approach to 


further their understanding of what is happening in their programs. This should 


involve both those who deliver the CE initiatives and at least a selection of 


those who respond to the programs, both community leaders and ‘ordinary’ 


community members. This will provide the content for discussion within 


agencies across functional divisions, and then laterally with relevant other 


agencies and key community groups.  


Firstly, I set out some of the views of the CE staff themselves on approaches to 


evaluation.   


“Casting a broad net” 


Introduction  


CE staff were wanting to consider an approach to evaluation which was more 


comprehensive than the evaluation requirement for their programs at the time 


the research was being carried out.  


At this time, CE staff evaluative reporting included providing detail on the 


number of groups they convened, and with some of those groups, they 


collected data from group participants, both on commencing the group and on 
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completion61. They particularly wanted an approach which would, in their terms, 


‘cast a broad net’.  


They explained that the belief which lay behind their sentiment, was twofold. 


The first belief was based on their observation that they saw that people do not 


move in a step wise manner toward preparedness, but rather in a more iterative 


fashion. The second belief stemmed from the fact that CE outcomes were 


highly dependent on the activities of other parts of the fire service, other lead 


agencies in community safety, and community members themselves.  


Moving iteratively toward preparedness 


Firstly, the observation that at least some people move toward preparedness in 


an iterative manner.  


The CE officer provided her own case as an exemple of this phenomenon. She 


had been asked by the Fire Service, as a member of a community who had 


experienced a fire in 2001 (the Tulka fire), to speak to communities in another 


region of South Australia about her experience. She noted:  


That was how I started to learn about it .[‘Community Fire Safe’]. .. and 


what I learnt over the day or two that I was involved, I just thought that 


this program was the most amazing thing, like it actually empowered 


people~ on the ground, like they could work with each other, free of or 


with the assistance of, or with the guidance of  an agency.  It was done 


informally, but it was done professionally, it was done accurately and 


there was heaps of technical information. They were given the support, 


but they decided what they wanted to do as a community, and I’m 


thinking ... this is the best thing since sliced bread, like how come this is 


not compulsory? 


The CE officer then noted that despite this strongly held belief, it took her 


another four years (her emphasis) before she put up her hand to start a 


Community Fire Safe group in her local community.   


So while she was excited at the idea of Community Fire Safe as a group, and 


she believed it was a worthwhile program, her belief and her knowledge was 


stored for action at a later stage. It was four years later, after the Wangary fire, 


                                                 
61 Helen Goodman and Catherine Rowe with assistance from Gerald Elsworth, have done an 
analysis of Community Fire Safe participant responses derived from evaluation forms used by 
CFS CE staff. This work is held in a draft report entitled  ‘Community Fire Safe Program 
Evaluation’,  which is held by the CFS CE Unit.  
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which did not threaten her area directly, that she finally decided to act and seek 


assistance in setting up a Community Fire Safe group.   


What triggers the step between awareness and action will vary, but the case 


example of the CE officer points to key themes of this case study. Key triggers 


include:  


 the importance of experience 


 the willingness of community members to step forward and lead 


 an appreciation of the existence of program processes 


 availability of relevant  materials, and  


 availability of staff to respond to community initiatives 


The CE service was able to respond in a timely manner to the Tulka residents 


request which maximised the window of opportunity she was presenting them 


with.  


So the overall goal of strengthening community will often only be furthered in 


small steps not always in the same direction. This is particularly so given the 


reality of current levels of expenditure on CE within the fire services.  I would 


see the practices which they cited in their accounts of their work and which I 


observed, as ‘micro practices’, and it is through these practices that community 


outcomes are achieved.  


Inter-dependency of outcomes on factors outside of CE programs 


In addition to ‘casting the net broadly’ so as to capture the iterative nature of 


people’s movement toward preparedness, staff also suggested the idea of 


segmenting or allocating ‘outcomes’ to different sorts of interventions.  


For example, what message might one expect a community member to gain 


from a 30 second advertisement? What is the nature and ‘level’ of this 


intervention as an outcome measure?  


One desirable outcome example might be that a person or a household group 


take in the message that  ‘bushfires can be dangerous’ – a legitimate and 


important outcome from such an intervention. However, one can expect a 


different order of outcomes from programs which are more engaging of 


community members, allowing them to interact, share and build knowledge, 


and increase their familiarity with the desired messages as well as with one 


another as residents in a particular locality.  
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These levels of outcomes would never be expected from a 30 second television 


advertisement, but the advertisement may add weight to the process of 


bringing people together. This may be a background trigger, perhaps from an 


advertisement, that bushfire is something to be taken seriously. These can be 


seen as both iterative processes and perhaps ‘interactive’ processes62, 


although this would be hard to detect. 


Coming to a clear picture of what factors are most responsible for the adoption 


by households of desirable procedures and practices in bushfire preparation is 


a complex task. What the CE manager sees as unarguable is that  


people need a clear perception of the threat, …and are motivated to act 


on it. 


But then he notes how much more needs to be in place.  


In discussing the role of Community Fire Safe as one response to assisting the 


community, he sees that it contributes by providing a place where people can 


meet with each other, and work to 


come up with solutions for their own problems…..Yet it is done on such 


a small scale section of the community as a whole”. 


That group work is time and resource consuming is clear from the data in this 


report.  


The manager of the CE Unit at the time this research was begun, summarised 


well the dilemmas for program development and for evaluation in this field. 


Pointing to the white board onto which we were recording aspirations for 


program outcomes, he added 


What I see happens is that people want safer communities, that’s what 


we’ve got written up there (referring to program outcomes on agency 


documentation on the white board). But to actually achieve a safer 


community, we have to spend a whole lot of time and energy. Then the 


community has to be fully committed and they have to really get 


involved. And then all things [these activities] have to go like clockwork 


for that to be achieved. 


So part of the clockwork includes a range of other internal agency functions, 


such as warning systems, and external agency functions, such as other parties 


                                                 
62.  The Mt Bold case study provides some insight into the web of interactions at the local level, 
in an area one hour’s travel from Adelaide.  See Goodman, Stevens and Rowe, 2008. 
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including local government and land management agencies, also working 


together toward the same goal.   


Then there is the question of ‘program reach’  - how far can the CE function be 


spread?   


Do we have to have everybody involved in Community Fire Safe to 


really achieve these outcomes?  


The CE officer adds to the above discussion: 


And that’s a huge goal, especially if your threat or your hazard only 


comes along once a year, or once every 10 years.  


As I finalise this report, the quote about ‘does everybody have to be involved in 


Community Fire Safe to achieve these outcomes, has two levels of meaning. I 


think the ‘everybody’ was intended to mean all members of communities in high 


fire risk areas. A second level of meaning could also be: do all the key 


institutional parties have to support the idea of Community Fire Safe as a 


community process? These parties would be intra-agency people and 


structures within the fire service, and key external parties.  


I would agree with the CE staff, that an evaluation framework needs to ‘cast a 


broad net’. The question is how broad, and this can only be answered by 


different program managers, different states, and different parts of the fire 


service organization. It may also need to include other agencies which form 


part of the community safety domain.  
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Summary of findings 


The case study provides data on all the findings below. 


 The CE function is best managed and delivered by a CE Unit within the 


fire service. Specifically  


o The CE officer was selected by, and supported by the CE Unit at 


Head Office. This support related to consistent work quality and 


included: 


 regular meetings with CE manager and staff 


 access for phone consultation 


 advice where necessary 


 access to professional clinical supervision as required.  


 administrative support around Human Resources issues, 


and  


 ensuring supplies of relevant materials 


o The CE Unit was also exploring the possibilities of redeveloping 


a program called VOICE – Volunteers in Community Education.  


o Opportunities exist for developing future collaborations of these 


two approaches to CE. The CE Unit will need more resources to 


facilitate what could be a widening of the program reach of both 


these initiatives to include the CE Unit based officer and the 


volunteer.  


o There is expertise to be shared across the fire services on these 


developments. The AFAC Community Safety group could be 


supported adequately to perform this developmental function. 


 The CE officer is best selected from the local community 


o The CE Unit Manager at the time of the LEP CE officer 


appointment, was cautious in his approach given the trauma 


created by the Wangary fire. He and the CFS as a whole, both 


centrally and regionally, provided a supportive environment in 


which the person appointed was entrusted to perform the CE 


duties in the manner most acceptable to the community. The 


assumptions that the appointed person would use her networks 


to gain access to key community areas were well founded.  
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 Community Fire Safe is the most effective way of delivering community 


safety messages through 


o its capacity to foster community relationships 


o its use of narrative as a community strengthening process 


o its use of adult learning theory to impart discrete program 


knowledge, and 


o its use of Community Development principles to guide program 


delivery  


 In addition 


o The CE officer brings her own unique blend of values and 


principles, and her successful performance is characterised by 


her energy, commitment, respectful approaches to community, 


and careful and strategic management of inter-agency and 


community resources. 


o The threat to her approach is that it is time consuming and 


participants may not want to move at the pace desired by the 


agency. The CE officer regularly exceeds her weekly part-time 


allocation of hours. A large injection of resources will be needed 


to enable the CE Unit to deliver the Community Fire Safe 


program in more locations63. Competition for resources will 


remain a key feature of this domain.  


o Challenges to Community Development ideas remain. Just as it 


is hard to envisage a closer integration of CE into the dominant 


organizational culture, it remains doubly difficult at the 


community level to integrate community responsiveness into 


program delivery. CE can show the way here, in the multitude of 


ways in which it maximises community contributions to and co-


determination, with the emergency services, of responses to risk 


at the community level. Example of this include 


 the support of self organizing groups 


                                                 
63 As I finalise this case study, news reports today suggest that the Victorian Government is 
about to make available an increase in resources relating to operational response and warning 
systems following the events of Black Saturday, February 7, 2009. It will require agency 
leadership to promote community development approaches to increasing community safety, as 
these processes are not widely understood or valued. 
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 the taking up of offers from key community people to 


contribute to the CE function 


 the possibility of integrating operational volunteers into 


community awareness and education initiatives, and 


 the inclusion of a community voice in the formal 


structures of Emergency Management bodies. This 


development warrants close monitoring 


o CE outcomes are inter-dependent with other agencies and 


community bodies. 


 


Discussion 


Casting a broad net for evaluation 


Examining the CE role broadly 


This study has mainly focussed on the CE officer’s role as the vehicle through 


which to inquire into the delivery of community education in relation to fire 


awareness. Around this central theme I have built a picture of the high degree 


of what I have called inter-dependent roles, relationships, and structures. 


These are relevant either as the means by which the CE officer gets her work 


done, or as factors in their own right in a community’s efforts to increase its 


own safety.  


There are two main reasons for the emphasis on the CE role as it unfolded. 


One was the agency’s openness to exploring in some detail, the elements of a 


new role in a region which had no CE staff previously, and the newness of the 


environment given the community impact of the Wangary fire. The second was 


that there was little existing documentation of the roles of CE officers in this 


sector.  


Variability of role 


Given the absence of a detailed documentation of the CE role, any 


comparisons to other, more defined and settled, work roles in other sectors, 


such as teachers, is problematic. However, even with teachers, there is of 
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course a high degree of variability in the roles they take up. Carew and 


Lightfoot (1979) (cited in Fien, 1995): 


Teachers, after all, are people – unique, individual, multi dimensional 


human beings. They have personal histories that significantly affect 


their professional role; they bring different values and objectives…and 


personal predilections into school; and most important, they are 


insightful knowers of their classrooms, who reflect upon, justify and 


critique what goes on there (p.103) 


That statement holds true for the CE officers in the Unit, and aspects of the 


uniqueness of the CE officer in this case study are evident.  


Among these aspects are: 


 her long standing connections with the area 


 her own effort to start a community group 


 her own experience of fire, both the one which directly impacted on her 


immediate community in 2001, and her subsequent experience of the 


Wangary fire 


 the way she used her local knowledge in her work, and  


 her careful and regular assessment of the sensitivities needed to carry 


out the work.   


All these issues can be thought of as having something to do with the officer as 


‘agent’. I also have attended to aspects of structure such as the institutional 


and other structural factors which both constrained and enabled the 


development of the CE function. I have provided examples of how these two 


factors, agency and structure, interact and blend together at times to produce 


both general and particular outcomes.  


Interaction of role and structure 


I have been careful to watch for examples of how the beliefs of the CE officer 


translated into actions in groups and meetings. That is, to seek to balance 


these two broad ideas of agency and structure and see, where possible, how 


they interact64. This interaction involves a key attribute of the CE officer herself 


                                                 
64 .This is written about in the literature as a mutual shaping in a dialectical manner. Dialectic 
here means an emphasis on interaction. 
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(described elsewhere) and the structures with which she interacts in pursuing 


her goal of increasing community safety.  


This interaction includes both the processes and the structures she creates in 


the particular social practices she uses to carry out her work65. It also includes 


those she supports, those which may be working for community safety of their 


own volition. These latter groups I have referred to in this study as self 


organizing groups.  


A previous senior fire service officer has argued that fire service staff and 


volunteers are predominantly operationally focussed and many do not give 


adequate recognition to either CE staff or to the community itself for community 


safety outcomes66. This arises in part from the tendency of the fire services to 


overestimate the importance of operational performance and underestimate the 


capacities of the public, and their responsiveness to CE.  


The place of CE in the structure 


This raises issues in relation to the premise that the CE work is best carried out 


through a separate dedicated organizational unit. On the one hand separation 


from the operational division of the service will remove the CE staff from 


potentially difficult interactions with operational personal. On the other hand, 


removal of routine exposure of the operational staff to the work and personnel 


of the CE division would reduce the prospect of the operational staff favourably 


reviewing their attitudes to CE. In more reflective moments, operational 


personnel themselves point to how they have contributed to this culture. I have 


sighted Christmas cards from fire service agencies which state the message: 


“we’ll be there”. This message is, of course, contrary to key messages 


delivered through the CE program. 


I have heard senior officers of fire services talk of the denial engaged in by 


community members about the threat of fire. These views may be breaking 


down, and denial may be harder to hold after Black Saturday (Victoria, 


February 7th 2009). It remains the case, however, that as fire is a fearful 


occurrence there is an understandable societal expectation, or perhaps hope, 


                                                 
65 For the reader who wishes to explore further ideas set out in what is known as structuration 
theory, Clark offers a readable summarised account where he sets out the scope of structural 
theory as four interrelated propositions. See Clark (1990)  
66 Barry Hamilton, presentation at the Annual Australasian Education & Fire Awareness 
Conference, 17-19 May, 2007, hosted by the Rural Fire Service (RFS), and held at Newcastle 
Civic Centre. Most often referred to as the RFS Newcastle Conference, 2007.  
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that when fire threatens there will be a fire service to respond. So the CE role, 


within a CE Unit, is seen as facing a double jeopardy – they exist in an 


organization with an historical association with the primary task of ‘response’, in 


a society which wants the same - an agency which will respond to them quickly 


in a crisis.  


On balance, my view is that the separate CE organisational structure is 


preferable, but this structure should be augmented by a serious program to 


promote mutual respect and role recognition across all sections of the fire 


service. 


The CE program: evaluation approaches 


Carol Weiss (2000) addresses the question of how many theories one can or 


should seek to track in carrying out program theory based evaluation. The first 


task is to see what theories are operating in the minds of program managers 


and practitioners and then to see what theories are helpful from the social 


science literature. Weiss suggests that other than investigating the thoughts of 


managers and practitioners, those who are investigating approaches to 


evaluation give consideration to the following: 


 Can the program do the things the theory or theories are assuming? 


(plausibility) 


 Are there particular theories which seem more central than others to the 


program outcomes? And: within those theories, are their particular links 


which seem most crucial to the success of the program?  


These questions are underpinned by questions about the practicalities of the 


evaluation environment including the availability of resources and data. 


I will respond to the two questions above, and in doing so, will collapse them 


together.  


I argue that broadly, yes, the CE program, particularly its work with Community 


Fire Safe groups, and its other more explicitly focussed Community 


Development activities, can do the things the theories it espouses suggest.  


The social basis of groupwork: an essential perspective 


In relation to the question as to whether the Community Fire Safe group 


program has particular theories which are more central than others to the 
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program outcomes, the answer is yes. The particular theoretical links I have 


developed in this study, links which the data suggested as well as those links 


representing my own assumptive world, pertain to the social nature of the  


‘group’ as a medium for delivery of the program. These social links can be seen 


as forms of relationship and these are developed within the group, between the 


CE officer and group members, and between group members and other 


members in the community. The group is dependent on its social interactions 


for its development. These are the central and particular links which constitute 


the group, its facilitator, and its work together.  


The first and obvious point, but it is worth reiterating, is that you can’t make a 


group work. Its members need to want to be present and to wish to attend to 


the key or primary task. In the case of Community Fire Safe groups, attendance 


is voluntary. We know from group dynamics also that there are a number of 


forces present in any group situation, which will, and commonly do, drive it to 


go off task67.  However, the facilitator is present to assist in the process of 


keeping a focus on the task of working toward both increasing the members’ 


knowledge, and also facilitating members’ awareness of and willingness to 


work with each other, to improve community safety.  


This is both an individual and a social process. This research has pointed to a 


range of ways in which the Community Fire Safe facilitator seeks to engender a 


capacity development approach to group building. I also note that in her 


presentation in August of 2008 to the Eyre Peninsula Development Board, the 


CE officer referred to having a number of ‘dormant’ groups. It is possible that 


these groups are dormant only from her perspective in that she hasn’t 


interacted with them. It may be that in some ways they are continuing to 


engage in some sort of work. Research which focuses on the dynamics of 


groups per se, focusing on Community Fire Safe groups, would be valuable. 


This could complement the work which has been carried out on the dynamics 


of Landcare groups68  


Newly forming community groups, such as Community Fire Safe groups, can 


be seen as emerging at the boundary between the ‘organization’ (the fire 


                                                 
67 This phenomenon is known in the systems psychodynamic literature as ‘basic assumption 
behaviour’. Groups will persistently engage in a range of strategies in order to avoid doing the 
work of the group. See Lawrence et al, 1996, for further reading on these ideas.  
68 The work of Byron and Curtis, 2001, Byron, Curtis & Lockwood, 2001, Sobels & Curtis, 
2001 on burnout and other phenomena relating to Landcare groups warrants exploration for 
what insight it may offer the more newly emerging groups in bushfire safety.  
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service) and the ‘individual’ (the householder) and hence can be seen as 


having a boundary system. These two groups interact and accordingly 


influence each other’s development. So, to a greater or lesser degree, they are 


evolving together. 


This raises the question of groups developing largely on their own and at their 


own pace, where only the participants can define the meaning they develop 


together. Dunstan (in Goodman, Dunstan and Boulet, 1997) describes a group 


she has supported on Kangaroo Island which had a life of its own before she 


intervened with Community Fire Safe ideals and ideas. This group was 


continuing to develop its own agenda after her departure  


Group formation and development can be seen to occur along a spectrum. The 


“Garratt Road” group on the Lower Eyre operates largely independently from 


the CE officer, although she has made contributions to its work tasks from time 


to time. The group at Louth Bay meets under the auspices of the Progress 


Association and draws on the Community Fire Safe group content through the 


CE officer. In this context the CE officer also draws into this space her 


supervisors, other CFS staff, such as the Regional Prevention Officer, and 


volunteers, such as members of the local brigade. However, the Louth Bay 


group also progresses in its own right, securing funding to increase the safety 


of its key meeting place. The Cummins Emergency Response Committee 


provides a good example of the operation of the principle of subsidiarity, where 


the officer supported the development of a community based group to achieve 


the goals it sets for itself, including its decision to regard all hazards as within 


its brief. 


The CE officer/group interface 


There are some particularly important and demanding aspects of this ‘officer’ 


‘group’ boundary system, in an area which has been severely impacted by fire.  


This is most evident in groups in which members have had significant losses. 


The pace of development of such a group toward an objectively set goal of 


arriving at a particular stage of content specific knowledge may be ‘slowed’ on 


that measure. But it may be strengthened on other measures such as the 


development of trust and cohesion of the group as a learning environment. In 


another group, there may be particular energy to move ahead quickly with a 


defined aspect of their fire safety agenda.  
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The CE officer walks a fine and sometimes difficult boundary line in this activity 


system. This was evident in the account of the person who did not tell the CE 


officer that she had decided not to go ahead convening a particular meeting 


leaving the officer to cancel the volunteer brigade input at the last minute.  


Working in a fire affected environment where people’s capacities and energy 


levels fluctuate unpredictably is just part of the picture for the CE officer in the 


‘boundary system’. This is particularly true in a program which explicitly seeks 


to move at the pace indicated by the group members and to work along 


‘community development’ lines. Where there is a rhythm at all in the life of the 


CE officer, it is certainly a fluctuating one. What might look to be random group 


patterns can, on closer examination, be found to be purposefully distinct 


fluctuating patterns of group and officer interactions.  


Leaving room for emergence 


Rogers and Funnell (2006) point to the presence of these sorts of fluid 


dynamics in their Australasian Evaluation Society (AES) conference address, 


where they emphasized five points in summarizing their learning from the 


evaluation of the FACS69 :Community Strengthening program. Their points 


were: 


 That the outcomes were emergent 


 That specific measures may not be able to be developed in advance, 


making pre and post comparisons difficult 


 That specific objectives were evolving and responsive to emerging 


needs, opportunities and solutions 


 Many projects focused on capacity building in response to community 


identified issues 


 Specific objectives were often locally determined.70 


While the CE worker worked at the boundary between herself and the 


Community Fire Safe  group, she also worked at another boundary, which lay 


between herself and the organization71. In this space the CE officer uses her 


relationships with CFS staff who make significant contributions of time and 


                                                 
69 (Australian Government) Family and Community Services (FACS); now FaHCSIA 
(Department of Family, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs).  
70 Rogers, P., and Funnell, S. (2006). Australasian Evaluation Society (AES) Annual 
Conference, Darwin.  
71 Sahlin-Anderson’s (2002) work on project management as boundary work is illuminating.  
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knowledge at various stages in the way she works with Community Fire Safe 


groups. She is supported by her supervisors, and traverses the dilemmas she 


faces when she learns something in her role as a CFS employee, which directly 


relates to and threatens to compromise her role as community member. 


The officer is now permanent part-time and, with a more settled pattern in her 


work, some more clear pattern of program development at the officer/group 


boundary may emerge. It can be assumed (though this would need to be 


tested) that a more stable pattern of employment will prompt her and her 


supervisors to test some of the program assumptions over time.  


Barriers to CE program development 


Other barriers which impede program development within the CE Unit include:  


 changeover of personnel 


 large work loads 


 essentially unlimited community demand 


 particular aspects of organizational culture, and now,  


 an increasingly difficult economic climate, just at the time when there is 


growing awareness about the need for community education.  


A third boundary system, as mentioned above, is that between the officer and 


the community.  


Within this system, the officer draws heavily on her relationships with members 


of the community in order to access a range of opportunities which are either 


created by or responded to by her. Those she creates, such as offering her 


time to a particular organization which comprises residents with a disability, 


require a readiness from those involved. In this case the casually employed 


staff in the facility must be receptive to the need and be willing to work on ways 


which might address the need. In many instances the officer is responding to a 


need expressed by a member of the community: a school teacher or principal, 


a household member, or a range of other ‘actors’ in the activity systems which 


comprise community.  


These different boundary systems, if the CE Unit and others find them salient, 


may be highlighted for further internal study. Each CE officer will have 


particular experiences at each of these boundary systems.  
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Social profiling 


These comments relate to the socio-demographic context in which the fire 


services operate.  


There has been a lot of discussion within this field of research, about the need 


for fire services to engage in ‘social profiling’ of their areas, so they can form an 


accurate view of the socio-demographics of their area72. This came up also in 


the discussions with the CE Manager and staff. This can be consumptive of 


time in an already stretched service. If relationships exist between 


organizations which already use social profiling data in their social planning 


tasks, such as Local Government, then relevant elements of this data ideally 


could be shared.  


In many cases, ‘real life’ happens well before socio-demographic patterns can 


be picked up in ABS data. There is a need to liaise with larger organizations 


which hold data broken down into meaningful categories such as those which 


might mirror brigade and group boundaries and organizations working with 


newer arrivals. This, again, ties in with the community development idea 


already advanced by these CE staff, which is that ‘local matters’.  


Being attuned to the particular socio-demographic factors at play in particular 


communities is a critical part of program planning. However, to link in with Local 


Government on these matters requires time to develop the inter-organizational 


relationships which serve as the basis for sharing of such data. At present, in 


the main, the time to explore these sorts of network developments is greater 


than is available to CE officers within their part-time status. Data sharing is only 


one example where positive inter-organizational relationships which could 


assist the CE staff in their work.  


Implications for Evaluation 


Inter-dependency of working relations: intra-agency 


dimensions 


CE staff report the existence of strong and cohesive relationships within their 


work group, and I have observed this. However, the inter-dependency of 


working relationships across the fire service is not routinely recognised, and 


                                                 
72 The work of Alison Cottrell at James Cook University is pertinent to this topic. Her work on 
social profiling should be available by August 2009. 
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would need to be if a more holistic evaluation framework were to be 


considered. In such a framework all aspects of a fire services’ contribution to 


community safety could be examined.  


Resources for evaluation work will always be scarce. There is a range of 


reasons for this including:  


 community safety is an emerging field 


 there is more demand on the CFS CE Unit than can be met 


 there will always be pressure to spend more on direct services to the 


public, and  


 there will never be quite enough equipment for bushfire operations.  


However, if we can expect a future of more mega fires73, there is going to be an 


increase in community need for CE processes.  


At the same time, an increase in mega fires will require fire services to be tied 


up, in some cases for years, in Royal Commissions and Coronial and other 


inquiries. These processes can be forces for change, and the broader 


community is entitled to be informed of the circumstances of these 


catastrophes. However, it should be noted that these inquiries do not come 


without cost.  


The broader community, and governments at all levels, have some awareness 


of the cost of inquiries in terms of money and general community resources. 


However, the cost to the fire services, particularly the volunteer based services, 


is of a different order of magnitude.  


Coronial and related inquiries seriously deplete the internal energy, the 


stamina, and the good will among volunteers that is critical to the maintenance 


of a successful organisation.   


In my view an evaluative perspective needs to accommodate two perspectives. 


One is how different parts of a fire service agency contribute to CE outcomes. 


The second is that which looks specifically at community level processes which 


contribute in their own right to Community Safety, and how these processes 


can be more strongly supported.  


                                                 
73 See talk by Jerry Williams, Brookings Institute, USA, on the megafire pheonomenon. 
http://www.bushfirecrc.com/fkn/downloads/megafire0703.pdf; accessed 3rd May 2009. Talk 
given at a Canberra forum entitled “Are Big Fires Inevitable?” Bushfire CRC Forum, Canberra, 
Parliament House, 27/02/2007. 
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More work needs to be done within the fire services in order for the 


organizations to willingly reflect and think together on how their various parts 


contribute to the broader goal of community safety. Intra-organizational factors 


will include: 


 the activities of Boards  and Chief Fire Officers where they use their 


roles and resources to make decisions relating to Community Education 


and Development 


 the media divisions whose expenditure on media campaigns is often 


considerable 


 the range of activities carried out through ‘operations’ which also have 


an impact in ways other than direct fire fighting 


Structures and processes must be found that can illuminate and support those 


who can work at the boundaries in particular ways, so that people approach 


each other with openness and generosity in the spirit the community might 


expect. This is a big ask, even if on paper it seems a reasonable expectation. 


However it needs to be an aim; otherwise the development of a comprehensive 


understanding of fire service initiatives toward community safety will remain 


limited.  


There is a considerable literature on deliberative processes between 


‘community members’ and members of an organization, such as might be 


engaged in evaluation practice (eg: House & Howe, 1999). There is less 


emphasis on the use of these processes within organizations. This might be so 


due to evaluations being paid for by organizations to study the ‘client’ or 


‘consumer’ rather than to turn their focus of attention on themselves.  


Inter-dependency of working relations: inter-agency 


dimensions 


This case study provided an account of the Fire Awareness Discussion Groups 


efforts to make a submission to the Ministerial Review. These efforts nearly 


foundered when the authorising organization of one group member withdrew 


their support for the submission. This account could be seen to be 


insubstantial, in that nothing great apparently rose or fell on whether the 


submission process was completed or not.  
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However this account can be taken as an exemplar of a key phenomenon in 


inter-agency collaborations, where representatives from different sectors, 


systems and subsystems seek to work together. They need to balance 


perspectives of what Newton (2003) called their ‘back home’ system (their 


auspicing agency) with their own internal beliefs and loyalties, and with the 


perspectives of the ‘new’ group of which they are a member and with which 


they are seeking to work collaboratively. The tacit processes involved in 


collaborations are influenced by: 


 the strengths of prior relationships 


 the degree of trust operating between partners 


 the respective experiences of and support by their ‘at home’ systems 


 the differential power relationships between partners, and  


 their shared concern for the focus of work, being the task of decreasing 


community members’ vulnerability in relation to fire.  


Support for collaboration 


Powell & Colin provide 10 suggestions for ‘true’ support of community 


engagement.’  The 9th suggestion was 


Systemic institutional mechanisms for ongoing long-term citizen 


involvement need to be created and incorporated into academic and 


government institutional decision-making processes (especially those 


related to scientific and technological developments.) 


Institutionally, we see the introduction of a single ‘citizen’ representative role in 


the proposed Bushfire Management Structure in the South Australian system 


referred to in this report. While this represents progress, it is progress on a very 


small scale. A minimum of two such roles would have allowed for a stronger 


community voice. Being a lone voice amongst others with pre-existing 


institutional relationships and access to special expertise and information can 


be a difficult role.  


There are several interesting and powerful examples of the way the CE officer 


was able to meaningfully engage and support citizens who wanted to take up a 


more strategic role at the community level to further community safety. I am 


thinking here of the Progress Associations, and the Cummins Emergency 


Ready Committee (CERC).  
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In relation to the place for citizen involvement, and here I mean citizens who 


are not members of brigades, the near future will still be occupied with different 


levels of the fire services and other emergency players attempting to reach 


agreement on how their own roles (what I would call ‘institutional roles’) can be 


more fully integrated. It may be that considerable time needs to elapse before 


the role for ‘ordinary people’ in governance issues in community safety can get 


the necessary attention. This will leave the focus on community as being the 


target of bushfire ready initiatives, but with little opportunity to play a more 


active role in bringing community issues more clearly to the table74.  


Barriers to community taking up a leadership role can become more 


pronounced when a Coronial process is required following deaths from a fire 


event. Coronial processes take considerable time, energy and resources, and 


members of the Emergency Services are often the focus of inquiry. These 


people face extreme pressure which occupies their thoughts, as anyone 


observing the CFS officers in the 23 months between the Wangary fire and the 


Coronial report becoming available can attest to. These factors can hamper a 


community development approach at both the wider system and more local 


level.  


These sorts of barriers make the role of community groups like Community Fire 


Safe groups even more important. Given that the CE staff (correctly in my view) 


are theorising community fire safe as a community development program, this 


makes these groups potential breeding ground for a more active citizenry in 


bushfire safety.  


Approaches to evaluation  


Gray’s approach 


I believe more emphasis should be placed on approaches to evaluative inquiry 


which emphasis what Gray calls ‘co evaluation’75. In his support of this way of 


thinking about evaluation, Patton applauds the way Gray and others have 


developed this approach to ongoing evaluation as a means of organizational 


                                                 
74 . I noted that on one of the Women’s Day, that there was to be a place for a woman from the 
community on the Zone Emergency Management Committee. Expressions of interest were 
called for. Last time I inquired with the Office of Recovery, membership of these Committees 
had still to be finalised. 
 
75 Gray, Evaluation with Power. See bibliography 
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learning. He outlines five significant ways in which it differs from ‘old 


conceptions’ of evaluation in: 


 Organizational effectiveness – that evaluation as a field of professional 


practice has focused on evaluating projects and programs, whereas the 


co evaluation approach joins the work on organizational development 


with recent work on empirically oriented evaluation 


 Evaluation is ongoing: Co evaluation focuses not on episodes at 


particular phases of a program 


 Evaluation as learning: ‘End of project’ with its emphasis on summative 


judgements lead to resistance; evaluation as learning keeps the 


emphasis on improving rather than proving.  


 Evaluation as internal – co evaluation is described as the highest form 


of accountability, which is self accountability, requiring intra-


organizational collaboration with a developmental focus 


 Evaluation is doable – this emphasises keeping inquiry processes at a 


level where everyone can engage with them, and staff and volunteers 


are not required to ‘give up’ the role of inquiry to experts. (Gray, p.xii-


xiii). 


Another reason to consider co evaluation, is that resources for evaluation work 


will always be scarce. There are a range of reasons for this to be so. The most 


obvious one is financial resources. This is an emerging field. I have observed in 


my time working with the CFS CE Unit, that there is always more demand on 


the service than can be met. Money for evaluation will always be up against the 


pressure to spend more on services for the public, if not on more equipment for 


operations.  


Gray’s approach was developed in the not-for-profit sector, and includes an 


emphasis from the level of the organizational governing body (in the case of a 


fire service this could be a Board, such as the CFA, or a Senior Level Group, 


such as the CFS), through to the staff, volunteers, and community members.  


Gray’s work conceptually then sits comfortably with those forms of evaluative 


inquiry which favour participatory approaches. Opportunities for participation in 


the inquiry process need to be opened up at all stages of the life of an 


organization. At the community level, being open to and seeking understanding 


of what it takes to ‘be’ community as much as what it takes to ‘prevent fatalities 


and damage to private property’ in bushfires is important.  
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Community capacity and desire 


The data from our research suggests that people do want to work more at 


‘being’ a community and that there are genuinely altruistic aspirations in many 


people to work to integrate elements of their social, personal and physical well 


being. The policy framework of desiring community empowerment is a good 


one. Communities have this capacity, or at least latent capacity. The fire 


services in particular, through programs like Community Fire Safe, can and do 


play a role in helping to ‘en-able’ people to live in closer harmony with their 


neighbours and the environment.  


In writing about the politics of ‘risk’, Raynor makes the point that the ideas of 


‘engagement’ between ‘communities’ and ‘organization’ are increasingly seen 


to be a necessary process, but that often the models of ‘citizen’ in some 


portrayals of engagement are too simple. 


That there is some ambivalence about evaluation work is also to be expected. 


Included in this ambivalence is that evaluation work may not live up to 


expectations, there may be a history of disillusionment, it is essentially 


uncontrollable unless so tightly proscribed as to be too limiting, and it is 


consumptive of management and staff time. In my own case, the time lag 


between gathering data and reporting on that data has been too long.  


More than one hat 


We need to work harder at understanding where the boundaries lie between 


the volunteer as community member and volunteer as brigade member. This 


‘boundary activity system’ is different again and within it some of the key 


questions are 


 In what ways are activities within this system focused in community 


safety outside of the demands of operational response? 


 How and in what ways can a particular brigade speak for a particular 


community locality? This then opens up the question of what should be 


done where the brigade representation is not as diverse as the 


community it serves.  


 For those brigade members with an interest in and skills in supporting 


non operational community safety, what training, support and 


supervision do they require to carry out this role?  







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


140 
 


 What other aspects of this ‘activity system’ need to be discussed and 


addressed to support this interface between the brigade and the 


community?  


Groups and networks in community education 


Links in the web that constitutes community safety are strengthened as a result 


of a community fire safe group attendance.  


Community members both learn new knowledge and skills and also have 


affirmed and extended their everyday practices. Safety resides primarily in 


community, and is supported and strengthened by the sorts of practices which 


the CE officer engages in as highlighted in this case study. These ideas are 


well argued in literature, and include approaches such as Wilkinson’s 


interaction theory (Wilkinson, 1991).  


Building informal community networks is a key step in a collective way of 


understanding community safety. How these are linked to only one aspect of 


community safety, being warnings, has been set out by Goodman et al (2007). 


Warnings is only one of a number of mutual aid tasks which aggregates of 


households, as communities, perform with and for each other.  


Paralleling this process of community members strengthening networks 


through their involvement in Community Fire Safe groups, is the officer herself 


using her networks to carry out her work. This is clear in her accounts of: how 


she accessed an Aboriginal Community group and worked carefully with them 


while they discussed their needs as a community, how she worked with a 


family with a disabled child, and how she managed several interventions with a 


community organization and their residents who are young people with an 


intellectual disability who work a farm.  


Personal connections in these examples are often the medium through which 


the work is carried out. This may involve the household or organization 


contacting the officer because they know here or know of her work through 


community conversations. Or it may involve the officer using one of her own 


connections within a household or organization to gain access to the group. 


These connections arise from the use of her surname (an established family 


name of long standing on the Lower Eyre), her networks formed through her 


previous work roles, community roles as member of schools, sports teams, 


both her own and her children’s, and by word of mouth.   
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Volunteers in community education 


In recognition of the fact that the CE Unit cannot respond to all the requests 


from community to start and support Community Fire Safe groups, the CFS has 


moved ahead with exploring the role of the volunteer in supporting the 


development of the capacity of the CE Unit to respond to community demand. 


This project is currently underway.  


This is a delicate interface. Some sectors of the fire services are heavily 


unionised. In Victoria the Union involvement in the Metropolitan Fire and 


Emergency Services Board work around issues of diversity in the workforce 


has slowed the development of the research agenda around diversity76.  


These issues are made even more complex by the CE Unit staff having little 


time to network across organizational borders to assist in the development of 


creative responses which would strengthen community safety. This is an area 


in which considerable energy must be found in the near future, particularly so 


as to be positioned with ideas and resources which may flow from the 


government response to Black Saturday. 


Summary of Discussion 


 The principal focus of this project was the role of the CE officer. This 


was so because: 


o It was a new role and the agency was open to its exploration 


o There  was little existing documentation of the roles of CE 


officers in this sector  


 It emerged that fire service staff and volunteers are predominantly 


operationally focussed and many do not give adequate recognition to 


either CE staff or to the community itself for community safety 


outcomes.  


 An important issue is whether the CE work is best carried out through a 


separate dedicated organizational unit or as an integrated component of 


the agency.  


 Boundary issues arose in a range of contexts, in particular: 


o between the fire service and the individual householder  


                                                 
76 See Decision: Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board v United Firefighters Union 
of Australia. Commissioner Deegan, Canberra, 19/12/2008, Australian Industrial Relations 
Commission. 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


142 
 


o between the CE officer and the organization 


o between the CE officer and the Community Fire Safe groups 


o between the CE officer and the community at large 


o between the volunteer as community member and the 


volunteers as brigade member 


 As expected, Community Fire Safe groups displayed varying degrees of 


self-direction 


 The employment latterly of the CE officer on a permanent part-time 


basis has already resulted in a more settled work pattern and a trialling 


of new patterns and programs 


 There has been discussion around the use of ‘social profiling’ of areas 


with a view to influencing the content and delivery of CE programs.  


 The strength and coherence of relationships among CE staff is not 


generally mirrored in the relationships between CE staff the rest of the 


CFS.  


 Resources for evaluation work will always be scarce.  


 An apparent increase in frequency of ‘mega fires’ will tie up fire 


agencies in Royal Commissions, Coronial, and other inquiries for long 


periods.  


 Coronial and related inquiries seriously deplete the internal energy, the 


stamina, and the good will among volunteers that is critical to the 


maintenance of a successful organisation.   


 Agencies within the fire service should consider increasing their efforts 


to enhance integration of the various arms of the service towards the 


broad goal of community safety. 


 The mid term should see a greater role in community education and 


safety for the interested ordinary community member who is neither a 


volunteer nor officer in the fire service.  


 The fire service agencies would benefit from a greater receptiveness to 


the use of formal internal evaluation processes within and across arms 


of the service  


 The policy framework of desiring community empowerment is a good 


one and has significant implications for community education and 


safety.  
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 In addition to performing a CE function, attendance at Community Fire 


Safe meetings also strengthened the links in the web that enhances 


community safety.  


 Building informal community networks is a key step in developing 


community safety. Examination of this process is limited to the aspect of 


warnings and should be extended. 


 Recognition of the CFS’s inability to respond to all requests for 


Community Fire Safe groups has prompted the CFS to explore 


appropriately extending the role of the volunteer.  


Conclusion 


Introduction 


I have written this study with enough detail for the reader to draw his or her own 


conclusions about the relationship between the actions of the CE officer and 


their likely impact on the domain of community safety.  


The CFS CE staff, Chief Fire Officer and Regional staff are to be commended 


for not encumbering the CE officer with too many restrictions, allowing her to 


develop the role largely as she saw the need.  


Structural support was provided by the organization, and valued by the officer. 


She was mindful of and responsive to the institutional requirements of her role 


including prioritising high risk areas such as are documented in the new 


Greater Port Lincoln Fire Plan. She was also developing relationships with civil 


society groupings such as the sheltered employment program. The rate at 


which she has supported the development of Community Fire Safe groups 


already exceeds the time to monitor all the groups and service their needs. 


That the groups work at developing their own relationships as community 


members around the topic of fire safety testifies to the value of the idea of 


Community Fire Safe.   


The above influences lead me to question the predominant approach to 


evaluation, which is often program specific, and to argue for evaluation 


practices which seek to work in two intersecting ways. Firstly across an 


organization such as a fire service and secondly within a particular ‘patch’, a 


term used by Alison Cottrell in her work for brigades called “Know your patch, 
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Grow your Patch” 77. While this work focuses on a brigade area, the area under 


consideration at the field level might well be bigger than this and might be able 


to accommodate the way the current districts or catchments are structured in 


particular areas.  


An Approach to Evaluation   


Issues for consideration in Evaluation 


The need for an organisation-wide perspective 


Gray’s evaluative approach spans an organization.  


In Gray’s approach the various parts of the organization at the outset together 


seek to surface the common and different assumptions and practices across 


the interrelated aspects of their function. The program theory approach was 


used with the Integrated Fire Management Planning (IFMP) process, about 


which members of the CFA who were participants have publicly affirmed its 


value78.  To assist in the process of establishing core approaches to shared 


goals, a variant of this program theory workshop idea could be developed with 


willing participants. These would be both intra-organization and inter-


organization, and across the prevention, preparedness, response and recovery 


cycle. There is a need to work across organizational boundaries to articulate 


multiple perspectives.  


In the Mt Bold study I have referred to dualisms as ‘splits’. Examples of splits 


include those between CE and operations, between community members and 


fire service employees, and between salaried fire service officers and 


volunteers. Any inquiry which breaks down dualisms, or ‘splits’, should be 


encouraged. There are plenty of societal tendencies which push toward one 


side and away from the other. One dimension in the social field has the 


individualistic focus at one end and a more socialised focus at the other. Beck 


(1986) posits that individualization is the core process of societal 


modernization, and that the mediating structures between the individual and the 


organization are weakening. These include mediating structures, close 


communities, kinship bonds, and even family structures. Many societal 


                                                 
77 This work is currently being finalized by Alison Cottrell. Anyone interested in this should 
inform Alison at the Centre for Disaster Studies, James Cook University in Queensland. 
Alison.cottrell@jcu.edu.au 
78 Owen Gooding, CFA, reported in a seminar at AFAC in 2008 at which I was present, that the 
program theory workshop idea was valuable to the IFMP process. 
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intermediaries are falling away to leave the individual facing society more 


individually than before. If Beck is right, and I think he is, these are powerful 


forces pushing toward the individualistic end of the spectrum. 


Managing uncertainty 


Inherent in an approach to evaluation in this way of thinking, is the need to 


work creatively with uncertainty. While one element of uncertainty was 


eliminated for the CE officer when her role became permanent, there are many 


other aspects of uncertainty, paradox, tension and contradiction which when 


explored in a supportive environment and in an inquiring manner, can be 


productive opportunities for learning.  


The need for inter-agency cooperation 


The Community Safety Committee of Australasian Fire and Emergency 


Services Council could provide a context in which a range of different program 


types can be selected for evaluation, with these evaluations shared across 


agency boundaries. While inter-organizational competition can have its 


benefits, in the main I see resources put into evaluative inquiry which is 


designed to either argue against a recommendation or for internal use in 


arguing a particular case before an agency Board. An example of the latter 


could be the evaluation of Community Fire Guard as recommended in the 


Esplin Inquiry following the 2003 fires. A report was completed but was never 


made available outside the agency in question. Evaluation resources are too 


scarce to be provided for internal agency use only in this way. 


The need for a local focus 


It would be desirable for evaluative inquiry to be focussed on particular 


geographical areas, so as to really explore the interactions between programs, 


contexts in which they are delivered, and the predominant structures which 


influence the idea of community safety in relation to the threat of fire. It is only 


in local contexts that the idea of ‘participation’ in programs can be explored in a 


meaningful way, beyond the simple idea of counting the numbers of those 


attending programs.  


Community Fire Safe: a mechanism for community consolidation 


I have argued in this report that interventions such as Community Fire Safe can 


be seen as important programs which provide a medium which counters the 
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individuality which referred to above. The program relies on drawing on the 


more communal aspects of our human natures which some community 


members are willing to build. The CE Unit cannot keep up to the demand for 


development of these groups, pointing to the urgent need for fire services to 


develop creative responses to increasing both professional and volunteer 


activity in this area.  


The Risk Management Approach 


The risk management approach can work against creative responses of staff 


and community members, particularly at the organizational level, where the 


notion of ‘risk reduction’ is used more as a managerial tool than as a 


community safety action. When operating in this light, an emergency service 


might act in such a way as to lessen the risks which may be attributed to them 


as an organization, without concern for, or ‘responsibility’ for, where the risk is 


then experienced.   


While organizational risk reduction is a necessary organizational concern, it 


may diminish community responsiveness, or fail to capture community initiative 


if what the community is seeking is not a high priority on the organizational list 


of risk reduction strategies. In this culture of organizational risk management, 


the slow pace of community building as seen through the operation of 


community fire safe groups, itself risks being overlooked. Given the events of 


“Black Saturday” (7th February, 2009), it may be that the pace of Community 


Fire Safe program development may be seen to be too slow. However, there is 


little that can take the place of organic growth which can be achieved in 


Community Fire Safe groups, except ‘more of it’. The CE Unit is already looking 


at expanding the use of volunteers in community awareness raising. The 


integration of volunteers with paid staff will be an exciting opportunity for the 


state. 


Making room for collective responses 


Eng and Parker suggest that the benefits of collective problem solving 


competence “require that societal institutions act in ways that empower 


community members and provide the resources, including information, required 


to act on issues deemed salient by a community”. (p 56, Paton, citing Eng and 


Parker) .Community Fire Safe groups go beyond providing information and 


resources to community members. Community Fire Safe groups as a program 


modality, draw on collective problem solving and can be seen as an example of 
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an institution providing resources at a community level so community members 


can increase their own competence, with facilitation from a fire service CE staff 


member.  


These groups however, can be seen as one form of stepping stone, toward 


community empowerment. It will take courage on the part of the CE officers, to 


recognise that aspects of their CE role could be, and should be, ’taken over’ by 


community members. Some groups do stay on and continue to be active, and 


these need to be supported. This will include the offering of support, 


encouragement, facilitation, problem solving, and, when required, mediation.  


This entails the true meaning of subsidiarity: to be subsidized by, staff with the 


values that the CE staff group subscribes to. 


These groups may form the basis of what Eng and Parker denote as needing to 


be nourished – an empowered group of citizens who can take their place at the 


table where Emergency Planning is being discussed. Ideally, in the longer term, 


elements of the Prevention, Preparedness, Response and Recovery cycle will 


be integrated, such that in a fire event the response capacity is seen as a 


critical mix of agency and community capability, locally driven, and integrated 


and supported by (subsidized by) the Emergency Services. The effort which 


goes into seeing where the formal services can be better integrated needs also 


to occur at the community level, where the mission is to support and strengthen 


community capacity so community members themselves can also play a role 


as key actors in the network. 


Supporting Incremental growth of knowledge 


Weiss (2000) notes,  


Given the astronomical variety of implementations of even one basic 


program model, the variety of staffs, clients, organizational contexts, 


social and political environments, and funding levels, any hope for 


deriving generalizable findings is romantic. Nevertheless, theory-based 


evaluation can add to knowledge. Even relatively small increments of 


knowledge about how and why programs work or fail to work, cannot 


but help to improve program effectiveness. And that is what program 


evaluation is all about (p.44). 







GOODMAN  LOWER EYRE PENINSULA CASE STUDY 
 


148 
 


Evaluation is often fraught. It is beyond the ambit of this study to elaborate on 


the reasons for this79. My own opinion is that it would preferable to focus more 


on evaluation as an organizational development activity, and in so doing, 


encourage an approach which favoured using it to increase dialogue within and 


between organizations, than for determinations on resource allocation. I don’t 


think the latter situation is a likely pressure, at least in my experience of the 


Country Fire Service. I see it is more likely that the presence of the CE role will 


be increased.  While it has not been in a position to do so to date, it may then 


be in a position to argue for some funds to be allocated to develop stronger 


means of monitoring its progress in ways which would take into account the 


regional similarities and differences in the role as it unfolds.  I would see 


additional ways in which the CE role can be developed.  


AFAC as an umbrella for Community Safety evaluation80  


AFAC could be considered as one organizational frame for evaluation activity. 


This would necessitate inter-agency cooperation and collaboration. Inter-


agency cooperation is evident in operational responses, where interstate 


collegiality is apparent. Whether the same willingness to share resources exists 


in non operational work is unknown.  


Often considerable resources have been expended by agencies on internal 


evaluations, particularly those which have involved the use of Computer 


Assisted Telephone Interviewing, often as follow up to the delivery of programs 


in particular areas. These reports appear to be used as reports to Boards but 


are not generally available for review by others, particularly other fire services. 


Some services have more resources to spend on evaluative activity than 


others. It would be desirable for the fire services to develop collaborations 


around evaluation work auspiced by AFAC, so results could be useful across 


its member agencies.  


 AFAC could coordinate evaluation interventions for community safety, and 


select from different states, different program types, such that the core 
                                                 
79 See Cummins, 2002; Gregory, 1995; Shore & Wright, 1997; Sinclair, 1995; 2001; Kilburg, 
1980; Palumbo, 1987; Power, 1997. 
80 AFAC: Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council is the peak body for 
public sector fire, land management and emergency service organizations in Australia and New 
Zealand. The organization fosters and promotes an integrated approach to emergency service 
operations and business management by identifying opportunities to share knowledge, 
collaborate and optimize the use of resources.( http://www.afac.com.au/ 
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assumptions of the program types can be examined at their very broadest 


level. Those programs which use volunteers as community education and 


development officers would be encouraged to tease out the relevant program 


assumptions inherent in this approach, which could then be examined 


alongside those approaches such as is best represented by the South 


Australian model, of part time staff in a CE Unit. Programs which are multi 


hazard could also be compared with single hazard, for the learning inherent in 


this. This would further the teasing out of the program theories further, which is 


one key way to build evaluation capacity 


Intra-agency collaboration 


The task of (operational) debriefing consumes considerable agency resources. 


Considerable effort is given in organizations to the task of (operational) 


debriefing. While this task has specific requirements for the fire fighter, 


inevitably, and appropriately, other issues are sometimes discussed at these 


debriefings, such as fire fighter observations about the degree of property 


preparation, community members’ behaviour, and ability of first responders to 


get information back for us in public warnings. Closer organizational ties (along 


the lines argued in this report in relation to collaboration) would allow for the 


development of a shared organizational intelligence which encompassed both 


operational and community safety perspectives. South Australia for example, is 


developing an approach called a Centre for Lessons Learned. The scope for 


widening ‘Lessons Learned” to include community education issues could be 


explored.  


This idea of collaboration within the fire service arises from the various 


accounts in this case study, which emphasise the issue of ‘inter-dependency’ – 


that the community safety outcomes often rely on a range of factors, many of 


which are outside the immediate control of the CE worker. The factors on which 


they depend are both outside the CE Unit but inside the organization, or 


outside the organization and reside in the community or in other agencies. 


However, while there are limits to how widely one can interact in relation to 


evaluative activity, it is reasonable to conclude that if the willingness is there, 


that different parts of the fire service could seek to collaborate on intra agency 


collaborative activity. This will require new ways for agency staff and volunteers 


to interact with each other in order to develop enough of a shared or collective 


identity to facilitate this partnership . .  
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Evaluation within the CE unit 


The CE Unit currently uses a range of data collection techniques to monitor 


their programs. One particular method, a ‘pre’ and ‘post’ evaluation form is 


used in some circumstances to monitor participants responses to their 


membership of a Community Fire Safe. Project C7 has carried out an analysis 


of feedback from group participants (Goodman and Rowe, 2008). This exercise 


demonstrates some of the time and resources needed to carry out this work. It 


also highlighted some data response categories which need alteration in order 


to strengthen the likelihood of meaningful results.  


The CE Unit also maintains a data base which contains information on selected 


aspects of the CE workload. While the CE staff gave me access to this data 


base, I have not been able to give any time to understanding its contents or its 


promise as a monitoring framework. On one quick look at it, it did highlight for 


me that there is considerable data in it that would be useful if it could be 


developed into a narrative about the multiple ways in which members of the 


community interact with the CE Unit. For example, there are references in it 


when a community member rings and makes asks for resources to be sent, or 


for a worker to be made available to a community group.  That is, there is 


considerable data in this data base on unmet need, as well as data about 


certain activities by CE officers.  


In addition, and perhaps more importantly, the CE Unit has a regular meeting 


with its far flung CE Officers. Formal opportunities could be created during 


these meetings for a structured reflection on an aspect of the work, and in so 


doing, gradually build their own body of knowledge and test their assumptions 


gradually over time.  


Issues for program development. 


Community Fire Safe 


The Community Fire Safe group as a program idea, is sound. That there is 


more demand for it than can be met, is also apparent. That it provides a vehicle 


for a community development approach is also clear from this case study.  
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‘Ordinary’ members of the community assisting each other 


Participants in one of the Community Fire Group raised the idea of community 


members being ‘trained up’ to assist others in the community along the lines of 


at least a basic level of assistance. This idea requires further development 


within the CE Unit. There is already some likelihood that one of the members of 


the self organizing group, the Garratt Rd group, will volunteer his time to assist 


others in the community, and to assist the work of the CE worker. This is an 


exciting development and one to be monitored with interest. That there might 


be some barriers to this idea is apparent from the account of the ‘fire 


competent’ community member who assists community members during a fire 


event.  That his contribution is questioned by some is an alert to what may be 


both conscious and unconscious reasons for rejecting this contribution.  


Operational volunteers as a CE resource 


The CE Unit is current investigating this idea through their work on VOICE – 


Volunteers in Community Education. This is a work in progress 


The role of civil society groups81 


There is plenty of evidence in this case study, of the actual contribution and 


possible future contribution of civil society groups. Members of Progress 


Associations who understood and welcomed the CE officer into their midst, and 


themselves made concrete contributions to the development of aspects of 


community safety, provided a picture of the importance of such community 


based groups to this field. The extent of their contributions have yet to be 


                                                 
81 In finalising this case study, I found reference to a talk given by Rhodes and Foster in Rhodes 
A. and Foster, L., ‘Reducing Fire Risk: Civil Society as a Partner for Prevention’. Paper 
presented at Fire, Rescue and Safety Conference, Singapore. This warrants finding and reading. 
Rowe and Frewer (2000) set out some criteria for evaluation of public participation methods, 
which include representativeness, independence, early involvement, influence on final policy, 
transparency, resource accessibility, task definition, structured decision making, and cost 
effectiveness. The Hyogo Framework for action argues in relation to public participation: (h) 
Promote community participation in disaster risk reduction through the adoption of specific 
policies, the promotion of networking, the strategic management of volunteer resources, the 
attribution of roles and responsibilities, and the delegation and provision of the necessary 
authority and resources. [The World Conference on Disaster Reduction was held from 18 to 22 
January 2005 in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan, and adopted the present Framework for Action 2005-
2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities] 
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explored fully. This too requires resources to follow up, but in my view, the 


benefit would outweigh the costs of this exploration. 


Other case study data (eg Mt Bold Case Study) provided a picture of a small 


group led by a community member, who acted as a fire warning resource to 


each other, and who also ran a small newsletter which notified community 


members of upcoming events, and particularly ones which related to 


community safety. A number of people in that interview study leant of the 


existence of Community Fire Safe as a program through this Newsletter.   


The work the CE worker was able to do with the Cummins Emergency 


Response Committee was a powerful portrayal of the benefits of a mix of 


formal CE role with a community group able and willing to actively be involved 


in carving out their own unique role and response to emergencies.  


Many of the accounts provided in the case study are themselves works in 


progress. They have no end point. Interestingly in my last conversation with the 


CE worker, she was herself starting to think through whether she would buy a 


roof sprinkler system. In many ways her own story itself holds the elements of a 


wider story – that progress toward safety is iterative, unfolding, and seldom 


finished. Her story unfolded from her experience of the Tulka fire, then to being 


a volunteer speaker to other community groups, then experiencing the 


Wangary fire and initiating a Community Fire Safe group in her own town, to 


then becoming the CE worker. The Cummins Emergency Response Committee 


itself didn’t just materialise – it unfolded from a series of events and activities, 


and is also a work in progress82.  


Findings ways to document, share and critique the unfolding story of CE in this 


field is an important task for the fire services to nurture and develop.  


                                                 
82 Millicer provides an account of her response to Ash Wednesday fires, a response which was 
triggered again by fires in 1991 near Anglesea in South West Victoria. After the second trigger, 
as a citizen, she mobilized with others to create the “Patchwork Project’. It would be interesting 
to see if there is any connection between this work and the current bushfire safety initiatives in 
this area, which is Anglesea.  
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Summary of Conclusions 


 This report has been framed to allow the reader to draw his or her own 


conclusions on the actions of the CE officer and their likely impact on 


community safety.  


 The CFS CE staff, Chief Fire Officer and Regional staff are to be 


commended for allowing the CE officer to develop her new role largely 


as she saw the need.  


 Inherent in an approach to evaluation is the need to work creatively with 


uncertainty.  


 Often resources are put into evaluative inquiry either to justify an 


argument against a recommendation or for internal use to justify a 


particular case before an agency Board.  


 Evaluation should play a greater role in the fire service and the 


Australasian Fire and Emergency Services Council could oversee 


evaluation of a range of programs without prompting inter-organizational 


competition.  


 It is in local contexts that the idea of ‘participation’ in programs can be 


best explored. Evaluative enquiry focussed on particular geographical 


areas can explore: 


o interactions between programs 


o contexts in which they are delivered 


o the predominant structures which influence the idea of 


community safety 


 The perception of ‘risk management’ in the corporate sector has 


become associated with organisations seeking to displace responsibility 


rather than reduce or remove hazards. 


Accordingly any program which has the hallmarks of conventional risk 


management may be viewed with suspicion by the community in the 


context of fire safety. 


 The Community Fire Safe group is, and should be recognised as, a 


stepping stone toward community empowerment.  


 While it will take courage from the CE officers to recognise that aspects 


of their role should be assumed by community members, if this occurs 


the CE officer’s role will evolve rather than diminish.  
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 While evaluation is often fraught it has, potentially, an organizational 


development role which can focus on increasing dialogue within and 


between organizations, rather than a more singular and limited focus on 


determinations of resource allocation.  


 Inter-agency cooperation is evident in operational responses where 


interstate collegiality is apparent.  


 It is not known whether the same potential to share resources exists in 


non operational work. 


 AFAC could be considered as an organizational frame for evaluation 


which would promote inter-agency cooperation and collaboration.  


 The focus of the task of debriefing has been operational to the exclusion 


of other issues. Accessing the full spectrum of data from debriefing 


should be an aim in future.  


 There is extensive data collected by the CE Unit which is largely 


unprocessed. Allocating resources for the analysis of this data would be 


a worthwhile investment. 


 The education of community members in ‘hands on’ operational aspects 


has been handled by brigade members to date. The prospect of 


involving appropriately skilled ordinary community members in the 


process should be examined. 


 Opportunities exist to extend the involvement of volunteers directly in 


the CE program. This will require additional resources and will lead to 


an extension of the role of the CE officer. 


 Approaches to CE to date have paid little attention to the role of non-fire 


related community organisations. Expanding the involvement of these 


civic groups should be examined. 
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Appendix 1: Agreements between researcher and 


CE Unit of CFS 


 


Draft agreement between the researcher and the CE Unit of the CFS 


A role study of a community education worker: description and analysis 


of key initiatives undertaken in the early phases of a new role in a fire 


affected region. 


 


Rationale  - why do we believe that an investment of resources in the decision 


to appoint a part time community education worker for 12 months in a fire 


affected region is likely to contribute to conditions that lead to a safer 


community in relation to the threat of bushfire? A key aspect of the role it is 


designed to provide some flexibility in its development, thus allowing for the 


necessary but hard to detect element of community responsiveness to the 


question of safety in their context. This small piece of research of a new role in 


Region 6 in South Australia will provide some empirical information which will 


add to the data and knowledge already accumulated within the fire service 


community education section of the CFS on the question of how community 


development principles and practices contributes to community safety.  


 


What does the research evidence tell us about this identified strategy tell us 


about how it contributes to the desired outcome of safer communities? This 


question will guide an analysis of the literature in relation to understanding how 


communities can themselves take up stronger roles in relation to community 


safety, and what enables and constrains them in taking up that role, and how a 


community education worker in a fire service can facilitate the role of 


community. 


 


This piece of work will produce an indepth description of the role as taken up by 


one community education worker in a region having experienced an extreme 


fire event, with loss of life and property. The work will give detail of the 


resources required, the skill and knowledge drawn on by both the individual 


worker and her supervisors within an education arm of a major Country Fire 


Service. It will lay out the pathways the worker took to make links with various 


members of the community, members with a range of usual “connectnedness” 
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to the community – from usually well connected to those less connected to the 


dominant community structures and relationships. The work will also 


demonstrate where the role intersects with other aspects of community safety 


infrastructure  - both formal infrastructure such as the various District Fire 


Prevention Councils, Local Government officers, and Brigades, and the 


informal community support systems, such as community members grouped on 


an identity basis – including special needs groups and other minority groups. It 


will highlight where work is required to be carried out across the silos of 


conventional boundaries to include other domains which make a contribution to 


the outcome of greater community safety. It will also point to the limits of the 


role, and intends to identify issues in the broader context which both support or 


constrain local action in relation to community safety. The work will also point to 


the structural requirements for the maintenance of the role.  


 


This piece of work will assist other end users make choices about investments, 


program design, and policies in relation to encouraging community involvement 


in and action in relation to community safety.  


 


The work will be carried out collaboratively between the researchers in C7, and 


the community education staff of CFS – in particular, Therese Pedler, 


community education officer Region 6, Fiona Dunstan, and John Gawen. The 


researcher (Helen Goodman) has already gained some appreciation of the 


context of the Eyre Peninsula. The first part of this aspect of the research will 


entail 8 one hour weekly discussions with Therese Pedler, commencing as 


soon as possible, following any necessary clarification between the parties.  


 


The above was taken from a document dated Wednesday 3rd January 2007. 


 


Guiding questions for discussions with CE officer 


 


 Her links with her region, previous fire experience, taking up a voluntary 


role in her community prior to becoming the designated officer 


 Her approach to her work, including setting up groups, accommodating 


group members fire experience in the groups; content of group 


meetings;  interactions with community leadership;   
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 Her interactions with (inter-dependency with) other key organizational 


parties with a role in fire prevention, including brigade members, 


Regional staff, other agencies  


 Her interactions outside of Community Fire Safe group meetings, 


including with a particular family or work group.  


 


Guiding questions for discussions with Interviews with Community Fire Safe 


group members (4) 


 


 How they learnt about the possibility of forming a Group 


 What they had learnt from the sessions they attended to date 


 What were their observations about the nature of the program (group 


based, meeting in people’s homes etc) 


 The place of the Wangary fire experience in this learning?  


 The place of the Community Fire Safe group in their learning 


 Is the Community Fire Safe approach ‘good value’? 


 The place of the ‘community context and networks’ in their fire 


preparedness 


 Any other comments.  
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Appendix 2: Community Fire Safe Topics 


Community Fire Safe Topics (Forwarded 14th April 2009 for inclusion in Case 


Study) 


Objective 


 


Topic/Issues 


Personal 


Survival 


Plans 


Experiencing a fire 


 What does a major fire look, sound and feel like? 


 How much warning of a fire will I get? 


 Will reticulated water, power and telephones work? 


 What can I expect from the CFS, police or other 


authorities? 


Bushfire Behaviour 


 What factors influence how intense a fire is likely to 


be? 


 How will a major fire in this area be likely to 


behave? 


Personal Safety 


 What are the dangers to personal safety? 


 How safe is my house? Can it provide shelter 


during the passage of a fire front? 


 Are my family and I physically and psychologically 


capable of staying and defending our home? 


 How safe is it to evacuate the area?  


 What is the situation with roads and road blocks? 


Bushfire Action Plans (Personal Survival Plans) 


 Should I stay or should I go? 


 What do I need to do to ensure personal safety in 


either case? 
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 What if circumstances mean I can’t follow my 


preferred plan? 


 Are children and visitors considered in the 


development of survival strategies? 


 Does planning include taking care of animals? 


 


Property 


Protection 


Plans 


Bushfire Behaviour 


 How is a fire approaching my property likely to 


behave? 


How Houses Burn (and How They Survive) 


 What are the ways in which houses can be ignited 


during a bushfire? 


 What can be done to improve their safety? 


 How can entry of sparks and embers be prevented? 


 How can I reduce fire intensity around my home? 


Street Walk, Property Inspections 


 Do I have a realistic appreciation of my home’s 


chances of survival? 


 What are the risks to my home in the event of a 


major fire? 


Bushfire Action Plans (Property Protection 


Plans) 


 What passive and active fire protection measures 


can I take to improve its chances of survival? 


 What are the options for managing the risks and 


how can I achieve them? 


What do I need to do during the year, at the start of 


the fire season, on high risk days or on days of actual 


fires? 
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Community 


Strategies 


What are some of the community strategies our group can 


undertake to reduce risks in our street or area and improve our 


chances of survival? For example: 


 Early warning systems or phone trees 


 Nominating safe house / refuge 


 Plans for less able bodied residents 


 Working bees to reduce hazards and likely fire 


intensity 


 Bulk buying firefighting equipment 


 Lobbying for improvements to water supply or 


reduction of hazards on public lands 
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Appendix 3: CE as a % of Volunteer Administration 


 


Community Education as a % of Volunteer Administration 


 


Question asked in the V Lee HRM Consulting  Review (2008) Of Administrative 


Workloads Across The Emergency Services Sector in SA.  


 


7. What administrative role do you undertake for your 


Brigade/Group/Unit or Station (Tick more than one box if 


appropriate): 


5. WORKLOAD DETAILS 


Administration 





Finance 





Purchasing 





OHS&W and Injury Management 





Communications 





Training 





Logistics 





Recruitment 





Cadet Coordinator 





Community Education and Planning 





Incident Pre-planning 
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Other (please specify) 


 


(page 19 of the Report).  


 


Responses  


 


 


 


 


 


Question 7 responses showed that 25.3% of respondents said they carried out 


community education functions. 


 


 


Appendix 4 Responsibilities of the Regional and 


District Bushfire Prevention Committees 


Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee (RBPC) 


 


Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee (RBPC) is responsible for: 
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Assessment of fire hazards in the region 


Coordination of bushfire prevention planning in the region 


Making recommendations about bushfire prevention to relevant authorities 


within, or adjacent to the Region 


Consulting with adjacent regional committees and cooperating with District 


Bushfire Prevention Committees (DBPC) in the region 


Advising the South Australian Bushfire Prevention Advisory Committee 


(SABPAC) on relevant matters. 


[Ministerial Review of Bushfire Management in South Australia. p.7] 


 


District Bushfire Prevention Committee 


The District Bushfire Prevention Committee is responsible for  


Assessment of fire hazard in the area 


 Advising the relevant authorities in the area about bushfire hazard 


removal 


 Development of a District Bushfire Prevention Plan for the Council area 


 Consulting with adjacent district committees and ooperating with the 


Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee 


 Formulation of guidelines for the issue of permits in the area 


 Reporting to the Regional Bushfire Prevention Committee in May and 


October each year.  


 


[Ministerial Review of Bushfire Management in South Australia, p.8] 
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Appendix 6 Additional Reference Material 


 


Aslin and Brown, (2004) in their work on community engagement in a 


Catchment Management Authority, refer to consultation, participation and 


engagement. In their terms, consultation does not imply that something in 


particular will be done with the information gained. Participation is an 


unspecified act in a variety of forms and can be seen similarly as involvement. 


They see engagement as capturing people’s attention and focussing efforts on 


the matter at hand. This suggests people are personally involved and there is 


an implied commitment to a process which has decisions and resulting actions. 


In the sense described by Aslin and Brown, engagement overlaps with ideas of 


adult education, where authentic engagement, sought with a democratic intent, 


is a desirable practice goal. It can also be seen as a mechanism through which 


outcomes are achieved. Aslin and Brown also differentiate ‘knowledge 


cultures’, a useful idea when considering the culture of the emergency 


management sector. It is often stated that the fire services have a ‘narrative 


culture’ – where written material is less attended to than narrative, or stories. 


Aslin and Brown offer practical guidance on how to navigate those different 


cultures, and emphasise the importance of respect (which links back to the idea 


of inter-subjectivity).   


However, looking at Aslin and Brown’s ideas of consultation, participation and 


engagement on a continuum, engagement (on their scale) can still be seen as 


being at some distance from the idea of empowerment (the upper end of 


Arnstein’s ladder), the framework used by the CE Unit, or ‘self organization’, 


the term more used in complexity science83. The basic premise of community 


strengthening (for example in ideas such as the Asset Based approach to 


community strengthening, as reflected in the work of Mathie and Cunningham, 


2003), is that valuable knowledge and ideas are readily available within 


communities, and the role of government is to develop mechanisms for sharing 


this knowledge. The Frierian perspective (ideas developed by Paolo Friere, 


1996) emphasises that it is only where community members invest their 


experience, knowledge and skills that the ‘empowerment’ process be 


                                                 
83 The field of complexity science contains ideas of particular use to community safety, as both 
are constituted by uncertainty and unpredictability. Stacey, 2003; 2007 
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materialised. The ‘empowerment’ element emphasises the idea that to ‘learn’ 


something in such a way as to adopt its meaning usually requires a full 


engagement of one’s person. This cannot, by definition, be a process that is 


done to someone – it can only be a process which is enacted or embraced 


when a person really takes on board the learning to the point that he can act 


‘from within’.  That is, for the transformation to occur, a new belief in oneself is 


required, and in holding this belief, awareness and capacity are engendered.  


 


Using this idea of a fuller involvement of people where learning outcomes of the 


most ‘engaged’ nature are sought after, Cavaye (2001) talks of an upper end of 


the continuum of engagement as  


 


 involving the community through a range of mechanisms to ensure that 


issues and concerns are understood and considered as part of the 


decision making process 


 collaborating with the community by developing partnerships to 


formulate options and provide recommendations 


 empowering the community to make decisions and to implement and 


manage change.  


 


If a central thought of the notion of ‘empowerment’ is that the object of the 


action (the action being a delivered program,) is a person, or a community, and 


that this person or community undergoes some change as a result of that 


action, then, in the Freirian sense, one cannot actually predict what the nature 


of that change will be, much less ensure that it will be the change as desired by 


the agency ‘delivering’ the program.  It may be that the person who is enabled 


to act differently through a CE program in relation to the threat of fire, decides 


that the best way for them to respond to their changed mindset is to move out 


of a particular geographic area. In a word, one cannot ‘control’ the result of an 


‘empowerment process’, even if one can define it. This makes this domain of 


practice – where the desired outcome of a program being some measure of 


empowerment, a complex one to define, work in, and evaluate. 


The research literature in preventive health, particularly the work of Laverack 


and Labonte, would be useful to explore for its utility to the field of community 
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safety. Preventive health has been a significant domain of work and research 


for some decades now. While by comparison community education in this field 


is new by comparison, and is still poorly resourced, comparisons with 


preventive health literature could none the less be fruitful.  


Laverack, G., & Labonte, R. (2000). A planning framework for community 


empowerment goals within health promotion. Health Policy and 


Planning, 15(3), 255-262. 


 


Institutional structures relevant to emergency 


management 


The governing legislation is known as the Fire and Emergency Services Act. 


Under pinning this is the regulatory framework. It is stated on the SAFECOM 


website that only five of the 34 recommendations of the Coronial Inquiry remain 


to be implemented and these require legislative change. Federally there is the 


Australian Emergency Management Committee (AEMC). This committee brings 


relevant State and Federal Government agencies and other stakeholders 


together in a single forum to address priorities identified in the National 


Strategy. Underpinning AMEC are a number of Committees, such as the 


Remote Indigenous Communities Advisory Committee (RICAC). At a State 


level there is the State Mitigation Advisory Group (SMAG). This Group in SA 


has established an 'across government committee' to implement the National 


Emergency Management Strategy. Representation on the Committee includes 


agencies such as the three emergency services organisations, Department of 


Families, Housing, Community Services & Indigenous Affairs, Dept of Health, 


Dept of Families & Communities, Dept. of Aboriginal Affairs & Reconciliation 


(Premier & Cabinet), Commissioner of Aboriginal Engagement, SA Police and 


the Australian Red Cross. The SA Governement announced (press release, 


4/3/09, accessed from CFS Media Archive, 9/5/09) a Bushfire Taskforce to 


analyse key issues arising from the Victorian Bushfires in February 2009 


 


Principles for Intergroup Projects: A first look. 


June 1999. 
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Association for the study and development of community. 


1: Groups must identify an important common issue and work towards common 


goals to address the issue 


2: People and organizations representing different groups need to be brought 


together as equals in terms of power, respect and importance. 


3: There needs to be an opportunity for members of groups to get to know one 


another as individuals.  


4: There should be an opportunity to identify similarities between groups. 


5: Groups need to identify each other’s assets (eg culture, language, history, 


relations, etc) and use and exchange them as part of the intergroup process 


6: Conflicts need to be identified, respected, and transformed into improved 


capacity and relations 


7: Successfully completed collective action not only improves the communities 


that groups live in, but also strengthens their relations 


8: Relationships must be sustainable to support the process for strengthening 


intergroup relations 


9: There must be institutional support for promoting intergroup relations 


10: To be effective, intergroup strategies need to operate at multiple levels 


including the individual, relational and institutional levels.  
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Introduction 


 


The context in which many members of the public make decisions in relation to 


the threat posed by a hazard event, is usually at the household level (Proudley, 


2008). This is a distinctly social context; within households there exists a 


complex set of roles and relationships, which are severely tested when a 


response such as to a fire threat is required to be made.  Fordham and 


Ketteridge (1998) have argued that disasters offer a situation where the 


vulnerabilities engendered in roles become most explicit (see also Blaikie et al 


1994). “The gendering of roles and behaviour in disasters and disaster planning 


impacts on women and men in similarly hidden ways, lessening the 


                                                 
1 The authors would like to acknowledge the contribution of Alan Rhodes (Country Fire Authority, 


Victoria) and Mae Proudley (Research Officer, RMIT) to this research. Alan and Mae together 


with one of the authors, conducted these 17 interviews on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in July 


2005.  
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effectiveness of disaster preparedness and management” (p. 83, emphasis 


added). This article provides Australian case material of the different and 


hidden gendered responses of men and women to a fast, high intensity fire, for 


which there was little warning, and raises questions about the implications for 


community education and awareness activities provided by emergency 


services.  


 


The research approach aimed to seek an overall understanding of the contexts 


of decisions and responses made by household members to the impending fire 


threat. Some of the findings of this research have been published elsewhere 


(see Goodman, Healey and Boulet, 2007; Goodman and Proudley, 2008)2. The 


main focus of one article on this fire (Goodman, Healey and Boulet, 2007) was 


on ‘informal community relationships’ and the important role they played 


particularly in relation to community members warning each other. Gender 


differences were only alluded to in this article, as indicated in the following 


paragraph:  


 


What was particularly instructive from interviews with the seventeen 


households was the extent to which experience with fire – and thus the 


capacity to make informed decisions about how to translate knowledge 


of the fire’s movement into a safe plan of action – tended to lie with men 


rather than women. Thus, a number of women explained that they 


deferred to the greater knowledge and expertise of husbands for 


decisions about what they should do as the fire drew close. For some 


women, the decision to stay together was paramount, irrespective of 


whether they decided to stay at home or flee the fire; still others wanted 


their husband to give often very explicit directions about what to do; and 


others yet, for whom the prospect of fire had been a longstanding 


source of anxiety, were keen to leave their homes. There were, 


however, some paradoxical ideas about what constituted safe practice 


in the face of fire. (Goodman et al, 2007, p.18) 


 


                                                 
2 Rhodes (2005) also managed and wrote up a telephone interview survey carried out by Strahan 


and Associates, for the Coronial Inquiry. He has also presented this data at other forums (eg 


Brisbane conference, 2006).  
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An account of the different gendered roles people in a household is published 


here for the first time.  


 


Dependency and Responsibility 


The roots of the word depend come from ‘de’ – down from’, and ‘pendre’ to 


hang from, connoting ‘a person who depends on another for maintenance’; or 


‘the relation of having existence hanging upon, or conditioned by, the existence 


of something else; the fact of depending on another thing or person’. (Shorter 


Oxford English Dictionary). We use the word in its literal sense in this article – 


the idea of one person depending on another, in this case, for advice in a crisis.  


 


Response has the literal meaning of ‘to answer’, leading to a meaning of 


‘answerable’; ‘liable to be called to account; having authority or control; capable 


of filling an obligation or trust’. Taking responsibility as a noun, it takes the 


meaning of ‘a charge, trust, or duty, for which one is responsible; a person for 


whom or thing for which one is responsible; the state or fact of being 


responsible; the opportunity or necessity to be responsible’. (Shorter Oxford 


English Dictionary). In this article we interpret the experience of some of the 


men, who were the one’s on whom some of the women depended, as taking on 


this responsibility of being the giver of advice. We argue that this responsibility 


itself was experienced by some as a hidden burden.   


 


We elaborate our ideas in this article around the words dependency and 


responsibility. For several of the women, they were ‘dependent’ on the men in 


the sense of requiring their advice to assist them to make decisions in the face 


of the threat of the fire. There are other meanings of ‘dependence’ which we 


develop in a subsequent article, about the role taken by women when others 


particularly are depending on them, such as is required when women are the 


dominant ‘carers’ of those who are dependent on them, including  children, frail 


elderly or those with special needs. In this article we are only referring then to 


one side of the ‘dependency’ coin, that side when women are dependent on 


others for their survival. The other idea is around responsibility, and we 


highlight the demand made of and on men who take up the role of the 


‘responsible’ one when it comes to decision making in relation to fire response.  
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In presenting this material on roles it is necessary to avoid an implied 


determinism (see Butler 1990, Connell 1995, Fordham and Ketteridge, 1998, 


Milroy and Wismer 1994, Schippers 2004, Weist, 1998). The differences in 


gender roles are a matter of patterns of behaviour and are not absolutes. Not 


all men or women have these experiences, but it is the pattern of experience 


that needs to be acknowledged, so communities can take the initiatives they 


need to take to further develop their community safety practices, and 


organizations whose roles are to assist communities, can develop interventions 


that contribute to strengthening community safety.   


 


Location and timing of the Wangary fire event 


Wangary is located on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia; its main 


town, the City of Port Lincoln, has a population of approximately 14,000 people 


and is 676 kilometres from Adelaide, the capital city of South Australia. The 


area is largely agricultural, supporting a large number of grain and grazing 


businesses, with coastal areas supporting a large fishing and tourist population. 


The landscape contains several smaller inland townships, a significant amount 


of native scrub and also areas of heavily forested National Park.  


 


The fire began on Monday 10th January, 2005; despite being declared 


contained that evening, on Tuesday morning (‘Black Tuesday’) it broke 


containment lines and claimed nine lives, two men on a private fire unit and 


seven women and children, six of whom were caught in cars fleeing the fire. 


Ninety-three homes were destroyed along with numerous other buildings, 


vehicles and equipment and over 46,000 stock (Smith 2005). The Wangary fire 


was a severe fire event, with the grassland fire danger index peaking at over 


350 (Gould, 2005).3 Being January, it was school holiday time, the 


consequence being that ‘care of children’ would in the main be in the hands of 


women at that time. Rhodes (2005) reported in his analysis of data from a 


telephone interview study, that “more than two thirds of the respondents 


                                                 
3 The Fire Danger Index is an indicator of the severity of the fire danger whereby the hotter, the 


drier and windier the conditions, the higher the index will be. The Index ranges from 2 (where the 


difficulty of suppression is rated as low), through to 5 (moderate), 10 (High), 20 – 40 (Very High), 


and 50-100 (Extreme). See www.esb.act.gov.au/firebreak/grass-behave.html, accessed 14/3/07. 


The Fire Danger Index of the Wangary fire was 350. 







GOODMAN AND COTTRELL  GENDER ROLES: RESPONSIBILITY AND DEPENDENCY 
 
 


5 
 


present at their property reported they received less than 30 minutes warning of 


the fire” (p.50) 


 


Methodology 


Researchers from the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre carried out semi 


structured interviews with 17 households, speaking to a total of 35 residents. 


These households were selected from 191 residents who participated in 


Rhodes’ (2005) telephone survey, who answered that they would be willing to 


speak further with researchers. The basis of the selection was to seek 


households across four relatively distinct areas of the fire ground, which 


experienced the main force of the fire impact at different times, from ‘earliest 


impact’ to ‘latest impact’. The total numbers interviewed also reflected the time 


available to researchers.  


 


Sixteen of the 17 interviews were tape recorded (a total of 19 hours of taped 


interview), with the remaining interview transcribed from notes and subsequent 


recollections of the researchers present. The interviews took place in July 


2005, some 7 months after the fire. Three interviewers (two females and one 


male) were present at 15 of the interviews, and two interviewers, both female, 


conducted the other two interviews.  


 


Household Descriptors  


 


Of the 17 households, 15 were located within the perimeter of the fire ground. 


Two households had homes in nearby towns but had farming interests, and on 


the day of the fire, some family members were on those farms.  Table 1 below 


sets out those present at the time of interview:   


 


Table 1: Household members present at interview (N=17) 


Husband and wife 10 


Women only; husbands absent at time of interview 2 


Husband and wife couples with adult children present. 5 
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Table 2 depicts the age range and employment status of the people 


interviewed, and whether the households usually comprised school age or 


younger children.  


 


 


Table 2:  Key descriptors of  the households interviewed (N=17) 


 No of 


households 


Renting 


(R) or 


Owning 


(O) 


Primary 


Income: 


Farming (F)


Retired (R) 


Other (O) 


Households with 


school age or 


younger 


children  


Under 30 2 1,R; 1, O O (2) 1 


30-39 1 O O (1) 1 


40-49 3 O F (1); O(2) 2 


50-59 8 O F(5) R(1) 


O(2) 


2 


60-69 2 O R(2)  


70 and over 1 O F(1)  


Total  17 17 17 6 


 


Table 3 denotes where the household members had past or present fire service 


experience.  


 


Table 3 Current or past fire service experience of households and land 


use (N=17) 


Land Use Households with 


current or past fire 


service experience 


(n=11) 


Households with 


no fire service 


experience 


(n=6) 


 


Full time farming 


(owners) 


7 0 7 


Hobby farming 


(owners) 


4 5 9 


House rental on farm 


(non owner) 


0 1 1 


Total 11 6 17 
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The data on land use, and on ‘experience with fire’, as depicted in Table 3, is 


now presented together with the location of women at the time of the fire front.  


 


 


Table 4: Land Use, Fire Experience and location of women at time of front 


(N=17) 


Association 


between 


residence 


and land  


Households 


with current 


or past fire 


service 


experience 


(n=11) 


Households 


with no fire 


service 


experience 


(n=6) 


Women away 


from the 


home (n=) 


Women at 


home at the 


time of the 


front (n=8) 


Full time 


farming 


(owners) 


7 0 2,14, (2) 4,8,9,10,11,(5)


Hobby 


farming 


(owners) 


4 5 1,6,7,12,15,17


( 6) 


3,13,16 (3) 


House rental 


on farm (non 


owner) 


0 1 5 (1)  


Total 11 6 9 8 


 


While there were a few households where other women were present, such as 


daughters, in Table 4 above we single out the women who were the adults and 


key decision makers.  For the purposes of this article we deemed any adult 


daughters to be acting under the direction of their parents, which seemed in the 


main to be the case for all adult children present at the time of the fire. 


 


Table 4 indicates that 5 adult women in the seven households who were from 


full time farming families, remained at the property for the duration of the fire 


front, whereas only 3 of the nine women from hobby farming families did so.  


 


This article concentrates on the stories of 14 women. We exclude three women 


from the account provided here, women who found themselves away from their 
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homes but for reasons largely unrelated to the fire on the Tuesday, such as 


visiting relatives, shopping, and a medical appointment.  


 


The location of fourteen women is highlighted in Table 5 below. Six were not 


present at the home at the time of the front arriving, and 8 were present. In the 


group of 6 where the women were not present at the time of the front, there 


was only one woman whose spouse was not in the region at the time, and she 


was assisted to leave the property by a male tradesman visiting at the time.  In 


the remaining 5 the male partner was present at the property at the time of the 


front. In the group of 8 where both men and women who were present at the 


property at the time of the front, only one was a single woman, an elderly 


woman who was independent in her decision making and was assisted by a 


male neighbour who was on her property as he could not get through to his 


own. The question then becomes – how did women and men report the 


decision making particularly in relation to the decision made by the women, 


when in all cases there was a male present at the time?   


 


 


Table 5: Location of women at the time of the fire (n=14) 


 Women away 


from the home  


Women at home at the 


time of the front  


 


Full time farming 


(owners) 


2,14, (2) 4,8,9,10,11,(5) 7 


Hobby farming 


(owners) 


6,7,12,15,(4) 3,13,16 (3) 7 


Total 6 8 14 
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Table 6 below sets out summaries of the accounts of the women’s decision 


making.  


 


Table 6: Reported locus of decision making (n=14) 


 Women away from 


home_accounts of decision 


making (n=6) 


Women at home_accounts of 


decision making 


Full time 


farming 


(owners) 


Left of ‘own accord’ (C14: 1) 


Left on advice (C2: 1) 


 


Acting on advice: (C8; C9: 2) 


Making own decision, 


influenced by presence of 


husband (C4;C11: 2) 


Making own decision (C10: 1) 


Hobby farming 


(owners) 


Left of ‘own accord’ (C6: 1) 


Left on advice: husbands 


(C12, C15: 2) and 


tradesman (C7: 1) 


 


Acting on advice: Nil 


Making own decision, 


influenced by presence of 


husband (C3; C13; C16: (3) 


Total 6 8 


 


Two themes emerge in the accounts about decision making. One theme is the 


dependency of women on the men for key decisions in relation to their 


response. The other theme is the burden of responsibility for those men who 


either took or assumed responsibility for decision making, or where they did 


not, expressed such regret that it is reasonable to conclude that they felt a 


large degree of responsibility for the decisions their wives took. We discuss 


these differences in gender terms.  


 


Decision Making 


As noted in Table 6 above, 6 women were away from the home at the time of 


the front, and 8 were home. Those who left the home will be discussed first.  


Location and decision making context: those who left the 


home 


Of the six women who left the home in response to the threat of fire, two 


reported leaving of their ‘own accord’, (C6 and C14), and four on ‘advice’, three 


on advice from their husbands who remained at the property (C2, C12 and 


C15) and one on advice from a visiting tradesman (C7).  
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Leaving of “own accord” 


The first woman (C14) who left her property of her own accord (from a farming 


family in Table 6), was at work in town, came home after a call from her 


husband, and then decided to leave to go to a relative’s place, which was 


closer to the highway and the beach.  


 


We probably shouldn’t have.  We got to the road and I was in front and 


the fire was there and we couldn’t go anywhere.  It was just a bloody 


miracle there was a gap there [at the caravan park] and I could see the 


driveway.  My first reaction was ‘I don’t want to go in there’ [petrol 


station].  We drove in, got down to the pipeline. [We] got the kids out of 


the car.  You could feel the heat of the fire.”  


 


This woman reported that in the previous years when her children were 


younger, that their plan was always “if you’re in danger, get out. Take the kids 


and go, it used to be, so I just went. Out of the frying pan into the fire virtually.  


 


Even though this woman very clearly made her own decision, this did not shield 


her husband from remorse. “I regret greatly that I didn’t say ‘get to town’, rather 


than the way she went”.  


 


The second woman who reported leaving of her own accord, was a young 


woman (C6) who drove home to her property late on the morning of the 


bushfire. She procrastinated on this decision in part because she was the only 


one ‘on’ in the retail store where she worked, but in larger part because she 


disbelieved the warning issued by a relative (issued more than once), that her 


home was likely to be affected by the fire. On finally arriving home, and 


recognizing the proximity of the fire, she tried to get her husband and brother to 


make a collective decision with her, failed, and left.  


 


We didn’t really have time to communicate….My concern right from the 


start is... I don’t think it’s a good idea to separate because that’s how 


accidents I felt happen …... So I wanted to stay together……Barry 


obviously left [to move stock] and then Tom went down there to get the 


fire unit and I was just here by myself, so I got in the car and said …look 


it’s not worth it… 
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She reported being preoccupied with the care needs of her young children who 


were in town.  She gathered the children’s pets and loaded them into the car: 


“For my kids, if they lose all the animals particularly all in one hit, for kids that’s 


pretty hard.” In her account of her decision to leave, she linked this decision 


with her presence of her children who were being looked after by a relative in 


town. Given she thought her husband (who had gone to move stock) may not 


survive, she added:  “[You] can’t let the kids not have a Mum.”. In the event, the 


terrain she drove through turned out to be more life threatening than the 


experience of her husband and brother, though they too had a ‘close call’.  


 


While presently living on the land, neither of these two women who left of their 


own accord had grown up in a farming environment. They both said they felt 


personally underprepared for the threat of fire. 


 


Leaving ‘on advice’ 


The remaining four women who were away from home at the time of the fire 


front (C2, C7, C12, and C15) reported being advised to leave by their husbands 


or a visiting tradesman. Again, these circumstances were complex.  


 


The first of these four women (the only one in this group from a full time farming 


household) reported that she was instructed by her husband to leave and go to 


town to be with another family member, while her husband and sons fought the 


fire at the property.  When asked how her response to the advice that she 


should leave, she said that she felt she would “be in the way.  I didn’t argue 


with him.  He’s got enough to worry about.” This woman left well ahead of the 


front, which impacted on their property later in the day.  


 


The second of the four women (C12) reported that as her husband had greater 


experience with fires, she waited for a cue from him. “I wanted to go earlier, but 


he would say, ‘no not yet.’  I would say ‘shall I go now?’ and he’d say ‘no not 


yet.”  She reported him as saying that there was “no real panic to get away 


early”. She continued: “but like I said, I’d never been in a fire like that, I mean 


any fire that close, whereas he and the boys had.”  She understood that the 


trigger to go was when they saw flames. Her husband was distressed in 


reporting the subsequent events after the front had passed, when he took some 
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time searching for his wife before he was able to determine that she was safe. 


He seemed torn about whether it was the right thing that she left when she did. 


 


The third woman (C15) said she was instructed by her husband to get in the 


car and leave.  


 


I was in the bedroom throwing a few clothes in a bag.  He came running 


up and told me to get out now.  I called the dog, hopped in the car 


because he told me to ‘get out now’ and took off.  I could see the flames 


as I was driving up the drive-way.  I was overtaken by smoke and 


flames.  I couldn’t see a thing.  I just remember yelling out ‘no, no, no, I 


can’t see. 


 


Due to the lack of visibility she drove the car into a fence, and remained there 


until her husband came to find her. Her husband was visibly upset in recounting 


that he believed now that advising his wife to leave was the ‘basically, ….the 


biggest mistake of my life”.  The wife said that if it had been up to her she 


would have stayed.  


 


The one woman in this group of 4 who reported acting under instruction, who 


was not advised by her husband but by a tradesman, was a woman whose 


husband was working over 8 hours away (C7). She had a tradesman at her 


home at the time of the arrival of the front. She reported just becoming ‘frozen’ 


and attributes her survival to the actions of this person who shook her out of 


her stunned state, and firmly and quickly told her what to do. They left just in 


advance of the flames.  


 


This woman spent a lot the fire season being anxious. “When it gets to late 


autumn/early winter, I say ‘thank goodness for that’”. She said that she has 


always been regarded by her family as an excessive worrier, a reaction she 


feels that her family had again when she reported her anxiety in a telephone 


call to them during the day of Monday 10th January, 2005. “I think they thought I 


was over the top”. This woman has since sold the property. “If I was here next 


summer, those old feelings will come back”.  


 


Of the four who left the property when advised by their husbands (or on one 


case a tradesman), two were most likely in life threatening situations (C7,C15) 







GOODMAN AND COTTRELL  GENDER ROLES: RESPONSIBILITY AND DEPENDENCY 
 
 


13 
 


and one in a dangerous situation (C12). In the fourth case, the fire front did not 


threaten that area until early afternoon, and this woman was the only one not 


further endangered by the timing of her departure. Those who decided 


themselves to leave, (C6 and C14) were in extremely life threatening situations. 


For some of these women, their comments during the interview reflected some 


insight that their departure was probably too late.   


 


Two different members in these six households expressed the sentiment that 


the wives not being present may work to reduce the sense of burden which 


might have been imposed otherwise by her presence. One man commented 


that “If she wanted to go, OK. I was happy. I’d be quite happy to just have to 


worry about myself”. Another woman said she felt she would be ‘in the way’ so 


she didn’t argue when her husband ‘sent me back’. These comments contrast 


sharply with those other scenarios (discussed below) where a capacity to 


develop a working relationship during the event seemed to benefit both parties 


and the overall task of preserving life and property. 


 


Location and decision making context: those who were at 


their properties at the time of the front  


 


Table 6 above shows that 8 women were at their properties at the time of the 


front. Two of these 8 (C8 and C9) reported acting ‘on advice’ from their 


husbands, one more explicitly on instruction (C8) than the other (C9). The 


remaining six reported both making their own decision, but also being positively 


influenced by what they described as the strength they gained from the 


presence of their husbands. We refer to this below as ‘socially influenced self 


directed’ decision making. 


 


Operating ‘on advice’ 


The first of the two women who concentrated in her account on her husband’s 


advice, reported that she drew on the strength from her husband’s active 


involvement and experience as a fire service volunteer. She reported saying to 


him: “Command me what to do.  We’ve got no time to communicate.  Direct me 


what to do……He doesn’t have to lose his life trying to find me….I did exactly 


as I was told.”  She said she felt that women are ‘very illequipped and illtrained 


without our men”. Her husband added – ‘the wives don’t know what to do”.   
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The second of the two women who reported acting on advice from her 


husband, noted that that while she initially had raised with her husband the idea 


that she and their daughter might leave, that he said emphatically:   “You’re not 


going.” This was not difficult for his wife to accept. She reflected during the 


interview: “Really, what is the point of leaving?  If you went to town you’d sit in 


there and you’re absolutely useless, whereas here if you stayed you could fight 


the fire or do something.” Interestingly, the young adult son in this household, 


who was less easy to engage in the interview process, did comment on his 


father’s advice to him mother and sister, with the comment: “what if it wasn’t the 


right decision?”. He seemed to be anticipating a future heavy burden of male 


responsibility in decision making. That this particular fire also turned the tables 


on ‘normality’ was clear in the wife’s comment on the usual roles played in this 


family. “[Usually] the women get to do the food to feed the fella’s and you keep 


abreast of where they are, and the fella’s go off and fight it.  They come home 


in 24 hours and it’s all out, but that wasn’t the case with this one”.   


 


Socially influenced self directed decision making. 


The remaining 6 women who were at home during the fire (C3, C4, C10, C11, 


C13, and C16), reported that they played a role in their own decision making, 


but were also influenced by the presence and advice from their husbands. In 


the first household, the husband was reported as saying “Now’s the time to go 


if you’re going….If you leave it any longer it’s going to be too late.”  He said this 


to his wife immediately after seeing the flames coming down the hill. He said 


that he thought his wife (who was not present for most of the interview) didn’t 


believe staying with the house “was a very smart idea at the time…..[but] I was 


reasonably certain if we stayed with the house we would be OK”.  He also said 


that “if I’d gone, she would have gone….I don’t think she would have gone on 


her own.”  Knowing that her husband was staying and had experience with 


fires, despite her strong desire to leave, she stayed.  “I had faith in him” and 


knew that leaving “was not the right thing to do.” This woman described being 


anxious most of the fire season. “I’ve always been scared…There’s always the 


chance of a stubble fire, …or a burn off getting out of control. ..I’ve always said 


to my husband…make sure that water cart’s full”.  


 


The second account was given by a woman who said that she “might have 


considered” going but was “more interested in being on the phone,” by which 
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she said she meant telephoning neighbours. This interviewee played a key role 


in alerting neighbours in the local area of the impending bushfire: “I was ringing 


everyone.” Her husband, who also contacted neighbours, then spent 


considerable time outside putting in fire breaks.  She and her daughter carried 


out a range of household tasks, including making food for those working 


nearby. She said ‘it really did settle us’ seeing her husband working the grader 


putting in the breaks. Had the fire burned beyond the fire breaks this 


interviewee said she might have considered leaving the property.  


 


The third account was given by the oldest person we interviewed, being a 


widow in her late 70’s, or early 80’s. She was resolute about her stance. “I 


wasn’t afraid; I had no intention of leaving.  I decided I was going to stay.” She 


drove a heavy farm vehicle while a neighbour, who was at the property as he 


could not get back to his farm, operated the pump. This woman spent most of 


her days out at the farm on which she had spent her married life, which was 


now farmed by her son. She watched the weather map every night and was 


fully aware when she went to the farm on the Tuesday morning, that it would be 


a ‘risky’ day. Her determination to stay was clear and unambiguous: “I wasn’t 


going to turn my back on everything we had worked for”.  


 


Reporting that she drew strength from her husband’s experience as a volunteer 


fire fighter, the fourth woman (C11) said that she “didn’t think twice about 


heading off.” If her husband had said ‘we’re leaving’ she would have left with 


him.  “I actually wasn’t all that worried. I just had confidence in him that he 


knew what he was doing so….I didn’t feel panicked….If he thinks we’re quite 


safe here, we’ll stay here and do something about it…” She added: “you just 


had to get on and do what had to be done…..we just concentrated on what we 


had to do.”  


 


The woman in the fifth case in this group had made a decision with her 


husband a long time ago, that they would stay together. They had made careful 


plans and had brought with them experience from a previous residence, where 


they were in positions of responsibility for others in a high fire risk area. She 


reported her resolve wavered when someone came to their property and tried 


to convince them to leave, saying “you’re going to die.”  “I could feel myself 


doubting my own courage.” She stayed, although she reported subsequently 
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experiencing panic attacks at the sound of the Emergency Warning System on 


the radio.  


 


The sixth and final case in this group (C16) drove with her husband through 


road blocks to get to her father’s home (from their home in town which was not 


directly threatened) and stayed there with him to defend the father’s home and 


help manage livestock (on a property on which she also had a business 


interest). The authority relationship in this case seemed to be between the 


father and daughter. The daughter said she was “more scared driving here 


through the fire. That was when I thought I was going to die.” She found the 


task of assisting her father to defend the house when under ember and direct 


flame attack, was relatively straightforward. “We had a task and we just did it, 


come what may.” Her father, also present at the interview, said “everybody just 


instinctively did what was obvious.” This young woman said that “every now 


and then, if someone went out of sight, I reckon I took the role of making sure 


that nobody succumbed to smoke when we weren’t looking”.  


 


Discussion 


While there was a range of responses to the threat of fire from in this study, the 


two common threads identified are the men’s burden of responsibility, including 


the potential for the wrong decision to be made, and issues of dependency in 


relation to women’s roles. By this we mean that in the main they were 


dependent in large part, on their husbands’ decision making in this sample of 


households.  


 


Some women from farming families were in safer environments. But to illustrate 


the point that it is inappropriate to stereotype situations, there were two women 


from farming families who left their properties (while the men stayed behind), 


one narrowly escaping injury or death, suggested that the context of ‘farming’ 


was not enough protection or reason to be included in the home and property 


defence. Nor was being from a household where the husband who may not 


have been a farmer but who none the less had ‘fire experience’, enough to be 


included in the response of other (again male) family members, who stayed 


with the property and actively defended themselves and it.  
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Several women spoke strongly about their lack of experience and some 


seemed somewhat dejected at their lack of confidence and skill to do what 


needed to be done. It is also quite likely that some of the women reporting 


these responses, with a different set of instructions and a different context of 


encouragement, could have played a valuable role in defending themselves 


and their properties. It was also noteworthy that while some of these women 


reporting feelings of inadequacy and lack of confidence, these were also some 


of the ones who reported that they felt constantly anxious about fire during the 


fire season. So while ‘awareness’ of the possibility of the threat of fire is a basic 


platform for action, awareness is not enough. In fact, ‘voiced awareness’ may, 


as in the case of one woman, act to attract attributions of ‘paranoia’ from 


others.  


 


Several of the women who stayed with their husbands, reported relying, in 


varying degrees, on the greater knowledge and skill held by their husbands 


when it came to an ability to respond to the threat of the fire. Several of the 


men and women implied that they stayed and worked together because the 


husband was at home and able to take the lead. There were clear examples of 


partnerships working well together, with one party in ‘charge’ and the other 


party being willing to follow instructions. The women were less vulnerable in 


these households, though as noted above, this reduced vulnerability was 


contingent on the presence of their husbands.  


 


There is a case to look at certain aspects of women’s issues separately, and 


various programs recognize this, such as the “Fiery Women” project in South 


Australia (see Delaine et al, 2008), which is based on the presumption that 


when learning skills that are usually in the male domain, women prefer to do 


this with other women (Long & Honner, 2007).  Men too may need their own 


‘space’ where their own needs for learning and well being can be explored, as 


exemplified in the ‘men’s sheds’ phenomena at a community level (Golding et 


al, 2008). We would argue for the development of a policy direction which also 


accommodated and encouraged a future unifying potential of the perspectives, 


skills, knowledge, and attributes of men and women together, in a world of 


increasing complexity and sometimes competing identities, and significant 


tensions (Nussbaum, 2004). The question of how to support the learning needs 


of family members holistically, is a serious question. We emphasise support, 


which leaves the focus on the needs of families and communities at this level, 
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at the community level. Government policy has pushed much community based 


learning toward vocational outcomes, and in so doing, has shifted the focus 


away from opportunities for communities to come together as communities 


(Golding et al, 2008)). This research provides a glimpse of the nature of the 


hidden burden for men in this domain of community safety and it is not one 


which fits the hyper masculine paradigm, a paradigm which itself holds 


pressures for men (Connell 1995).  


 


Conclusion 


This article seeks to shift the focus of much of the debate about community 


safety, to a deeper level, to a level which, hopefully respectfully, throws light on 


some of the more hidden vulnerabilities faced by both men and women as they 


respond to a severe life threatening event. Some of those vulnerabilities arise 


because of the roles undertaken when faced with such a threat are embedded 


in gendered relationships. The burdens of decision making can be seen then as 


somewhat differently constituted. This suggests that we do need to look at 


gender differences, but in examining difference, we do so in a way that is 


inclusive of both genders.  


The contradictions in concepts of masculinity, particularly in relation to 


responding to the threat of fire, require open exploration in a supportive 


environment. So too do the repercussions for women of the gendered 


dimensions of responding to fire, particularly the flow on effects of the societally 


ascribed role of ‘carer’ of children and others with dependent needs; this needs 


ongoing and open exploration. It is essential to aim for a holistic approach to 


well being at a community level, that both men and women together need to be 


supported to create opportunities to explore more fulfilling roles – where 


burdens are more equally shared, where role expectations can be questioned 


and possible alternatives thought about, and the skills, knowledge, awareness, 


relationships, and partnerships required for harmonious living in an increasingly 


bushfire prone environment, can be recognized, further developed, shared and 


sustained.. These explorations are required particularly at the household and 


community levels, with their results fed into and informing those programs 


which seek to support communities at their local level. Perhaps then we should 


talk of ‘agency engagement’ alongside? ‘community engagement’; to work 


toward the day when communities can be supported to articulate their own 


needs and requirements, so that they can then engage agencies in assisting 


them to support those needs.  
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The rich and knotty texture of caring experiences: 


A study of women’s response to bushfire 
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The contexts of care involves a range of activities which do not 


gracefully unfold, but contain different components that clash with one 


another…By identifying these components, we should come to 


understand the rich and knotty texture of our caring experience”. (Fisher 


and Tronto, p. 6) 


 


 


Abstract 


This article introduces to the field of hazards research the Fisher and Tronto 


(1990) theoretical framework of ‘care’: ‘caring about’, ‘taking care of’, 


‘caregiving’ and ‘care receiving’. We develop this framework using from an 


interview study of 17 households following a major fire event, and use it to 


focus on women’s responses to the threat of bushfire as understood through 


the use of care. We find that caring responses in the face of a fire threat are 


informed in large part by issues of gender relations. Socialization into more 


traditionally female roles impacted on women’s response capacity and 


experiences. Barriers to open and inclusive thinking about how to bring about 


shifts in these patterns could be addressed by increasing representation of 


women in dialogue about community safety at both the community and 


organizational level.  
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Introduction 


An extreme hazard event poses a threat to communities in ways which before 


the event, may have not been anticipated. It also provides an opportunity to 


look more closely at community responses for the lessons they can teach us 


about the complexity embedded in hazard responses. This article examines a 


subset of data from a previously published study (Goodman et al, 2007) and 


proposes that a framework of ‘care’ is a useful lens for further analysis of this 


data.  


 


The questions which will guide this writing include: 


 


 What are the different ways in which caring manifests in a hazard 


situation? 


 In what ways can the nature of women’s caring be hidden from view?  


 What are the implications of this for service delivery and hazards 


research? 


 


The Wangary fire event 


Wangary is located on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia, which is 


one of the southern states of Australia. The area is largely agricultural, 


supporting a large number of grain and grazing businesses, with coastal areas 


supporting a large fishing and tourist population. The landscape contains 


several smaller inland townships, and also areas of heavily forested National 


Park.  


 


The fire began on Monday 10th January, 2005 in the Wangary area. On 


Tuesday (‘Black Tuesday’) morning the fire broke containment lines and 


claimed nine lives, two men on a private fire unit and seven women and 


children, six of whom were caught in cars fleeing the fire. Ninety-three homes 


were destroyed along with numerous other buildings, vehicles and equipment 


and over 46,000 stock (Smith 2005).i Being January, it was school holiday time, 


an immediate alert that ‘care of children’ in the main would be in the hands of 


women at that time. Rhodes (2005) reported in his analysis of data from a 


telephone interview study, that “more than two thirds of the respondents 
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present at their property reported they received less than 30 minutes warning of 


the fire” (p.50) 


 


Research approach 


Researchers from the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre carried out semi 


structured interviews with 17 households, speaking to a total of 35 residents. 


These households were selected from 191 residents who participated in 


Rhodes’ (2005) telephone survey, who answered that they would be willing to 


speak further with researchers. The basis of the selection was to seek 


households across four relatively distinct areas of the fire ground, which 


experienced the main force of the fire impact at different times, from ‘earliest 


impact’ to ‘latest impact’.  


 


Sixteen of the 17 interviews were tape recorded (a total of 19 hours of taped 


interview), with the remaining interview transcribed from notes and subsequent 


recollections of the researchers present. The interviews took place in July 


2005, some 7 months after the fire. Three interviewers (two females and one 


male) were present at 15 of the interviews, and two interviewers, both female, 


conducted the other two interviews.  


 


While this article focussing on aspects of care seeks to examine the data 


through womens’ experiences, we do not argue that ‘care’, and the capacity to 


care and the activity of ‘caring’, is an attribute shown more by women than 


men. We see it, along with Lloyd (2000), as a ‘widespread activity in which we 


are all implicated’ and along with Tronto (1993), that there also can be a dark 


side of care. We would agree with Chamberlayne and King (2000) who hold 


that the study of ‘care’ involves a ‘focus on the mystery which lies at the heart 


of social inquiry, the mutual shaping of individual lives and social structures”. 


Our interpretation of this research data brings to light a range of care activities 


which are engaged in response to a crisis, it also suggests that there is 


potential in thinking about care more broadly. Where this can be done, it opens 


up the idea that, if supported, communities can work through how they can 


choose to ‘care differently’, in ways which will further increase community 


safety. Ideas of care can also be meaningful for the community education 


function of the fire services and others (particularly those doing community 


development and education). Staff, volunteers and others in these roles can 
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use these ideas to consolidate and further their thinking about how they can 


support those who can find time in their lives to ‘care about’ the threat of fire to 


them and the communities in which they live.  


 


 The scholarship of ‘Care’  


The social phenomenon of care has only begun to receive serious attention 


from social researchers and the public in recent years. Fine (2004) proposes 


this is possibly so as care historically has been regarded as the responsibility of 


the family, or, when ‘intervention’ is called for, the responsibility of the state, 


leading him to say that as a taken for granted quality, it was either hidden away 


behind the picket fence of home, or the heavy doors of closed institutions. Like 


Fine (2004), we hold that care is productively regarded as a social rather than a 


personal or familial issue. We recognise the scholarship of those who research 


the place of ‘care’ in the ‘work life’ balance debates (Pocock, 2003), in issues of 


care as studied in relation to child care (Brennan, 1998), or those who study 


community care programs around older, ill, or disabled citizens (Newton, 2001). 


However the ideas presented here invoke a broad framework of ‘care’ which 


seeks to move away from notions of care as necessarily involving a ‘carer’ and 


the recipient of that care, that is, one conceptualised as an unevenly weighted 


dynamic, to one which is broad enough to allow for fluidity, inter dependency, 


and mutuality between the parties. Those parties can be located within a 


household, between households and also within and between organizations. 


The breadth we seek to canvas is captured in Daly’s (2002) theorising of care 


as a ‘public good’.. An interactive, mutual, complex, and ‘rich and knotty’ idea of 


care as seen at the household and neighbourhood level materialises in certain 


ways in the crisis event of a bushfire. The interview data both highlighted that 


women were prone to adopt certain roles around care, particularly around 


aspects of household management, including children and pets. Men, who in 


addition to some of the more usually recognisable roles of handlers of 


machinery and other forms of property defence, took up the specially 


burdensome role of providing a form of care, by way of advice, to their partners. 


In some cases, in the heat of the moment, the offering of this form of care 


appeared to increase the likelihood of a safer outcome for women, and in other 


cases, a decrease in the likelihood. We have discussed elsewhere in terms of 


the burden of care this poses for men (Goodman and Cottrell, publication 


pending).  
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Fisher and Tronto (1990) have conceptualized care across the ‘public private’ 


divide, a divide which requires an increased research and practice attention 


particularly in this field of community safety policy and practice. This is 


particularly so because of the principle of ‘shared responsibility’’. This is seen 


as a foundational principle in community safety, and ‘refers to the need for 


responsibility to be shared between individuals, fire and other agencies and 


governments’ (Elsworth et al, 2009). Fisher and Tronto (1990) view caring as 


follows:  


 


On the most general level, we suggest that caring be viewed as a 


species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue 


and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That 


world includes our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which 


we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustaining web. …. It is the 


social aspects [of care which] speak ultimately to our survival as a 


species rather than as isolated individuals (Fisher and Tronto, p. 39 and 


40). 


 


Yet conceptualising this data in a framework of care poses some risks. One risk 


arises from the politics of care. Where ‘care’ is practised as or undertaken as 


paid work, it is typically low paid and is predominantly carried out by women. 


There are also attendant risks in the idea of thinking about care in its 


manifestation in ‘informal’ relationships at the community level. Milroy and 


Wismer (1994) have noted that community work done by women, as separate 


from domestic and ‘traded’ work, is underconceptualised, despite the 


increasing evidence of the roles women play at a community level before, 


during and after disasters (Neal and Phillips, 1990). The data about caring in 


this study is more located in this ‘informal’ world, either the more private world 


of caring between members of a household to each other, or toward their 


immediate neighbours, and in some cases, caring as manifested in feelings 


toward the wider ‘environment’ (Fien, 2007). So the territory of care is politically 


difficult, emotionally fraught, and conceptually complex. The ideas put forward 


in this study are exploratory, given the paucity of published material in relation 


to women and bushfires in Australia, and also given the fact that the original 


piece of research did not specifically set out to explore women’s perspectives. 
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In keeping with the thrust of thinking about the social aspects of caring efforts, 


Fisher and Tronto (1990) suggest the following ‘intertwining phases’ of care – 


caring about, taking care of, caregiving, and care-receiving. They also suggest 


that there are some preconditions of caring activity, which they call ‘ability’ 


factors – time, material resources, knowledge and skill.  


 


Research Data  


Table 1 below sets out definitional material of four dimensions of care, and 


maps onto these dimensions research data which illuminate these dimensions, 


as interpreted from the accounts provided by interviewees prompted by the 


Wangary fire event.  


 


“Caring about”. 


The idea of who ‘cares’ about what, or who holds a particular ‘disposition’ to 


‘care about’ something, can be seen as having its origins on a number of 


different levels. One level is as a culturally embedded phenomenon. In setting 


up the interviews, for example, it was not uncommon to experience the more 


subtle cultural influences becoming evident in relation to who, for example, is 


seen to ‘mostly care’ about ‘fire’ within the household. Some women initially 


advised researchers that if it was ‘fire’ we needed to talk about, that we would 


need to speak to ‘the ‘man’ in the house. The topic of ‘fire’ was, by and large, 


seen to be the domain of men.  


 


There is often a division of labour around certain things which seems to reflect 


an underlying view of what one’s role was in relation to what was to be ‘cared 


about’. As Fisher and Tronto (1990) observe, there is a set of ‘ability factors’ 


which goes with the practice of care. They cite time, material resources, 


knowledge and skill as such factors (p.41). Amongst the research participants, 


it was typically men who had more ability in relation to bushfire defence, and as 


some of the women noted, women have taken up the role of support, in relation 


to fire events in general. This was summed up by one woman:  


 


[Usually] the women get to do the food to feed the fella’s and you keep 


abreast of where they are, and the fella’s go off and fight it. They come 


home in 24 hours and it’s all out, but that wasn’t the case with this one.  
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Table 1 Dimensions of Care (adapted from Fisher and Tronto, 1990) 


 


Dimensions 
of care 


Boundaries of 
dimension 


Exemplars from the data: 
predisposing roles pre crisis; 
roles taken up at the time of 


crisis  


Caring about A mental disposition, an 
emotional engagement; a 
concern for the well being 
of others. This is seen as 
an ‘orientation’ rather 
than a ‘motivation’, and 
therefore requires some 
selection.  


‘Men hold the skill and knowledge 
about fire’;  
Women who constantly worried 
about the threat of fire in the 
environment; 
Women expressing concern they 
could not warn enough neighbours 
of the impending threat due to lack 
of current neighbours’ contact 
details; 
 


Taking care 
of 


A response to the above 
mental disposition; can 
be seen as taking 
responsibility for activities 
that support one’s view of 
our world 


Women who enacted the role of 
key carers of children, other 
dependents and pets;  
Women who saw that they were 
responsible for family memorabilia; 
Women who were instructed to 
manage tenants.  


Caregiving The ‘hands on’ work of 
maintenance and repair 


Women who actually did the hands 
on care of children;  
Those who took up a role of caring 
for a male partner while he 
managed the wider fire event; 
Those women who were asked to 
care for a family member away 
from the property at the time of the 
fire event. 


Care 
receiving 


This includes the 
responses of those to the 
‘care giving’,  


Those women who were recipients 
of care from their spouses, which 
resulted in two different outcomes – 
one where the nature of the care 
provided led to their inclusion in 
active roles in life and property 
defence, and those for whom the 
care response from husbands 
resulted in them leaving the 
property  
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While this stereotype is breaking down, there is still some residual validity in the 


image painted by this interviewee. McLennan et al (2007) summarise research 


findings of factors impacting on Australia’s women volunteer fighters, as well as 


findings in relation to perceptions of women about the idea of volunteering for 


fire fighting. They cite some of the structural, attitudinal and practical underlying 


barriers for women to be able to respond to, or ‘care about’ the incidence of fire 


in the environment.  


 


In a broad sense, we think that those women who talked of being more 


chronically anxious about the possible threat of fire, could be seen to be ‘caring 


about’ the wider issue of the threat of fire in the landscape, despite this 


representation of care could be seen as more of an individualistic or personal 


fear. We would tend to view such concerns on a more ‘social’ rather than an 


‘individual’ plane. In this more social light, such anxieties could be seen as a 


potential strength. A strengths based approach would provide a perspective 


through which these concerns could be reframed, thus taking them from the 


private to the public arena. In this light, their expressed anxiety could be taken 


as a form of heightened awareness. This would require a shift in thinking at the 


household and neighbourhood level, particularly in those households, 


communities or organizations where heightened awareness is labelled by those 


in authority or dominant positions, as neurotic.  


 


The elderly woman who was tenacious in her property defence, added a 


dimension to the notion of ‘caring about’, in her account of her response to the 


fire, when she said that that she was not going to turn her back on everything 


they had worked for. She was speaking here of a ‘lifetime’ of care. This 


suggested a dimension of ‘care’ which exceeded the immediate boundary of 


the property representing her son’s current farming interests, to one which 


represented a lifetime’s farming work which she and her husband (now 


deceased) had started and which her son was carrying on. Despite her current 


residence being away from the farm, we saw her orientation as a ‘generational’ 


perspective. In subsequent contact with this woman, exemplifies a further 


broadening of her ‘caring about’. She pays particular attention to caring about 


the fire proneness of the small seaside town in which she now resides, and 


participates in community safety activities in ways that enact that care.  
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We also caught glimpses from a few women that they had too had taken on a 


role of caring about the local neighbourhood. One particular woman, well 


connected to the formal and informal network connected to the fire service, was 


able to warn some neighbours of the impending disaster, but she voiced her 


distress that due to not keeping up to date with the changes in tenants on 


properties near them, meant she could not establish telephone contact with 


them. When asked what she wished she could have done more of as the fire 


was threatening, she said “phone more people”. There was a stronger sense of 


‘relatedness’ to (or in our adapted Tronto framework, ‘caring about’) neighbours 


from those women who were from a farming background, than there was from 


some of the younger women who were newcomers to the area. This points to 


the obvious conclusion that to ‘care about’ one must somehow ‘know about’.  


 


There are barriers for some women to ‘care about’ certain matters. One woman 


from a knowledgeable and fire competent male-led farming family voiced her 


desire to learn more about protective clothing and garden maintenance. In the 


presence of researchers, her husband told her that these were not matters 


requiring her follow-up as they already had information or resources relevant to 


her question. Another woman who was advised by her husband to leave, 


crashed into a tree in the smoke and narrowly avoided the fire front, told 


researchers she would rather stay inside the home in a future bushfire event. 


Her husband, while deeply regretting his advice to her to leave, held (very 


strongly) an alternative view, which was that in a future fire event, she should 


stay in the car outside the home on a clear patch of ground. This gave 


researchers a glimpse of the difficulty for some women to be able to ‘know’, or 


‘know differently’. There is a lot at stake here for some women, who may not 


question the care which was offered to them, in the form of advice from 


husbands. 


 


“Taking care of”. 


The four categories of ‘care’ mutually inform each other. For example, in 


reporting on the woman who noted that women take care of the men by taking 


care of the food, this is not to suggest that this form of ‘care taking’ or ‘taking 


care’ should in any way be minimised. Indeed, it is a critical role and any 


salaried member of staff in the fire services who has had to grapple with the 
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dilemma of the making and delivering food provisions for fire fighters will attest 


to it being a very ‘hot’ issue. It is ‘hot’ in large part because it strikes at the 


identity of those who have taken it upon themselves to care in this way. At least 


in the recent past, community organising around food provision has been one 


clear and defined role community members, particularly women, can take up 


and deliver, competently, intelligently and lovingly.  


 


Some women reported acts of ‘keeping an eye on’ the men, while they carried 


out more discrete and concrete tasks and one’s closer to the fire. One woman 


stood at the front door, quickly opening and closing it, and tended to her 


husband’s eyes and other general care, while he took a brief respite and 


readied himself to go back out again to deal with spot fires which were 


impacting directly on the house. He reported being grateful for his wife taking 


this role. He indicated he felt ‘cared for’,or ‘watched over’, and that she would 


know that his failure to return would signal he was in trouble. This form of 


‘taking care of’ can and does extend to the post fire environment. In a 


discussion with one of the research participants some months after these 


interviews were carried out, one of the women talked of the ‘men suffering 


silently”. Many women take care of family life in both explicit and subtle ways 


 


Women’s lead role in ‘taking care of’ children was evident in the data. Again, 


the ‘perceived or self inscribed role’ (‘taking care of’) and the actual acting on 


that role (‘care giving’) are closely related, and this is elaborated on in the next 


section.  


 


There was an extension of this idea of caring for children, to caring for pets. 


One woman recounted that one major reason she took time to pile the pets in 


the car while the paddocks through which she intended to and did drive were 


already catching alight, was to reduce the likelihood that she would have to 


report to her children that their pets had died. Her children were not at the 


property at the time. Women who took up the role of managing family 


memorabilia in relation to the threat of fire, tied in with a wider role of ‘taking 


care of’ family in general 


 


The researchers speculated whether women in subservient work roles may not 


be able to exercise full control over their capacity to ‘take care of’ others. One 


interviewee was a sole employee in a retail business the day of the fire. She 
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noted that she would not have hesitated to close the shop if it had been her 


own business, leaving open the possible inference that the fact that the 


business was not her own, may have played a role in what turned out to be her 


late departure from the shop to travel into a riskier situation given the direction 


the fire, and this woman, was then travelling in. These sorts of concerns can be 


seen as another aspect of the idea of ‘taking care of’. How each woman 


interprets how, and what, she should ‘take care of’. will come down to a 


complex mix of issues and circumstances. ‘ Some women, particularly those in 


low paid work, may feel they have a limited sense of control over their 


circumstances, which would further erode their sense of personal agency. They 


may face conflicting role demands which would further influence what they can 


‘take care of’. A consortium of rights based organizations highlight in a report 


on a San Diego firestorm, concerns faced by men for their jobs in low paid work 


and how these influenced their fire response decisions. (Firestorm, 2007). 


There are clearly not only gender, but class, race, and ability issues which 


intersect with how free to ‘take care of’ matters people deem most important to 


them.  


  


 “Caregiving” 


Among the 17 households, five households had young children, but none of the 


children was present at the time the fire impacted. However, it is the ‘child care 


patterns’ in ordinary life which need highlighting, for it is these patterns which 


emphasise the extent to which women are involved as caregivers, and it is 


these patterns which when attached to the care giving role, heighten the 


vulnerability of women. This is because a common fire response is for the 


women and children to ‘leave’, and as this is often carried out ‘late’, there is an 


increase in the likelihood that women and children will be on the road in the 


most dangerous times. In two of the five households which usually comprised 


children, at the time of the fire, two of the children were in the care of a parent 


away from the property, and in the other three, two sets of children were with 


their grandmother and one other child was being cared for by his mother’s 


sister. Caring for children in this sample matched the wider community pattern 


of child care being a gendered activity. However, while the responses from the 


women in these households reflected the view that to flee late was dangerous, 


all but one would wish for the children to be away from the property at the time 


of fire. The high proportion of women and children in the deaths in the Wangary 


fire tragically point to the importance of the role of women as child carers, 
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where the two family group deaths comprised a mother and two children in one 


group, and a grandmother and two children in another group. The only woman 


(and she was a young woman) in this sample group who was adamant that the 


children should be with her at the property in a future fire event, was also a 


woman who disagreed with the idea of using the home as a refuge. 


 


“Care receiving” 


The women in our research as well as being seen and seeing themselves as 


having particular family (caring) responsibilities, were also recipients of care 


from male members of their households. We have documented in other 


research (see Goodman and Cottrell, 2009) examples of when that relationship 


worked well for women – those cases where the women were able to take 


advantage of the abilities of the men, where those abilities were part of the 


profile of the men being the main ‘carer about’ fires. In those circumstances 


which seemed to work well, the women were able to take up a ‘follower’ role 


during the fire event, and work alongside their partners or other males present, 


doing what was required. One could conceptualise these women as being 


initially ‘care receivers’. This ‘care receiving’ categorization is one which in 


certain circumstances, merges with the ‘care giving’ one above’. One example 


would be when a recipient of care, becomes, through that care, enabled to 


‘care for’ other members of the household, and, in some instances in this study, 


to care for tenants.  


 


Some women who were the recipients of care in the form of advice to ‘leave’, 


did so, and even though the advice was given with the best intentions, their 


departures closely coincided with the arrival of the fire front. Some men 


expressed regret about this advice, suggesting they experienced some sort of 


‘role failure’.  


 


Even the two women who acted ‘on their own decision’, were not immune from 


expressions of regret, either their own expressions, or those made by their 


husbands. One husband, while his preference would have been for his wife to 


stay at the property, expressed regret that when she did leave, that he didn’t 


advise her to take the opposite direction than the one she took. Another woman 


who left of her own accord, appeared to still be struggling at the time of the 


interview, to come to grips with fact that when she did return back home many 
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hours later, after several life threatening events in the space of a few hours, 


that her husband and brother, who had remained at the property, did not 


inquire about where she had been. There was a sense that she was still ‘short’ 


of the care she might have expected or needed to receive. She added that it 


was also possible that they were shell shocked themselves, suggesting they 


may have been ‘unable to care’ at that time.  


 


Discussion  


Connecting the ‘care’ literature to that of gender and disasters  


Taking the broad lens of ‘care’ as seen in its various forms in this research 


data, opens the way to thinking more explicitly about care at the household and 


community level, and conversely, throws some light on aspects of 


responsiveness to hazards which are often hidden from view.  


 


We would concur with those scholars who argue that care can be seen as a 


positive ethical disposition, concerned as it is toward the importance of 


relationships, and that with this emphasis on relationships, it can be seen, on 


balance, to be gendered toward women. It is sometimes contrasted with the 


ethic of the way ‘business is usually done’, where these accounts highlight what 


some see as the more masculine values of competitiveness, and 


individualistically oriented achievement (Mulilis, 1998). These competitive and 


individualistically oriented values are sometimes seen to diminish the quality of 


relationships. When relationships are undervalued or diminished, the more 


feminine qualities with which they are sometimes associated, as Fletcher 


(1997) argues, disappear, or fall from view. 


 


However, there are some powerful forces which push ‘care’ as a useful 


construct in thinking about gender and disasters, away from the dominant 


frame of thought. One such force is the tight link, particularly in rural areas, 


between fire response being about ‘property response’. That the term ‘farmer’ 


has been a gendered one, and aligned with men, has been long the case, 


although this too is changing, but in some areas, the change is slow (Hamilton, 


2007; Brandth, 2003; Alston, 1998). In rural (farming) areas, it has been the 


norm that the men concern themselves with the broad issues of fire as an ‘out 


of home’ threat, and the women have concentrated more on the ‘in home’ 


concerns (England 2005). ‘In home’ concerns can widen into community level 
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concerns. Neal and Philips (1990) draw attention to the ‘support role’ women 


play during and following disasters at a community level.  


 


There are links here too with the history of brigades, where there has been an 


emphasis on collective local action, but still with some gender divisions along 


who takes up what role – with the men more active in the operational aspects 


of fire defence, and the women in the less visible support roles (which of course 


is also changing, again, more obviously in some areas than others; see 


McLennan et al, 2005)). So the emphasis in the ‘field’, where the ‘field’ is 


narrowly defined in response and operational terms, has been historically and 


in still in many ways currently, a gendered one. With the heavy emphasis on 


matters of ‘property’, there is a simultaneous diminution of emphases on 


‘relationships’ and ‘relatedness’ between household members, including other 


family members, children and pets. Davidson and Freudenberg (1996) found 


that the role of nurturer and care provider, a role largely performed by women, 


is associated with health and safety issues in general, that is, the well being of 


others. This role may be particularly ‘active’ when women are parenting.  


 


Conclusion 


With England (2005), we find value in building knowledge about the everyday 


operations of care in the various field in which we study and practice. This 


research also points to the importance of linking aspects of care, with that of 


disaster response, and seeing where increased attention is needed for support 


to particular groups within communities. For those groups whose activities are 


focused on care as part of their usual practices, they may need to modify these 


caring activities if these activities are placing them or those they care for, at 


greater risk. One of the functions of community education and awareness 


activities is to assist people to strengthen their capacity to be mindful of each 


other in ways which heighten the chance of a safe outcome in a disaster 


situation. While community education staff can seek to promote more inclusivity 


in shared thinking at a community level, they have less traction in the wider 


organizational context. This context often exhibits a culture of ‘reactive 


operational expediency’ (McLennan et al, p.68), and in which the senior ranks 


are dominated by those with career operational backgrounds, ranks which 


seldom include women.  
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We would also argue, along with Scanlon (1997) and McLennan et al (2005) 


that more women need to be at the table discussing and deliberating matters in 


both policy terms and practice terms in the context of hazards and disasters. 


Scanlon observes that as more women are involved in local government, they 


will also ‘assume increasing power in disaster response” (Scanlon, 1997, p.6). 


With increased attention to reducing the barriers between the mitigation, 


preparedness, response and recovery phases of disaster, this stronger 


presence of women in recovery may ‘flow backwards’ to strengthen mitigation 


and preparedness activities. We would argue, with Fordham (1998) and others, 


that women need to be made, and make themselves, more visible. This is said 


in the knowledge that women already shoulder an uneven burden of ‘care’ 


already, in the domestic domain (Orloff, 1996; Fraser, 1997). 


 


While being concerned to highlight women’s perspectives where they are not 


visible, we are careful that the reader should not conclude that women will just 


have to ‘do more’ than they are already doing in the household, community, 


and ‘out of home’ roles. Lister’s 1990 British study needs repeating and 


contextualising, but its findings bear keeping in mind – that 52% of the women 


surveyed, compared to 21% of men, said they ‘felt tired most of the time’. We 


walk a fine line here; we wish to throw light on women’s perspectives, without 


helping to create the conditions which lead to more expectations being thrust 


upon them.  


 


Women and men alike need to have the opportunity to think and talk about their 


responsibilities as they perceive them, and where necessary, seek to change, 


and be assisted to change, those role definitions which impede safer responses 


to disaster situations. We need to consider the whole of the ‘emergency 


management’ spectrum, and include in this, mainstream ‘non emergency’ 


people and perspectives. We need to keep working to increase opportunities 


for key parties to either be able to show respect for, or learn to respect, the 


views of women, and in so doing, increase everyone’s capacity to both create, 


and then be responsive to, a more balanced community safety perspective. 
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Abstract
In eliciting feedback from household members 
affected by ember attack in an urban interface 
fire, researchers found evidence of latent and 
actual strengths at the individual, household 
and community levels. How the emergency 
services acknowledge and work with these 
strengths across Australia’s varied community 
landscape provides both ongoing challenges and 
opportunities for increasing community safety. 


Introduction


This article describes results from part of a small study 
that was carried out following a fire on the boundary 
of a rural Australian town. We discuss community 
responses to the threat, at the informal household level 
of family and friends assisting those who were impacted 
by the fire, and at the neighbourhood level. At the 
household level, we see a thread of similar states of 
mind and action running through those households that 
had had farming experience, in terms of their acceptance 
of the threat of fire, some preparedness for this, and 
an ‘automatic’ decision to stay with their properties. 
At the community level, we highlight two particular 
responses. One is the response of a community member 
with expertise in fire safety, who resided outside the fire 
impacted area, and assisted in his role as a concerned 
citizen. His efforts were regarded by the relevant 
households as valuable and substantial. The other is 
the ‘post fire’ widening of membership of a pre-existing 
neighbourhood group of three households who had 
jointly purchased a private fire unit prior to the fire.  
We link our findings particularly to some recent 
Australian literature in the field.


The setting is made anonymous to encourage readers  
to make connections with their own communities.  
We will refer to the fire event as the Boldrewood Fire, 
and the city impacted as the city of Starlight. This study 
was carried out in a region where an ongoing fire service 
position in community education/development was  
only beginning. 


Two Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (BCRC) 
researchers were in the area within a month of the 
Boldrewood fire. Interest was expressed in a small study 
to gain feedback from the community on their response 
to the fire. This article draws on data arising from 11 
interviews, 10 with affected households, and one with 
private fire unit owners in a nearby neighbourhood. 
Additional research on the timing and content of the 
public broadcasting of this fire event is not presented  
in this article. 


The context of the fire event


The Boldrewood fire began before the official fire season 
at around 9.30 on a weekday morning, in the rural Shire 
of Boldrewood. This was the first fire to threaten the 
City of Starlight (population 15,000) since the Marsh 
fire a few years prior in which there were significant 
community losses. The Boldrewood fire crossed into the 
City of Starlight and impacted on homes on its perimeter. 
The fire – said to have commenced from a machinery 
spark at a rural Shire home – was initially extinguished 
by a neighbour with the use of a jointly owned private 
fire unit. It reignited in nearby scrub, travelled across 
several acres over the city boundary, into a privately 
owned gully with a disused factory site at the bottom.  
It then emerged at the first of several city streets 


Several homes in “Boldrewood” experienced “urban interface” fires.
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Helen Goodman and John Gawen analyse a community’s reaction to the ‘Shire of Boldrewood’ fire.
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adjoining this rural land, with spotting at two locations 
further into these residential streets. The gully hampered 
fire fighting efforts, but the fire was brought under 
control within a period of about four hours. 


No homes or lives were lost. The city street facing 
the gully was the most impacted, with several homes 
experiencing ember attack and one home losing some 
roofing. The fire is accurately described as an ‘urban 
interface’ fire. In all, resources used included at least 
29 vehicles from the combined emergency services 
attended, aerial suppression, and an unknown number 
of private fire units. 


Profile of urban households


Sixteen homes were approached using a doorknock 
method within a month of the fire. Residents in three 
declined (“not convenient”), three were unoccupied, and 
10 responded favourably to the opportunity. We refer to 
these households as ‘household A’, ‘B’ etc’. Tables 1 and 
2 below set out the number of households interviewed, 
and describe some of their characteristics. 


Life Stage and Home Ownership


Of the ten households, three comprised families with 
young children with at least one partner in paid work, 
one comprised an employed middle aged couple, three 
comprised retired couples, and three comprised single 
women, one in paid work and the other two retired. 


Six of the households had lived at their current address 
for over 5 years, and four for less. The longstanding 


residents included one of 30 years, one of 17 years  
and one of 15 years. 


Of the ten homes, eight were owned and two were 
rented. At the time of the interview, residents in two 
households intended to leave and find work in another 
part of Australia. Of the five workplaces referred to, 
three were local, the fourth more than 80 kilometres 
away, and the fifth offshore. 


Table 1 Households interviewed


Number of households interviewed 10


Number of adults present during interview 1�


Total number of usual occupants (including children) of these 10 households 22


Table 2 Life stage’, residential and occupational profile of households and their ‘Stay-Go’ decision1 


Household 
Number2


Life stage Years at 
present 
address


Home 
ownership


Farming 
Experience


Fire 
Experience


‘Stay-Go’ 
Decision


B
G
H


Family with young children, with at 
least one partner working


2
1�
Less than 1


Yes
No
Yes


No
No
Yes


No
No
Yes


Go
Go
Stay


C Couple Middle Aged: both working 10 Yes No No Go


D
F
I


Couple - Older /retired (over �0) Less than �
11
30


Yes
Yes
Yes


Yes
No
No


Yes
No
Yes


Stay
Go
Stay


E Single woman – �0’s: working 2 No No No Stay


J Single woman, �0’s: retired � Yes Yes Yes Stay


A Single woman, �0’s: retired 1� Yes Yes Yes Stay


 1  The Australasian Fire Authorities Council (AFAC) has a national policy position known as the ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ 
policy, and is sometimes abbreviated to the ‘stay or go’ position. The AFAC position paper, “Position Paper on Community Safety and 
Evacuation During Bushfires is available at: www.afac.com.au


 2 The households were ascribed an alphabetical letter in the order in which they were interviewed.
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“Farm” Experience


Four households in Table 2 (H, D, J & A) have or had 
farming experience. One household (H) currently owned 
and ran a farm and three (households D, J and A) were 
retired farmers, one comprising a couple and the other 
two, single women. These four households had farmed 
within 100 kilometres of Starlight, typically in grain and 
sheep industries. On the day of the Boldrewood fire, a 
member of household H retrieved their fire unit from 
the farm and used it in the defence of their own and 
neighbours’ property. 


Fire Experience


Table 2 details 5 households with fire experience  
(H, D, I, J and A). Four of these households (H, D, J 
& A) are discussed above as having ‘farm experience’. 
These households reported their familiarity with stubble 
fires from their work as grain growers, with fires from 
other causes, and with the fire prone nature of the 
farming landscape which surrounded Boldrewood. 


While the farm currently owned by household H had 
narrowly missed being impacted by the Marsh fire in 
2005, fire had been part of their landscape as farmers. 
Within household H was an older family member who 
had been a past member of the rural fire service. As 
noted above, this household also owned a fire unit 
which they retrieved from their farm the day of the 
Boldrewood fire. 


While retired from farming, households D, A and J 
reported drawing on their past experience with fire in 
their approach to the Boldrewood fire. Household J 
readily recalled her (farming) father fighting fires with 
“spades and wet bags” in her childhood, and recalled 
her own adulthood with her husband in a farming 
community near Starlight, which she described as a 
“tinder box”. Household A said she too had “learned  
what to do” in fires. “We always burned off as farmers”. 
She was alert to the smoke on the skyline at the outset, 
as was household D, a couple, who reported sighting  
“a wisp of white smoke”. 


There was only one household (I) in Table 2 who 
did not have farming experience but whom we have 
classified as having “fire” experience. The male in this 
household reported that he had experienced fires during 
the WW2 Blitz in London, and that as a young boy  
had learnt that small fires following a fire hazard can  
be extinguished. 


No Fire Experience


Table 2 also denotes five households (B, G, C, F, and E) 
with no fire experience. We see these households  
as constituting a continuum, which we describe  
starting with the ‘least experienced’ in relation to the 
threat of fire. 


The residents in Household B were born outside 
Australia, and had had no exposure to or experience 
with bushfire. Household F had retired to Starlight from 
outback Australia, where they regarded the grassfires 
they had experienced as in no way comparable to either 
the Marsh or the Boldrewood fires. 


The next three households (C, E and G) while not 
having direct bushfire experience, drew on some 
hazard related experiences. Household C reported 
being threatened by a nearby fire 10 years previously 
in another part of Australia. Household E recalled her 
prior experience some years prior as an SES volunteer, 
and reported that she gained further courage on the 
day of the fire when she put on her one remaining 
piece of State Emergency Service (SES) gear, her boots. 
Household G, the last of the five households on the  
‘no fire experience’ continuum, comprised a young 
family where the mother had always intended to leave 
in the event of fire. She always had a packed bag near 
the front door on a Total Fire Ban day. Her partner, who 
worked offshore, felt his offshore workplace training 
included dealing with structural fires may have assisted 
him in circumstances other than the ones he faced that 
day, when he felt obliged to accompany his partner  
and children who wanted to leave the area.


Risk Perception


We asked householders how they rated the risk of fire 
in their area. Eight of the ten households regarded 
Boldrewood as a high risk area. Some regarded the area 
as fire prone, given its similarity to the terrain on which 
they had previously farmed. Some used the phrase  
“a tinder box”, and drew attention to two previous 
“lucky escapes” for the city of Starlight: the Marsh fire  
in 2005 and another in 2001. Several noted that the 
Marsh fire had heightened their perception of risk. 


Two households, (B and I) were both overseas born. 
While stating that they did not see Boldrewood as a 
high fire risk area, their other responses suggested 
otherwise. Household B expressed dissatisfaction with 
the continually dry climate and found it “scary” and 
“isolated” asking: “Where do you go if there’s a fire in 
Starlight - into the sea?” They were moving out to a 
“greener” part of Australia, more like their country of 
origin. Household I had had several discussions with 
their neighbour about the fire risk of tires piled against 
their shared fenceline3. We concluded that both these 
households had some risk awareness. 


Awareness of risk was expressed in other ways.  
Two households noted that while the City cleared scrub, 
it had been left in a pile, thus increasing the fire risk. 
Two other households reported that property owners 
in the rural Shire of Boldrewood appeared not to be 
required to put in the fire breaks which were required 
of them when they were farming. Three households 
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referred specifically to the threat posed by the pile of 
wooden pallets in the disused factory site at the bottom 
of Boldrewood Gully. One resident said she was unhappy 
about this rubbish in the gully but did not know who 
she should approach. One resident felt that their risk was 
increased by the failure of the Water Authority to remove 
fallen timber from a nearby access track.


Property Preparedness and Planning


Our data on household property preparedness levels 
were not comprehensive across all the households. 


The households of current or past farmers (H, D, J and 
A) had made a prior decision that they would stay with 
their property, although the female partner in household 
H had decided she would go with the children in the 
event of a fire. Households D, J, and A talked of trying 
to keep their fuel loads down, and household H had 
only just moved into their home, which they regarded 
as poorly prepared for fire, with dense shrubs close to 
the house4. Household I had also decided he would 
stay, and had prepared his garden, had assembled and 
checked his equipment to deal with spot fires, but his 
wife was not committed to a plan. For at least one of the 
older farmers, their preparation was limited by their age. 
Household A was over 70, and while she regularly raked 
and cleared fine fuels, she was not able to clean her own 
gutters, which were full of leaves on the day of the fire. 


The female partner in household G had always planned 
to leave, with the male partner stating that it would 
depend on circumstances. Household C had planned 
years before that they would leave, and had discussed 
this with their neighbour, and had also attended to 
minimising garden foliage. 


Household B (overseas born young couple) had not 
heard of the ‘stay and defend or leave early’ plan.  
We have no data on household E or F on this question 
of household preparedness and planning.


The resident in household E, while not saying that 
she had made a plan or prepared her rental home, did 
report an ongoing dispute with her neighbour involving 
trees on her rental property which were regarded by all 
parties prior to the fire as a fire hazard. The managing 
estate agent had been unable to get the interstate 
landlord to agree to act. 


“Stay and defend or leave early”  
(abbreviated to ‘stay’ or ‘go’)


Table 2 shows six households (H, D, I, E, J, A) who 
decided to ‘stay’ with their property. Five of these 
households are categorised by us as having ‘fire 
experience’ (H, D, I, J, A) and four of these five (H, D, J, 
and A), as having ‘farm experience’. We have explained 
household I as not being from a farming background, 
but having experience from the Blitz in London as a 
small boy. What is noteworthy here about these five 
of the six households who stayed with their properties 
(H, D, I, J and A), is not only that they stayed, but that 
they reported this position as if it was an uncontestable 
decision. Households A and D for example reported 
immediately making preparation, getting in washing, 
turning on sprinklers, filling the bath and gutters, and 
wetting towels. It seemed to us that the action pattern 
in these households does not formally follow a step wise 
direction through planning, preparedness, towards the 
‘stay’ or ‘go’ question, but appears to be more integrated 
into a ‘wholistic’ pattern of thinking, or state of mind. 


The only household then that did not have fire 
experience but remained with her property, was 
household E. A single woman living alone, household 
E was initially equivocal about whether to stay or leave, 
but accepted the offer of support from a community 
member – someone she had not met - with fire 
experience who arrived at a critical time. She reported 
his arrival as “providing a link to the substance of 
community”. This is also the householder who recalled 
drawing on her past history with the SES. 


Assistance given or received – family and 
neighbourhood informal support. 


Families and friends provided considerable support. 
Eight households were assisted by visits from partners 
(households B, H and G), workmates (households B, 
and H), adult children (households C, G and J), other 
adult relatives (households A, and I), and neighbours 
(G). One household (D) declined the offer of help from 
adult children deeming it unsafe for them to enter the 
district due to the traffic congestion. Household C had 
visiting adult children, and grand children, in temporary 
residence at the time. 


 3  These tires caught alight on the day of the fire, and heightened the risk to both properties
 4  Household H was working on landscaping his garden the afternoon of our interview. Some other examples of post fire activity included 


a household deciding to leave their fire unit at this home not at their farm; quotes received for tree removal; requests to researchers for 
information on desirable garden plants and maintenance strategies; praise of the City of Starlight having created incentives with removing 
fees for dumping rubbish at certain times; purchase of additional equipment, and where this was not affordable, expressions of regret; 
household debates about the danger of mulch. 
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Assistance at the neighbourhood level was evidenced 
in the farming family who brought their fire unit 
in from their farming property and used it for their 
own and others’ protection. Households A, D, and G 
accepted help from someone unknown to them who had 
considerable fire experience, and who elected to help as 
an individual rather than under the auspices of a formal 
authority, such as a fire service5. One woman who lived 
on her own doubted that she would have stayed had it 
not been for this person’s assistance. 


We cite one other piece of relevant data. Household B 
comprised a young woman and child who left the 
property. Her husband whom she had called, arrived 
home with a workmate, and they too decided to leave. 
As they drove away, this man turned around and noticed 
that others were staying. He thought that perhaps he 
too could manage to stay, so he returned to their home. 
What is interesting to us here is his report that he drew 
support from the mental picture of others staying. 


Some households commented on the differences 
between farm and urban communities. One said that as 
a farmer “you expect to manage on your own”, but that 
also “others will jump in and help where necessary”. 
More than one person felt that “Starlight people” were 
less neighbourly and less inclined to “pitch in”.


In short, there was considerable informal support  
from a range of associated people, both in terms of  
able bodies and private equipment. Some felt,  
however, that the level of community assistance 
associated with farming communities was greater  
than in this urban environment. 


Additional Community Interview


The only additional interview presented here was with 
one of the joint owners of the private fire unit from the 
rural Shire which first attended the fire. He reported 
that three weeks after the Boldrewood fire, the fire unit 
owners met and extended their group membership from 
3 to 8 households. Members inspected each other’s 
equipment, set up a telephone tree, and made a map 
of their households showing the type and location of 
equipment. These activities, while self initiated in this 
example, also form part of a range of approaches used 
by fire service community education staff in facilitating 
community groups to strengthen their capacity to 
respond to the threat of fire. The common characteristics 
of this Boldrewood neighbourhood group, several of 
whom had been farmers, was described to researchers  
as “an awareness of and an understanding of fire”. 


Discussion


This small study finds resonance with findings made in 
other Australian studies of community response to the 
threat of bushfire. Even the brief descriptions of these 
10 households are enough to remind us of the need to 
be careful with the use of the word ‘community’. Marsh 
and Buckle’s (2001) notion of thinking of a ‘mosaic of 
communities’ is helpful here. The idea of a ‘mosaic of 
communities’ suggests that while we need to examine 
place based communities within a defined geographic 
area such as the ‘urban interface’, we also need to be 
mindful of other forms of ‘community’. For example, it 
is also important to understand how, if at all, residents 
in a particular area relate to each other and have 
preexisting networks, skills, resources or beliefs which 
might influence how they respond to the threat of fire. 


In this study for instance, a group of residents drew  
on prior experience as farmers in their response to  
the impending threat posed by the Boldrewood fire. 
Other research has pointed to fire awareness among 
people with a long term association with the land 
(McGee and Russell, 2003; Stone, 1994) and also 
the willingness of some in this group to share that 
experience and knowledge with others in a crisis 
(Goodman, Healey and Boulet, 2007). Those with a 
farming background presumed they would remain with 
their properties as a matter of course. Interestingly, while 
there appeared to be a carryover of knowledge and skills 
from a life of farming (how to prepare a home, observe 
the landscape etc), there was a sense of loss voiced by 
some in this group about the social networks which 
accompanied farming, networks that were not present 
for them in their new interface residential area.


Most of the Boldrewood interviewees believed that 
they lived in a high risk environment, a finding we 
attribute in the main to the recent Marsh fire experience, 
although we acknowledge the caution in the literature 
about the time frame over which a positive effect of 
experience can have an impact on individuals’ thinking, 
as suggested by Weinstein (1989). 


Clearly some residents self organize, and act with local 
independence. A local group in the Boldrewood fire 
neighbourhood area collaborated with each other through 
the joint purchase of the private fire unit and related 
collective actions. The presence of existing knowledge and 
skills held by some as farmers was seen to underpin this 
collaboration, in a similar way as it appeared to underpin 
the decision to stay for four of the affected households. 
These strengths contribute to community capacity and 
resilience and warrant recognition. Some residents 
respond to emergency service agencies working alongside 
them through programs such as Community Fire Guard 


 5 We have interviewed this person but do not present this data in this article.
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(Beckinsale, 1994; Boura, 1998) and other State variants 
(eg Community FireSafe in South Australia). It is also the 
case that resources to facilitate activities like ‘community 
fire guard’ groups are not available across all high risk 
areas, although printed materials and website information 
is typically available to those who self organize. 


There are significant indications from fire service 
community education staff that many residents regard 
community meetings such as occur through the 
convening of in a ‘Community FireSafe’ group, as a 
welcome relationship building exercise in its own right. 
When this observation is thought about alongside what 
we saw to be both the latent and realised capacity at the 
household and neighbourhood levels, this suggests there 
is more capacity within neighbourhoods for active and 
effective cooperative ventures than may be evident.  
The case of household E provides an interesting image:  
a single woman, who was initially unprepared and unsure 
of her capacities, was assisted by the unexpected arrival 
of a person – whom she did not know - with expertise. 
This unexpected help prompted her to feel “connected 
to the substance of community”. This in turn (or at the 
same time?) encouraged her to draw on the strength of 
her experience as an SES volunteer. How best, then, to 
draw on these latent interacting community strengths for 
the overall goal of enhancing community safety?


Social systems at the community level are complex and 
diverse. Cottrell (2005) has noted that this domain of 
study raises more questions than answers, and with 
others, argues that we view ‘community’ as a resource 
not a problem (Bushnell, Balcombe and Cottrell, 2007; 
Tarrant, 2006; Paton, 2000). Tibbitts and Whittaker 
(2007) have set out some of the challenges which as 
yet have to be addressed in the implementation of 
the “stay and defend or leave early’ policy. There are 
no ‘quick fixes’ here, although we do have exemplars 
from different States of structures and processes for 
community involvement in Emergency Management 
(Pisaniello and McKay, 2002; Cottrell, 2005), that can 
build on the resources which exist, such as Australian 
Bureau of Statistics data (Ferrier, 2000) and Geospatial 
data (McRae, 2001). 


Inquiry towards understanding patterns of interaction in 
community systems is necessary to see where and how 
it is appropriate for formal systems, such as fire services, 
to seek to develop collaborative relationships with those 
whose actions at a community level can increase bushfire 
preparedness. The idea of ‘governance’ (Pierre, 2000; 
Kooiman, 2000) is one promising one to tease out the 
different types of association between key parties in a 
particular domain: self governance, with examplars from 
the collective response of citizens as forms of association 
within a community; co-governance, where collaborative 
structures are formed to advance a shared goal, and 
hierarchical governance, as might be seen in certain 
strictly adhered to communication systems within an 


organization. These concepts help us to build theory 
about constituent elements in the widely used policy 
framework of ‘shared responsibility’ between governments 
and community in relation to community safety and 
the threat of fire. Knowing what these key interactive 
elements are, we can then think evaluatively about what 
criteria to use to assess their presence, their processes and 
their effect on desired outcomes. Knowing more about the 
latent and actual community capacities may help us think 
about respectful approaches to ‘shared responsibility’ 
between community and emergency services for 
community safety, and, as we will set out in our future 
theoretical work, how different patterns of ‘governance’ 
arrangements may be formed and sustained. 
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Chapter 5


Social contexts of responses to bushfire threat
A case study of the Wangary fire1


Helen Goodman and Mae Proudley


Chapter summary
Using the Wangary fire in South Australia (January 2005) as a case study, we aim to deepen 
our understanding of how families respond to a bushfire event. This chapter focuses on gender 
and relationships including the following specific issues:


•  What influences the decisions and actions of families when threatened by bushfire?
•  Was the ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ policy a feature in the accounts 


householders gave of their decision-making on the day?2


•  How does the presence of children influence preparedness and response to bushfire?
Semi-structured interviews were conducted six months after the Wangary fire by three 


researchers from the Bushfire Co-operative Research Centre at 17 households across the fire-
affected region.


This chapter proposes that concepts of role and identity within the broader framework of 
‘community’ can be useful lenses through which to examine issues of community safety in 
relation to the threat of bushfire. Community safety messages, while often aimed at individuals, 
need to take into account social interactions at the household and neighbourhood level. Some 
households managed to remain more cohesive in their fire response, thus reducing their 
exposure to the threat of the fire.


This research supports the expansion of initiatives which enhance community members’ 
capacity to come together in groups to develop and expand their responses to the threat of fire. 
Volunteer firefighters, who are also farmers, are looked to by some community members for 
guidance. In the main, they did not voice the language of the ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave 
early’ policy which suggests scope for more discussion to understand the reason for this and to 
explore how it might be altered. In addition, the desire to remove children from perceived 
danger can be overwhelming and may result in high-risk behaviour.


Introduction
This chapter reports some of the findings from our analysis of 17 household interviews (35 
participants) carried out in July 2005, six months after the Wangary fire.3 Three interrelated 
issues are discussed: different fire experiences among residents, the relative absence of the 
‘home as refuge’ idea and the influence of children’s presence when thinking about preparedness 
and response. Implications from these three themes are presented for their contribution to 
dialogue within and between end-users, researchers, community services and community 
members.4
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Issues of role and identity are informed by the contexts in which we live, and by our own 
histories. They contribute to our sense of social belonging and affect the choices we make. The 
chapter seeks to deepen an understanding of the complexities of preparedness and response to 
fire in a particular geographic locality and social context. In highlighting some results of 
exploratory social research of the lived experience and the reflections of 35 residents who faced 
the threat of fire, we note our respect for those who shared their experiences and reflections. 
We hope to gain insight into their decision-making in the face of extreme pressure, and to pass 
on some of that learning to others.


The fire event is known as the Wangary fire. Wangary is on the Lower Eyre Peninsula of 
South Australia. Its main town, Port Lincoln, has a population of approximately 14 000 people 
and is 676 km west of Adelaide – it is described as ‘remote’ by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
The surrounding landscape is largely agricultural, supporting a substantial number of grain 
businesses and grazing. It also includes a considerable amount of native scrub and forest. The 
coastal areas support a large fishing and tourist population, and there are several smaller 
townships inland.


The fire began on Monday 10 January 2005 and was declared contained that evening. On 
Tuesday morning, (‘Black Tuesday’) the fire broke containment lines, and claimed nine lives. 
Two of the nine were men on a private fire unit; seven were women and children, six of whom 
were fleeing the fire in cars. Ninety-three homes were destroyed, along with numerous other 
buildings, vehicles and equipment. Over 46 000 livestock were destroyed (Smith 2005). The 
Wangary fire was a severe fire event, with the grassland fire danger index peaking at over 350 
(Gould 2005).


Methodology
A survey carried out by Rhodes for the coroner (Rhodes 2005) gathered 288 responses from 
residents of the fire-affected area. Two hundred and sixty-two residents were asked if they were 
willing to speak to Bushfire CRC researchers, 191 agreed. The aim was to interview residents, 
of diverse age groups, from across the fire-affected region. Two months after the telephone 
survey, households were contacted and appointments made to conduct the interviews, resulting 
in a sample of 17 households. The interviews were semi-structured and all began with a request 
for a summary of what they had experienced on 11 January 2005. Ten of the interviews were 
with couples (husband/wife), two were with individuals (women with absent husbands) and 
the remaining five were with families (where adult children/brother were present). Three 
interviewers were present at 15 of the interviews (two females and a male) while two interviews 
were conducted by the female interviewers.


Table 5.1 Key descriptors of the 17 households interviewed


No of 
households


Renting (R) or 
Owning (O)


Primary Income: 
farming (F), retired 


(R), other (O)


Households with 
school-age or 


younger children


Under 30 2 R (1), O (1) O (2) 1


30–39 1 O O (1) 1


40–49 3 O F (1), O(2) 2


50–59 8 O F(5), R(1), O(2) 2


60–69 2 O R(2)


70+ 1 O F(1)


Total 17 17 17 6
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Household characteristics
Of the 17 households, 15 were located within the fire ground. Two were in nearby towns but 
had farming/business interests, and were on those farms at the time of the fire.


Table 5.1 summarises some of the key descriptors of this group of 17 households. Members 
of two households were under 30 and one was over 70, with the remainder spread between 40 
and 60. Five households had school-aged children or younger, but none of the children were 
home when the fire-front arrived. Members of one household were renting their property; the 
others all owned or were buying their property. Eight households derived their primary income 
from farming, and nine did not. Among the nine were those with off-farm income and/or 
retirement income.


One theme which recurred through the interviews was the variation between the households 
in relation to experience of bushfire. The main bushfire experience in this context was also 
linked to household members being current or past members of the fire service.


Of the 11 households with fire experience, it was typically the male who was (or had been) 
a member of the Country Fire Service (CFS), the South Australian rural fire service. Five of the 
17 households had members who had been part of a brigade response to the fire on the Monday 
evening (the day before the fire), and three included family members among the brigade’s 
response the following day (Tuesday 11 January). Another two were active on farm firefight-
ing units on properties other than their own on the Tuesday. Some interviewees spoke of 
tension between their brigade role and their community role, such as conflict between local 
and centralist decision-making in relation to the operational response to bushfire. Some 
referred to aspects of the operational response to this and a previous fire in the region, referred 
to as the ‘Tulka fire’ in 2001. This tension between roles was distressing to several people we 
interviewed.


In terms of losses experienced in the fire, no families interviewed had immediate members 
closely related to those who died in the fire. However, some knew the deceased personally, as 
neighbours, as co-workers, as parents and children of the same kindergarten or school. Some 
had been in contact with relatives of the deceased on the Tuesday, in their search for missing 
family members. Two households we interviewed had members who were in direct contact 
with the two firefighters who perished. Other losses included a home, fencing, sheds, personal 
belongings, tools of trade, wildlife, community symbols (e.g. Wanilla RSL Hall and a restored 
historic homestead), animals (mostly sheep), and deterioration in health and mental health. 
Some reported that the disaster had strengthened relationships and individual self-esteem.


Table 5.2 Current or past fi re service experience


Association between 
residence and land


Current or past fire 
service experience


No fire service 
experience


Total


Full-time farming 
(owners)


7 0 7


Hobby farming 
(owners)


4 5 9


House rental on farm 
(non-owner)


0 1 1


Total 11 6 17
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Orienting values and concepts
Materials designed to assist people to prepare for a bushfire event often focus on tasks – the 
myriad of activities people can engage in, prior to and on the day of a fire, to mitigate the fire’s 
impact. Not so readily available to us was the concept of role.5  For some individuals, familiar 
patterns were partly informed by their past fire experience. As one of the female respondents 
said: ‘the women get to do the food, to feed the fellas, you keep abreast of where they are, and 
the fellas go and fight it and, well, they come home in 24 hours and it’s all out … but it wasn’t 
the case for this one’.6


In some instances, the assumption of the (usually) male role as director of household 
actions in responding to the fire was clear and probably life-saving: ‘command me what to do’, 
one woman said to her husband, recognising she felt ill-equipped and there was no time for 
conversation. Other role relationships were more fluid, and men left the choice of what to do to 
the woman. A few men adopted roles they later regretted, either suggesting a certain course of 
action or not being more authoritative about the action that was taken.


One of the dilemmas in presenting research findings in this field, particularly where we 
attempt to understand action from a role perspective, is that role behaviour at the household 
and neighbourhood level is located at the border of private and public life. How individual 
households work on a day-to-day basis, or in a crisis, is very much part of the private domain. 
Yet the way households, neighbourhoods and services respond to the threat of fire is also 
linked to public consequences. This ushers in a raft of public interventions, seeking to 
determine different sets of accountabilities. This is most dramatically symbolised in the case 
of the Wangary fire, where the coronial inquiry (at the time of writing, February 2007) has just 
passed its 12th month of taking evidence. In this forum, some aspects of what might have been 
deliberated more privately in past years have become very public.


Role and identity are powerful ideas and result from conscious and unconscious states of 
mind as well as past and present historical, economic, cultural and social forces. What elements 
of the social and organisational systems we live and work in enable or constrain the enactment 
of work and community roles? What are the community safety implications when these 
enactments are enabled or constrained in these ways?7


Responses to the direct threat of fire
Three key themes struck us as we worked to understand some of the issues presented during 
interviews. These themes are:


•  the influence of participants’ experience with fire
•  the relative lack of discussing the ‘home as a refuge’ idea
•  the presence of children as mediating factors in decision-making.
We discuss these three issues below.


Differential experience with fire


Relationship between experience, risk perception and preparedness
The high rate of association with the Country Fire Service as current or past volunteers among 
our 17 households meant that there were a number of households with fire experience. This 
group demonstrated an increased capacity to notice the visible cues of the fire and immediately 
tap into informal networks to obtain further information. They were more attuned to the 
weather pattern and its likely effect on the fire’s progress.
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We’ve been planning for fire ban days, and bad weather days, and very bad 
fire days, but we haven’t been planning for extreme days … I could see the 
weather was getting extreme, and I could see it was going to be a horrific 
day, not just a bad day … My own experience tells me, and I’ve been fighting 
fires all my life … I could tell this was something we were really going to be 
struggling with.


One man who, in our assessment, was the most thorough in his preparation both in the 
preceding months and on the day of the fire, was not a farmer but had experienced years of 
responsibility for others in a high fire danger area.


[Fire] puts the fear of God in you. It never leaves you … Once you’ve been 
touched by it, you are more receptive. You pick up on things. I have a pretty 
healthy respect for what fire can do and how quickly it can happen.


By contrast, one young woman who told us she was ‘blissfully unaware’ of any danger on 
the Tuesday morning: ‘I knew there was a fire but having never been through a bushfire, it 
didn’t really bother me. I figured – It would be OK. We’ll be safe.’ She went up Winter’s Hill 
and took photographs before her husband alerted her to the imminent danger to the farm 
where they had business interests, then together they drove through the fire-affected area to 
get to the property.


Capacity for allocating roles between household members
On the day of the fire, in some households the male was able to take the role of leader. Where 
other household members were willing to follow, there was a sense of a cohesive response. 
Women gave examples of being issued instructions by their husbands which enhanced the 
overall safety of the household.


Though it was really something I’d never experienced before and with the 
trees all alight and everything but we were just so busy and I just had 
confidence in Bill really, so … that’s all there was to it, you just had to get on 
and do what had to be done.8


Sometimes the cohesion seemed to extend the household’s ability to assist non-household 
members, such as one partner leaving directions for the other while quickly checking on an 
elderly neighbour. Sometimes the serendipitous arrival of another person into this cohesive 
system further expanded what could be achieved. Our discussions included several instances 
of this. In one case a neighbour, who couldn’t return to his own property due to the passage of 
the fire, assisted an elderly woman to protect her property. While she drove the tractor he 
extinguished spot fires with a fire unit on the back of the trailer.


Men sometimes explicitly valued the presence of their partner in defending the property. 
One man reflected on how he drew comfort from the knowledge that his wife was indoors; he 
would run in, take a break from the smoke and run out again. He was glad she was aware of his 
movements, just in case he passed out. Sometimes women ascribed themselves some value in 
this more intuitive and relational role.


Every now and then if somebody went out of sight, I was … I reckon I took 
the role of making sure … nobody succumbed to smoke when we weren’t 
looking sort of thing.
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One woman was instructed by her husband to take charge of the tenants in a rental home 
on their property. This role was difficult as the male tenant had a different opinion on what 
action to take. To her relief, the tenant complied.


Sometimes an instruction separated household members, such as when women were 
advised to leave the home and go into a neighbouring town. One woman who had been given 
this instruction told us she ‘felt I would be in the way. I didn’t argue with him. He’s got enough 
to worry about’. Other rationalisations women reported were that this decision (being advised 
to leave) meant that they could keep company with another anxious family member in town. 
Another reason offered [by a departing woman] was that in taking a car away from their 
property the vehicle would be saved even if the property and belongings burnt. In a few cases 
both parties (husband and wife) seemed to convey a sense of ambivalence about their actions 
and rationales. In one case, nobody questioned the male view that the best advice was to leave.


One young woman told us of her unsuccessful efforts to carry out her own inclination, 
which was to keep family members together. One member decided he would go and move 
sheep, while another member in the same household tried (unsuccessfully) to fill the fire unit. 
The woman said:


We didn’t really have time to communicate … my concern right from the 
start is I don’t think it’s a good idea to separate because that’s how accidents 
I felt happen … so I wanted to stay together … Barry obviously left and then 
Tom went down there to get the fire unit and I was just here by myself, so I 
got in the car and said … look it’s not worth it.


In her journey through the smoke and flames she narrowly escaped losing her life.


Fire experience and fire resources


Greater experience with fire generally meant a greater likelihood that households would have 
the resources to assist in home defence, such as fire units, appropriate protective dress, hoses 
which withstood ember attack, hose fittings which allowed rapid tank-filling, diesel or petrol 
pumps for when the electricity went off, and masks to assist breathing. Grain-growers use fire 
as a crop management tool, and often graze animals to reduce fuel. Fire is also a consequence 
of farming, with a high rate of fires from the use of harvesting machinery. One farmer summed 
up the interactive nature of land use and fire: ‘We assume it [fire] as an ever present threat’.


Fire experience and expectation of outside help


Those with more fire experience also had a more realistic approach to the likelihood that 
they would receive assistance from the fire service.


I said to Mary at some stage, look we can’t expect any help because the fire 
has travelled 25 km or so at this point, and there are so many farmhouses 
between here and there that the resources would be stretched to the limit 
and we couldn’t expect any help.


This statement contrasts sharply with that by a younger woman with no fire experience:


I’ve had the wrong idea … particularly being out here, I’ve never ever worried 
because I’ve always just thought if there’s fire, there’s a fire brigade, I never 
ever thought I’d ever face a fire on my own.
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Socio-economics
However, viewing experience with fire without considering other factors would provide an 
unbalanced account. Socio-economics play a role in bushfire preparedness. Our data showed a 
relationship between skills and knowledge derived from agricultural work, but we also 
observed some households where the barrier to response capacity had socio-economic elements 
(precluding the acquisition of resources).


Gender9


We also caught a glimpse in the group of 17 households that sometimes it is the women who 
are more regularly mindful of the threat of fire but, for various reasons, that awareness does 
not receive attention from their partners. Two women in our 17 households, whose partners’ 
work took them away from home for considerable periods each year, told us that they had lived 
with a chronic state of anxiety about fires for many years. One woman said her family referred 
to her as paranoid, and conveyed the impression that they belittled her concern. Another 
woman said she was always checking with her husband as to whether the fire unit was full and 
ready. One of the two households had sold their property between the fire and our interview, 
and the other was talking seriously about selling.


Box 5.1: Fire experience variability in the community – implications


Messages in relation to community safety often seem to be aimed at the individual, 
as if they act in isolation from others. It appears that we need to understand more 
about the various roles taken up in households in relation to community safety 
issues.
• If we did develop more understanding of these issues, what might this mean 


for community education approaches?
Some people could use their experience as farmers, hobby farmers and members 
of the fire service to assist others to prepare for the fire’s arrival on Black Tuesday. 
This informal help suggests the role of civil society is critical to community safety 
but is often invisible in disaster management thinking and planning. A more 
diverse group at the emergency services table would be beneficial.
The expertise of volunteer brigade members is sometimes referred to in community 
education talks, when comments such as ‘Why don’t you go and have a talk to 
your local brigade?’ (about local fuel issues, advice on purchasing pumps and 
hoses etc.) are made to the public.
• What are the pros and cons of this strategy from the public’s point of view?
Community safety messages may also need to acknowledge the decision-making 
burden men (or is it ‘society’?) place themselves under. South Australian research 
with women who wish to learn skills which have traditionally been considered 
male skills (such as firefighting) have expressed a preference to do this in a female-
only learning environment (Long & Honner 2006).
• What principles would have to be implemented for this development to be 


carried out as a community development project? The writing of South 
Australian researcher Cheers (Cheers 2002) may assist with developing these 
ideas.
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The relative absence of the ‘home as refuge’ idea
Despite the number of our households who were members of the CFS, only two interviewees 
spoke explicitly about the home as a refuge from the fire-front. One was a past member of the 
fire service (but not a farmer) and the other was a couple who are discussed in the next section. 
Some of those whom we have described as having ‘bushfire experience’ decided to shelter in 
their sheds rather than the house, and said they would do so again. In one case the shed was 
open on one side. Some people in this group were inclined to speak of cleared areas around a 
house or shed as areas in which to seek shelter. Sometimes the car was the ‘shelter’ associated 
with this idea of going to an open space. We did not push these discussions in our interviews, 
and there may be reasons for those decisions that were not apparent to us. Some aspects of the 
Australasian Fire Authorities Council policy of ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ were 
not relevant to many farmers, for whom the presumption is already ‘stay’ (even if that 
presumption does not hold true for all members of their household). But there may be other 
beliefs which also mean that they do not differentiate between the ‘home’ and other farm 
dwellings in terms of taking shelter.


In two interviews (not involving individuals with fire experience) household members had 
drawn definite post-fire conclusions about not sheltering in the house. In one case, a husband 
was very regretful that he had asked his wife to leave the property as the fire approached. She 
drove into the smoke and crashed the car (but was unhurt), while her husband stayed at the 
property. The woman said that next time she wanted to stay inside the house, but her husband 
had argued that the best place for her would be in a car on the bare patch of ground outside the 
front fence.


Another household (father and adult daughter) came to the firm view that the house was 
not the place to shelter in. The daughter referred to ‘those adverts on the TV that run all the 
time, “stay inside until the fire-front has passed”’. She added, ‘But it didn’t pan out like that at 
all’. We asked about their current understanding of that fire message. They both disagreed 
with it. The father added:


Box 5.2: The home as refuge – implications


Some community members see farmers as having particular expertise in relation 
to response to fire. Yet the ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ message may 
be targeted at a more urban-based population, with one main dwelling on their 
property. Facilitation of community groups may need to take into account the fact 
the behaviour of some community leaders, such as certain farmers, may be 
observed and emulated by others (see Rogers 1995 for these processes), yet the 
contexts in which decisions are taken may differ considerably. It may be necessary 
to be mindful of and tease out some of these differing contexts in group discussions 
in communities.
One of the dilemmas about the coronial process is that it ties up documents with 
scientific findings about many aspects of the fire, for far too long. Our experience 
showed that members of the public deliberate on their observations and what 
they hear in community discussion and draw conclusions from their local context 
of the fire event rather than from general findings from other events. The delay in 
releasing expert reports contributies to misinformation and the sometimes wrong 
conclusions drawn after these events.
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In quite a few cases I could name … people have in fact lost their houses 
either because they weren’t there or they shielded inside the house and when 
they went out, the house was … alight … with burning in the ceiling and all 
this sort of thing which they weren’t aware of.


We asked if they thought they saved the house because they were outside. One replied 
‘Definitely’ and the other ‘No question’.


The influence of children in thinking about preparedness and 
response
The role of women as carers of children appeared to be a factor in decision-making about who 
should stay with the property and who should leave. One young woman gave a clear example 
of this. She was pregnant at the time of the fire and was in town, while her husband was 
involved fighting the fire on private fire units. At the time of the interview, six months after 
the fire, her baby was four months old. When asked whether they would do things differently 
next time, the husband commented, ‘I think my plan here would be the same, would be just 
stay in the house until the fire has passed and then go out and assess the damage because it 
offers some sort of protection’. This case is cited above as one of the exceptions where the 
household members spoke explicitly about the home as a refuge. We asked his wife if she felt 
the same. She answered that generally houses could offer shelter and a place from which to 
fight the fire after the front passed, and that:


From the stories that you hear, the more people that left in cars, either were 
injured or died, than people that stayed in their houses. So, I think I would 
be more scared to be caught in a car than to be caught in a house.


We asked if that would be her thinking now that her circumstances had changed and she 
had a baby. She then took the conversation in a different direction and started to talk about the 
foreshore and the jetty, or ‘calling Jack and jumping in his boat’. Then she brought the 
conversation full circle again and knowingly finished with ‘I think I’d just stay with the house’. 
We think this brief conversational outline offers a microcosmic perspective of the paradox that 
houses are the safest place to shelter, yet when it comes to children there is an understandable 
tendency to think of removing them from the possibility of a home coming under ember or 
direct f lame attack. In an area such as the Eyre Peninsula the neighbouring sea holds great 
appeal. This is both understandable and problematic, given the research and common 
experience of the danger of driving during a bushfire.


In three other interviews, it was assumed that if the children were at home at the time of a 
fire (which they were not in the households we interviewed) efforts would be made to ‘get them 
to safety’ and that if the woman was present that would be her role. In one household, the 
woman left the property and travelled through the fire in order to get to her children, who 
were in a nearby town. She had formed the view that her husband (who remained on the 
property) might not survive and that she too might not if she stayed, and that her children 
‘needed at least one parent’. A father tried to return from the fire-affected area to a nearby 
town where his family resided, when it seemed that the town might be hit by the fire.


While we can say that the presence of children is a key factor in household decision-making, 
our own data lacks input from parents who had babies and young children at home on the day 
of the Wangary fire. Proudley’s (2007) research will explore this theme, in her analysis of 
interviews conducted in spring 2006 across 39 households on the Lower Eyre Peninsula, in 
greater depth.
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Conclusion
This chapter highlights the importance of experience with firefighting as a core aspect of 
community safety, and queries the relative absence of ‘home as a refuge’ idea expressed by 
those with such experience. It demonstrated the value of exploring the concepts of role and 
identity, gender and relationships, in the context of community safety in relation to the threat 
of bushfire. All these issues warrant more dialogue. This needs to occur at multiple levels and 
in ‘safe’ household, community and organisational environments. At the household level, 
members need to feel able to raise issues and expect their viewpoints will be heard respectfully. 
At the community level, members can explore with each other how they might take up new 
roles in working toward safer communities. At the intra and inter-organisational level, fire 
services and other relevant organisations and groups would benefit from meeting with 
households and communities to mutually reflect on what has happened, and how the roles and 
tasks of improving community safety can be shared and taken further.


Endnotes
1  We would like to acknowledge Alan Rhodes (CFA/RMIT/Bushfire CRC). He constructed and 


managed the telephone survey of fire-affected residents (Rhodes 2005), assisted our early learning in 
this complex field and conducted the majority of the interviews with us in July 2005.


2  The Australasian Fire Authorities Council provides advice to the public about what they should do 
during a bushfire. In this chapter we refer to the national policy position as the ‘prepare, stay and 
defend or leave early’ policy. The position is sometimes referred to as the ‘stay and defend’ or ‘stay or 
go’ position. The AFAC Position paper on community safety and evacuation during bushfires is available 
at: www.afac.com.au.


3  A more detailed analysis of aspects of this work is contained in Goodman, Healey and Boulet (2007).
4  The word ‘dialogue’ is used specifically as it involves frameworks for containing contentious and 


intrinsically emotionally charged issues (Issacs 1999).
5  Role as a concept arises largely from sociological literature (Turner 2002), where varying emphases 


mean that it can be prescribed and that it can be something people can step into and out of. It can 
also denote ‘the meaning which the acts and symbols of actors in the process of interaction have for 
each other’ (Conway 1978: 20). This idea overlaps with the idea of identity, which takes into account 
issues of social belonging and thus ideas of history and power relations, and issues of choices we 
make. Segerson (2002) draws on Sen’s work and emphasises that choices can be understood as 
reasoned decisions reached from moral persuasions. Some of the data presented in this chapter 
shows that while safety messages might address individuals, ‘individuals’ can often be seen as 
operating from a more social, relational basis.


6  We acknowledge that a significant number of women have taken up operational rather than support 
roles in the fire services (Beatson & McLennan 2005).


7  What cultural values are attached to what roles? What changes in social and economic structures 
and values are we experiencing, and how do these changes affect our understanding of ‘community’ 
in ‘community safety’? Who are the parties to the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ for community 
safety – shared responsibility between ‘community’ and ‘government’ – and what desirable practices 
might underpin such responsibility?


8  All interviewees have been assigned a pseudonym.
9  For general reading on the subject of gender and disaster see Enarson and Hearn Morrow (1998), 


Fothergill (1996) and Enarson and Meyreles (2004).


Box 5.3: Decision-making regarding children in fire response – implications


Societal expectations about the role and responsibilities of the primary carer may 
overexpose women and children, in relation to fire, to dangerous outcomes. How 
might this issue be broached in discussion with community groups?
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Communities, bushfires and how to
‘measure’ the former’s preparedness
 for the latter…?


Helen Goodman, Fiona Dunstan and Jacques Boulet


On the 6th September 2007, we shared some 


ideas about community, bushfires and evaluation 


practice for discussion at the Australasian 


Evaluation Society (AES) Conference in 


Melbourne, with a particular focus on the idea 


of ‘responsibility’/‘response - ability’ (Frank 


Fisher, 2006), particularly ‘shared responsibility’ 


and on how these ideas might be understood or 


worked with. The following article is a selection 


from our presentation, particularly as our article 


in NCQ (Goodman, Healey & Boulet 2007, 


5(1): pp. 11-25) elicited several responses from 


the readership, one of which is included in this 


thematic section (pp. 16-20).


The context of the Conference presentation
As readers may recall, our article referred to the role 
‘communities’ (or systems of primary sociality) (may) play 
in bushfires; Helen Goodman works at RMIT University on 
an Evaluation Framework project funded by the Bushfire 
Cooperative Research Centre, aiming to assist the fire services 
by developing evaluation frameworks for their community 
education and awareness programs. The project is led by Gerry 
Elsworth and she works alongside two other researchers, Kaye 
Stevens and John Gilbert, the first also supervising two PhD 
students whose focus is on the evaluation of particular aspects 
of the delivery of community services. Fiona Dunstan is a 
Community Education Officer with the Country Fire Service 
(CFS) of South Australia and has been working at helping 
communities respond to the threat of fire for several years now. 
She also assists in supporting other community education 
officers in the SA and plays a large role in the collection of 
data about the activities of the community education officers 
of the CFS. Jacques Boulet was invited to respond to Helen’s 
and Fiona’s presentation and highlight dilemmas for both 
community development practice and evaluation practice 
in the particular climate of our times. He has been involved 
in tertiary education for over 25 years, has been engaged in 
community-based participatory research and evaluation for 
another ten years through the Borderlands Cooperative and 
is at present the Head of Graduate School at oases, Studies in 
Integrative and Transformative Studies.


Policy context
We (H. Goodman) first presented the policy context in which 
community education programs were being delivered, noting 
that it is widely stated that we are experiencing a paradigm 
shift in community safety – that we are moving from an 
emphasis on ‘response’ to the threat, to one on ‘preparedness’ 
for the threat. One of the defining characteristics of this so-
called paradigm shift, is the theme of shared responsibility.  


A member of our research group, Kaye Stevens, carried out 
the mammoth task of scanning six Government reports 
and inquiries into bushfire, partly to elicit the foundational 
principles which were seen to underlie the recommendations 
contained in these reports. One ‘foundational principle’ 
throughout the reports was that “community safety in bush-
fires is a shared responsibility between householders, 
communities, agencies and governments.” 


Fast-forwarding to another piece of research our project team 
and an external consultant have carried out - our ‘concept 
mapping’ study: we asked 86 individuals from 6 fire agencies 
and 5 community groups across the most fire prone parts of 
Australia the following question:


“Thinking as broadly as possible, generate 
statements that describe specific changes 
or improvements you think need to be achieved 
to make households and neighbourhoods safer 
from bushfires”. 


This work generated 14 generic ‘community safety’ clusters, 
two of which were ‘Greater Community Ownership and 
Responsibility for Bushfire Safety’ and ‘Agency-Interagency 
Responsibilities and Coordination.’ Under the first cluster, one 
statement made by a participant was that “Community safety 
processes should be driven at a community level,” and another 
statement appeared to be directed at the ‘community’ needing 
to ‘do more’: “People need to understand that they need to be 
self-sufficient in a fire and can’t assume that the Fire Service 
and others will be there to help.” These statements provide a 
flavour of how participants gave different slants on the idea 
of responsibility in relation to “community ownership and 
responsibility.” 


Similarly, statements under ‘agency responsibility’ also show these 
different emphases – some indicating what agencies should 
take up, such as knowing how to find individual properties 
in an emergency, and others insisting that they should 
share information across federal, state and local government 
boundaries and into the communities themselves.


Theme: Community Development in Rural, Remote and Regional Areas
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The idea of responsibility also emerged in my (H. Goodman’s) 
interviews with Therese Pedler, a long term resident of the 
Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia and appointed as the 
Community Education staff officer to this region in 2006. The 
region experienced a devastating fire in January 2005, known 
as the Wangary fire, in which 9 people died and over 70 homes 
were destroyed (and which was at the centre of our previous 
article). Therese lives with her partner and two school-aged 
children in Tulka, a small town 10 kilometres from the main 
regional town, Port Lincoln. Tulka experienced a fire in 2001, 
in which many homes were destroyed but without loss of 
human life. Therese and her partner attempted to escape in 
boats moored near their home, which was thwarted by the 
depth of the mud at low tide. 


In the year after this event, Therese was asked by the Fire 
Service to speak publicly about her experiences on at least 
three occasions in January 2002 in two other regions of SA, 
which she did in a voluntary role, with travel expenses paid. 
She learnt during this time that the Fire Service had developed 
a program called Community Fire Safe and were offering 
this in other parts of SA. The program provides a medium 
through which community members can take up a role in 
community safety, be supported by a community education 
officer in examining that role and provide an environment in 
which educative messages can be delivered and future action 
planned. 


“That was how I started to learn about 
it … and what I learnt over the day or 
two that I was involved … I just thought 
that this program was the most amazing 
thing, like it actually empowered people 
on the ground, like they could work 
with each other …free of, or with the 
assistance of, or with the guidance of 
… an agency ... It was done informally, 
but it was done professionally, it was 
done accurately and there was heaps of 
technical information, they were given 
the support, but they decided what they 
wanted to do as a community, and I’m 
thinking … this is the best thing since 
sliced bread, like how come this is not 
compulsory?” (from the interview)


Therese returned from this speaking tour determined to see if 
her community would be interested in starting a Community 
Fire Safe group; other life events took over and in January 2005, 
the Wangary fire occurred. She said: “I thought: right, that’s it, 
no more excuses…So at that time I picked up the phone and 
got it organised... All I knew that there was this thing that 


groups could work together and we needed it.” She told me (H. 
Goodman) that a Fire Service Community Education worker 
arrived from another part of SA, to start the process: “David 
gave us out some sort of blank household plans to work with 
and stuff like that and then basically said - the ball’s in your 
court as a community.” The group formed and has continued 
to be an active community group, now convened by another 
resident of Tulka since Therese’s appointment to her role as 
Community Education Officer with the Fire Service.


One issue which emerges from the interviews with Therese 
and from observation of the community groups she works 
with is how she creates space for community members to take 
up their roles, or, indeed, take up their responsibility as they see 
it, within the context of the Community Fire Safe program. 
The idea of ‘creating space’ also comes through too in 
discussions with the Community Education Program Manager, 
John Gawen. In describing some of his ideas about how he 
works with groups, he notes that “What’s more powerful 
is to get their peers, their friends, and even family members 
that they respect the most …to influence their decision.” He 
describes experiences talking to mothers with children whose 
immediate response to the idea of an impending fire is often 
to say they would flee. People fleeing in cars is a major cause 
of death in bushfires and John continues: “Mothers with kids 
say ‘we’re just going, we’re just going’, but that’s until they 
sit down with another group of mothers and they toss it about 
and they provide other solutions to that issue.” Included in 
some of the solutions they come up with might be agreeing 
to keep each other company, to shelter in one of the others’ 
house, sharing resources. 


We can only pick up one strand of the complex work done by 
these community educators, but it is an important one and 
one which can be overrun in some organisational climates 
– it’s that element of their practice which recognises that 
some members of a community can and will take up aspects 
of responsibility for community safety. The short history of 
researching community involvement in preparing for fire has, 
to date, in the main focused on tangible measures of change 
at the individual household level, such as whether there is 
measurable evidence a householder has prepared his or her 
home according to certain criteria, such as reducing foliage 
abutting walls of a home. Clearly, these measures are critically 
important and there is good science to show that property 
preparedness can protect people and properties in the face 
of a fire. We are, however, at risk of just measuring what is 
measurable if we only concentrate on these more tangible 
indicators, whilst being considerably less clear on what it 
means for community members to take ownership and drive 
the change, or what it means to share the responsibility. 


The words of one senior fire officer epitomise this dilemma; 
in talking about why an emergency agency known to him 
did not pursue the idea of facilitating community groups to 
work together on preparing for the threat of fire, he stated 
that after 6 years of operating these community-based groups, 
the program managers looked at the programs to see how 
active they were and what they had achieved. They found 
that in many areas they had ceased to operate and where they 
were still in existence, they were not seen to be doing much 
and hadn’t addressed what the emergency service wanted 
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them to address, which was to clean up around their homes 
on a collective basis. We don’t know if the program managers 
looked into what else those community members who were 
meeting in groups might have been doing, but it does point 
to the dilemma of directing community groups to do what the 
program managers may value the most, which in this case was 
cleaning up around homes. 


What else might those groups have been doing? The following 
description of Fiona Dunstan’s recent interaction with a group 
on Kangaroo Island may give us some insight into other 
functions that group members might perform for each other 
and how these functions may form part of the less visible 
fabric of community safety. 


***


The community education officer’s role with CFS in South 
Australia takes her all over the state, either supporting 
existing facilitators or presenting her own sessions on Bushfire 
Awareness and Preparation. One of the locations she visits is 
Kangaroo Island, a very beautiful part of the world, 110 K from 
Adelaide and a major tourist destination for South Australia. 
Next to Tasmania and Melville Island, it is the third largest 
island off the Australian coast. One-third of its land is national 
or conservation park and it has a population of around 4500; the 
key industry is agriculture, followed by tourism, particularly 
nature-based tourism. 


The island poses some interesting challenges from a fire 
education point of view, given it experiences a high number 
of electrical storms and usually has several ignitions of 
potentially hazardous fire each year from lightning strikes. 
The focus of this section is on a particular group she has 
worked with, for its relevance to our thinking about ways 
in which we can conceptualise community responsibility in 
matters of community safety and the threat of fire. 


One of the several roles which community education officers 
perform is to establish, support and facilitate groups of 
households living in high fire risk areas and who are willing 
to come forward and meet in a group setting over either a 
set or an open-ended number of occasions, to work toward 
improving their preparedness for fire. Such facilitated support, 
however, is not always available, in part because staffing 
resources cannot stretch across every high fire risk part of the 
state and in part because another of their roles is to recognise 
and work with groups which already exist in the community, 
whose members seek some educative input from them, but 
on whose ‘groupness’ they rely to provide the setting and the 
energy to further their task of seeking to prepare themselves 
for a fire event. The following presents one such group. 


Because there’s no community education presence on 
Kangaroo Island (KI) itself, the service has to be strategic 
about making the most of any educative opportunity which 
it creates or which it is asked to respond to. The opportunity 
for that occurred recently; an advertisement was placed 
in the local paper on KI that the officer would be visiting 
the island. This was noted by one or more members of this 
particular group and she was asked if she would attend one 
of their now quarterly meetings. “I did meet with them, and 
interspersed with delivering some of our usual ‘fire safe’ 
content knowledge which we have built up as a state group 


together with others around Australia with expertise in 
this area, I also sought to understand something about 
them, given their value to me as a fire safe educator. This 
value was explicitly in the fact that they were already a 
group, they sought me out, they set up the time and place 
and other requirements of such a meeting, and my job was 
to attend and interact as well I could with the knowledge 
I had and making use of their strengths. Those of you 
who do community work will readily see the reduction 
in workload for the facilitator which this provides, not 
to mention the potential richness of the group dynamics 
which I will come onto shortly.” (from Fiona’s notes 
presented to the workshop).


The strengths of this group were considerable; they had begun 
to meet more than two years ago as a group under the auspices 
of a program funded by an agricultural industry organisation 
to improve a certain aspect of their agricultural endeavour, 
aimed at increasing the productivity of their business and 
that of the state and nation. While the group outcomes as 
seen by the funder of agricultural program were not explored, 
one of the things they were asked to do was to select projects 
they wanted to work on over a specified time and some of 
these were seen to be somewhat removed from the goals of 
the funder. For whatever reason, that funding dried up but 
what had occurred was that they were now a group and were 
actively engaged in working out with each other how they 
could remain self-sustaining and of use to each other. The 
group’s sustainability and its current operations would – most 
likely - not be known to the original funder as we know that 
many such programs are focused on relatively short-term 
cycles of activity, compared with the longer-term cycles which 
would have to be observed if looking for community level 
change. As well, where goals are economically driven, such 
as the need to demonstrate a productivity return or increased 
market value for a product, they mostly fail to attend to the 
social underpinnings of ‘productivity’, leaving a rather skewed 
picture of ‘outcomes’. I don’t know how the project was seen 
by the funder, but “all I knew was that I could benefit from 
aspects of what had occurred well outside the time frame of 
‘their’ project.” 


This group of women are assisted by the facilitator who was 
employed when it was an agricultural group and she has 
elected to stay on in a voluntary capacity; they have had some 
challenging discussions about their current goals, their future, 
where they should put their energy, how they could preserve 
the bonds that they built up in knowing each other and seeing 
that they can care for each other in a variety of ways, and 
how they can stay open enough to share some of what they 
can be for each other, with those outside the group. They 
have come up with an interesting approach to this, including 
having open meetings with speakers. [This is an interesting 
and complex issue which we need to understand more about, 
namely how to understand what a group thinks it needs to 
survive and how much we can expect groups to take on the 
agendas which we are funded to see occur. This is too big a 
topic for now]. Other than preparing for fire, there were two 
other topics which they mentioned that they might try and 
explore together: one had to do with issues of health and the 
other about human relations and understanding particular 
personality types. 
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The group members had already been able to be of assistance 
to each other in offering mutual support during the drought 
they had been experiencing. They had had an experience last 
fire season, developing considerable anxiety about not being 
able to be in touch with one of their members, due to phone 
lines being down and other barriers put up and therefore not 
being sure that she was aware of the impending threat. The 
group members were both mothers and grandmothers and 
some had partners involved in the CFS. Due to this, they were 
aware that the chances were high that their partners may be 
on duty in their volunteer roles in the event of a fire and the 
members would be on their properties on their own. This 
dilemma had been one of the triggers for them to invite the 
education officer to talk with them. They also had the (insider) 
knowledge that response times from their volunteer brigade 
would be different from that one might expect in an urban 
environment. 


There’s no time to discuss the content of the education I 
(Fiona) was able to impart; suffice it to say that there was a 
strong sense of mutuality in what was explored with them as 
to what they might attend to in relation to fire preparedness 
and how some of their strengths could be included in what I 
was able to impart. We spent two and a half hours together, 
talking about fire safety, walking around the property of the 
person who had hosted the meeting. In terms of their group’s 
strengths, they displayed a significant degree of comfort with 
each other, which led to a willingness to be open with each 
other and allowed us to get to key concerns quite readily. This 
openness led to a ready sharing of the experiences they had 
with fire, making this knowledge available to each other and 
allowing me to add weight to some of their stories from other 
experiences and knowledge about fire. One example of this was 
offered by one member, who shared her belief that she always 
expected a fire to come from a particular direction and she 
had based some of her preparedness on this belief. They also 
readily shared their experiences of having multiple loyalties 
in a fire event, to each other, other people close to them and 
their own families and properties. These experiences led to 
an informative discussion about the unpredictability of fire 
and what this means in terms of preparing for such an event. 
“It seemed to me that this discussion was enhanced by what I 
observed to be a respect for each other’s experiences, a keenness 
to hear each other’s perspectives, and they could actually also 
visualise what was being discussed as they knew each other’s 
properties.” 


One other of the several matters which were discussed was 
the issue of household and farm insurance and what they had 
learnt about variability in insurance policies; those with more 
experience encouraged those with less to examine the detail of 
their policies to ensure they understood what the terms were, 
for example, small details as to whether ‘cover for fencing’, 
a key issue in agricultural properties, included the labour 
required to put up the fence. 
 
“In summary, I hope I have demonstrated the enormous 
value of groups such as this one for my task of needing to 
impart ideas and practices about fire preparedness to the 
community, with the goal of building resilience to the threat 
of fire. The ease with which I was able to enter their group, 
the use to which I could put their pre-existing strong bonds, 


and impart issues which I felt confident could continue to be 
raised and discussed, all pointed to the enormous importance 
of groups like this for overall community safety. I have little 
doubt that the knowledge generated from an evaluation of 
the agricultural program which first seeded the beginning 
of this group, if ever it was evaluated, would not have been 
able to encompass the benefits I saw in their ongoing shared 
concern for each other and also their desire for ongoing 
learning.” 


***
We concluded our presentation with some reflections on 
responsibility/response-ability, sustainability, community and 
appropriate evaluation approaches and frameworks, capable of 
grasping the real meaning of ‘community responsibility’ and 
capable of adding onto the already existing knowledge and 
experience of those who live with the danger of bushfires.


Primarily understood within a (Western) legal-formal 
context, ‘responsibility’ is mostly constructed as ‘private’ 
and individualised; it puts an ‘onus’ on the person (or ‘body’) 
who is said to ‘be’ responsible and if that person does not 
carry the responsibility ‘assigned’ to him/her, s-he would 
be ‘liable’ for the consequences – and litigation would not be 
too far away. It figures largely in contractual arrangements 
– including employment and sales contracts and is otherwise 
regularly used as an almost moral category. It is no surprise, 
then, that ‘responsibility’ has regular appearances in the 
context of litigation and ‘claims’ disputes – not the least when 
conservative governments challenge claims their citizens 
(think they) have on public services and (welfare) state 
supports, ‘mutual obligation’ carrying a meaning rather close 
to the notion of responsibility.


‘Responsibility’, therefore, squarely falls into the contested 
space between ‘individual’ or ‘personal’ and social’ or 
‘societal’ or ‘collective’ agency – which has become a rather 
uncomfortable space in an environment where economic 
rationalism, neo-liberalism and utilitarianism have invaded 
and dominate most ‘social/public’ spaces and have been 
questioning or denying the role of the state as the major 
embodiment of the ‘social’ (leaving only that other ‘building 
block’ of society, the nuclear family…). Outsourcing, so-called 
public-private ‘partnerships’, all manner of privatisations 
have clearly changed if not eroded the link between state and 
citizen and in the face of the great ecological changes, the roles 
– responsibilities - of both are in need of re-thinking, to say 
the least. 


In our previous article in this journal we suggested the need 
to return to some very basic reflections on those relationships, 
using the notions of ‘primary’ and ‘secondary sociality’ 
and  proposed ideas around the ‘subsidiarity principle’ as 
grounding the relationship between state and citizens. We 
obviously don’t want to repeat what we said there; suffice it 
to quote this:


‘the importance of the subsidiarity 
principle which … would assist in 
framing other relationships between 
the ‘systems’ of primary and secondary 
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sociality, especially in addressing more 
fundamentally the bureaucratic and 
increasing centralising tendencies of 
(central and state, but, given their 
growing size and scale, also of local) 
governments and their associated 
institutions of secondary sociality.’


With Frank Fisher (2006)1, we therefore would like to change 
our notion of responsibility to ‘response-ability’ – so try and 
figure out how we can become more able to respond to the 
expectations of our environment, to start to understand what 
adaptations the environment expects from us so that both we 
and the environment may become more ‘able to sustain one 
another’. But that would require a deeper sense of participation 
on our behalf and, obviously, another way of ‘assessing’ and 
‘evaluating’ whether and how much we have achieved such 
‘abilities’ (Goff, 2007)2
 
Another theme we introduced was the meaning of the 
meanwhile ubiquitous notion of ‘community;’ it must be the 
most over-used and under-defined/mis-understood concept 
in the Anglo-Saxon (quite imperial) linguistic realm. Again, 
we refer to other discussions held in this journal, some 
equally contributed to by the present authors (NCQ 4(3) on 
Volunteering). Linking the rather ephemeral understanding 
of community as a ‘collective of some description’ to what 
we previously indicated about ‘responsibility’ and its uses, 
it is salutary to remember that in many western courts 
‘collectives’ have no ‘standing’ – except through ‘class actions.’ 
Corporations – or ‘Companies’, who replaced communities as 
mediating structures between individuals and the ruling class 
- are legally considered to be ‘natural persons’ with ‘limited’ 
responsibility for what they own and for what happens through 
the impact on the people and the ecology by what they own – 
and with considerable economic and political benefit for them 
(and we really should not have to give examples of this, should 
we? Or just one: Hardie…)


Hence the paradox of the expectation on ‘communities’ to 
become ‘responsible’ and the ongoing erosion of their power, 
the lack of subsidiary resourcing of and for the development 
of their capacities, the ongoing centralisation of political and 
economic decision-making away from communities and the 
individualised resistance against community by persons 
who insist on their ‘private rights’ against any imposition 
of social responsibility. Whilst notions of social capital and 
community capacity have vigorously entered the debates – if 
not the practices - surrounding ‘community,’ the evaluative 
‘measurements’ of their growth, their emergence, their loss 
still have a long way to go before they catch up with the every-
day vocabularies and turns-of-phrases of people-on-the-
ground. Indeed, all-too-often the evaluative assessments and 
the terminologies in which they are cast remain deductively 
wedded to the centralised intentions of departmental planners, 
of remote academics and off-the-shelf how-to-do manuals. And 
the formalisms associated with litigation-avoidance, with fear 
of transgressing departmental ‘responsibility’, with avoiding 


to establish precedents potentially leading to uncontrollable 
further expenditure – they all conspire against valuing – and 
evaluating – what is really ‘going on’ in communities and 
against devolving ‘responsibility’ in a shared and mutually 
strengthening manner (which, of course, would equally be 
subject to rather interesting evaluations…).


The traditions inherent in evaluation, inherited from its 
positivist and utilitarian origins both in academic and in 
the public-political uses of the craft, still leave it very much 
‘outcomes’ (if not ‘output’) focused, leave it with a preference 
for ‘hard’ and ‘objective’ data and for ‘summative’ approaches 
to the evaluation process. What we have been attempting to 
demonstrate in our work have been participatory approaches, 
grafted right into the formative stages of community 
programs (in this case, community fire prevention and fire 
preparedness programs), interested as much in what it takes 
to ‘be’ community as in what it takes to ‘prevent fatalities 
and damage to private property’ in bushfires – because we 
happen to believe that the two overlap to a great extent. We’re, 
therefore, using conversations – both in creating them and in 
becoming part of the existing ones - and are interested in 
narratives, rather than in pre-prepared questionnaires to be 
filled in by individual householders… In short, as we strongly 
believe in the need to (re-)build communities for everyone’s 
social, personal and physical well-being, we also believe in 
the capacity of such communities to become empowered 
and indeed, ‘en-abled’ to live in greater harmony with their 
environment and with themselves in it.


Indeed - and finally, - our understanding of ‘sustainability’ 
has direct relevance for our approach to evaluation of fire 
prevention and preparedness programs. We strongly argue 
for the craft of evaluation to further evolve from its relatively 
isolated ‘in/output’, ‘outcome’, ‘impact’ and ‘process’ foci; 
to continue to expand its repertoire from summative, via 
formative and developmental, onto ‘sustainability’ evaluation 
approaches. ‘Sustainability evaluation’ goes beyond the usual 
resources- and systems-based notions of sustainability and 
returns it determinedly back into a ‘question of a human 
‘ability’, including the levels of people’s awareness about their 
ways of living, the quality of their relationships, their practices 
and the cultural context in which and through which they 
give their lives meaning. 


Rather than an over-determined focus on the necessary 
techno-resources to prevent (the spread of) bushfires and 
to avoid fatalities, rather than a (over-)reliance on formal 
systems – especially those associated with and controlled by 
central governmental departments – we are arguing that both 
the promotion of people’s – individuals’ and communities’ 
– ability to sustain and the appropriate ways of evaluating the 
further development of this ability should become the central 
principles in future approaches to community bushfire 
safety. And we are arguing that we have still a very long way 
to getting there…


Endnotes
1  Fisher, F. 2006 Response Ability Vista Publications, Elsternwick 


(Vic)
2  Goff, S. 2006 Living, Knowing and Writing the value of 


Participatory Practice to Sustainability Unpubl. Dissertation, 
 University of Western Sydney.
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Introduction
Actual experience and knowledge of living with and being prepared 
for the possibility of bushfires are important elements in people’s 
capacity to make decisions about what to do preventatively as well as 
in the face of a threat. This is especially important if we acknowledge 
that no formal fire-fighting service or technical or other systems can 
‘protect’ us all, all of the time. Social networks involving family, 
friends, neighbours and local residents are central to local people’s 
capacity to warn each other of impending threats and to provide 
crucial help to one another. Sadly, this on-the-ground knowledge 
and experience and the ways in which locally-grounded people 
communicate within and across social and professional networks 
are rarely given more than tacit credence by ‘official’ emergency 
service operations and relevant government departments and they 
have received little research attention. If we are to live with and 
through bushfires (and other disasters), particularly if we are to deal 
effectively with the predicted increases in weather extremes like 
‘severe fire events’, local people’s experience, knowledge and ties of 
sociality must inform and shape the policy, practice and operational 
responses of formal institutions (rather than the other way around). 
Equally, effective and safe self-sufficiency of local people needs to be 
understood – and acted upon – in terms of communities taking care 
of their own local place and commons, even if the latter appears 
under the guise of private and public ‘properties’.a


Multiple channels of communication must be ‘activate-able’ when 
a bushfire (or any other threat to life) looms, and this requires the 
recognition and interpenetration of processes associated with both 
primary sociality (personal relationships amongst family, friends, 
neighbours and ‘community’) and secondary sociality (relying 
on the institutions of market and state and their processes and 
persons with defined statuses and job positions). With the balance 
increasingly tipping to the institutions of secondary sociality, which 
in many ways fail to integrate – or even recognise – local people’s 
varying on-the-ground experiences and knowledge with ‘higher 
order’ emergency processes, we argue for the need to re-validate 
primary sociality, both to improve communication and enable local 
knowledge and experience (or lack thereof) to inform what the state 
and the market can – and, according to the principle of subsidiarity 
– should provide to local communities to assure their ability to 
sustain themselves, even in the face of disaster.b


People’s capacity to respond to impending crises (including their 
capacity to warn one another) is dependent upon knowing what to 
do, not only in practical and technical terms (based on experience 
and knowledge of fires) but also in social and communicative terms. 
This paper draws on local people’s experiences in the January 2005 
fire on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in S.A. (known as the Wangary 
fire) to offer evidence for the need to integrate the dimensions of 
the material (technical resources needed to contain fires threatening 
lives, livelihoods and the environment), the social (people’s abilities 
and relationships within communities, especially for mutual support 
and ‘live-warning’ capacities) and personal ecological awareness 
(consciousness about living in a particular eco-social system), if fire 
and disaster preparedness and prevention are to be improved.
However undeveloped here, the following analysis is – at 


least  – an implicit argument for ‘situated’ and contextualised, 
locally developed community safety programs, undertaken in 
collaboration with fire service agencies and other locally-based 
organisations, supportive of, and with resources to feed into the 
capacity communities still may have for self-help and to care for 
themselves. This paper is the first of several papers on the subject of 
living with fires; here, we focus on the broadest, most abstract and 
(arguably) most important element – that of primary sociality – that 
needs to be factored into our understanding and approach to living 
with and responding to natural threats. 


Conventional approaches to dealing with 
emergencies
Having information that a threat exists and about the likelihood 
of its impact is a critical component in the emergency services’ 
conceptualisation of a hazard cycle; schemas typifying this cycle 
are commonly represented as an interlocking set of activities 
ranging across the continua of prevention, response and recovery, 
as exemplified in the Victorian Emergency Management Manual. 


Understandably, the initial focus is on the first notification of the 
emergency, itself defined in temporal terms – an ‘emergency’ is 
something which occurs “due to the actual or imminent occurrence 
of an event which in any way endangers or threatens to endanger 
the safety or health of any person…” (Emergency Management Act, 
Section 4, cited in the Victorian Emergency Management Manual). 
Thus, an often represented schema is a time sequence which, 
naturally, starts with the event. 


Gradually, emergency services have moved their focus from 
‘treatment’ of the hazard problem, to encouraging preparedness in 
individuals and communities, to ‘manage’ the hazard, sometimes 
referred to as a shift towards a ‘community safety paradigm’. 
According to Squires (1997), characteristics of this paradigm include 
‘protecting those at risk’ and securing sustainable reductions in the 
source of the danger and the fear of it, all based on multi-agency and 
community partnerships. 


The idea of assisting communities to be responsive to the threat 
of fire (and other disasters) leads naturally to an examination of 
the role of emergency services and other formal institutions in 
warning systems, commencing from the trigger of the actual event. 
An excerpt from the Country Fire Service (CFS) South Australia 
Operational Management Guidelines serves as an illustration of an 
Emergency Services focus on their role in warnings:


Bushfire warning message is to be authorized by the CFS 
Deputy State Coordinator, on recommendation of the Regional 
Coordinator following consultation with the Regional 
Commander…and distributed by the CFS Public Affairs Unit. 
The Bushfire Warning message will be based on information 
provided by a Regional Coordinator, Regional Commander, or 
Incident Controller via the CFS State Coordination Centre. …The 
Bushfire message is to be preceded by the Standard Emergency 
Warning Signal. …The CFS Public Affairs Unit will disseminate 
Bushfire Warning Messages via fax to ABC Radio and 5AA/NOVA 
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as a priority and other relevant media… The ABC and 5AA will 
broadcast Bushfire Warnings every 15 minutes until notice is 
provided by CFS to discontinue broadcasting (CFS, S.A., 2005). 


The above formal warning system outline could be seen as suggestive 
of an ‘assumptive world view’ located at one end of the community 
safety paradigm, an example of the centralised and bureaucratised 
institution of government, seeing to the detail of its own dominant 
role definition. There is no room in this model, as there is often not 
in such models, for reference to the community and other ‘partners’ 
in this system of warning people. We will argue later that the narrow 
constrictions of this world view suggest that a lot more work will 
have to be done to change the paradigm (Squires, 1997) to allow 
community and citizens as potential active participants in the 
maintenance of their own safety. 
The time-limited nature of the event of a disaster quite naturally 
occupies a central place in emergency management thinking 
and operations and leads to an emphasis in warning systems 
on responsibilities associated with formally designated roles, 
particularly when examining mechanisms of accountability. While 
it is easy to understand the mutual reinforcement occasioned by the 
interplay between such systems of ‘formality’ and ‘accountability’, 
making for the dominance of one ‘system’, the formal one, the 
literature still only refers to it as a preoccupation with official or 
formal systems and a “lack of official credence” given to informal 
or unofficial systems (Parker and Handmer, 1998).  
While Parker and Handmer (1998) have demonstrated the case for 
the value of ‘folk’ or “‘local’ as opposed to specialist and technical 
knowledge” in relation to flood warnings (and in spite of three 
decades having passed since the publication of the landmark book 
in the genre, Kai Erikson’s 1976 Everything in its Path, about a 
disaster in the coalmine area in the US Appalachians), little research 
documentation of the contribution of ‘local’ or ‘folk’ knowledge 
in relation to the threat of bushfire is available. This article seeks 
to place the discussion of the ‘informal’ within a wider conceptual 
framework of pre-existing community relationships, norms and 
experience, that is, of the pre-existing primary sociality of affected 
community members. It also provides empirical data demonstrating 
the fuzziness of definitional boundaries between ‘formal’ and 
‘informal’ responses to bushfires (or other disasters); indeed, several 
people from whose stories we draw were members of both the ‘formal’ 
system as volunteer fire fighters and of the ‘informal’ system, when 
activating their relationships and knowledge – possibly garnered 
within the ‘formal system’ when working together as members of 
brigades – as they responded to their community, neighbours, and 
family members when ‘off duty’ and in a civilian/informal role. 
We will be suggesting, therefore, that an examination of the ‘fuzzy 
spaces’ between the formal (secondary sociality) and informal 
(primary sociality) spheres of every-day life may be beneficial for 
the development of more adequate ‘warning’ responses as well as 
for other preventative and recovery processes in disasters. 


Context of this study
Wangary is located on the Lower Eyre Peninsula in South Australia; 
its main town, the City of Port Lincoln, has a population of 
approximately 14,000 people and is 676 kilometres from Adelaide. 
The area is largely agricultural, supporting a large number of grain 
and grazing businesses, with coastal areas supporting a large fishing 
and tourist population. The landscape contains several smaller 
inland townships, a significant amount of native scrub and also areas 
of heavily forested National Park. 


The fire began on Monday 10th January, 2005.  Whilst declared to 
be contained that evening, on Tuesday morning (‘Black Tuesday’) 
it broke containment lines and claimed nine lives, two men on a 
private fire unit and seven women and children, six of whom were 
caught in cars fleeing the fire. Ninety-three homes were destroyed 


along with numerous other buildings, vehicles and equipment and 
over 46,000 stock (Smith, 2005). The Wangary fire was a severe 
fire event, with the grassland fire danger index peaking at over 350 
(Gould, 2005). c 
While the Wangary fire was one of the most destructive fires in South 
Australian history, major fires have taken a heavy toll on communities 
across Australia and have resulted in a series of reports and inquiries 
(Cameron, 2003; Esplin, Gill & Enright, 2003; McLeod, 2003; Ellis, 
Kanowski & Whelan, 2004). The Federal Government established 
the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) in 2004 to work 
with fire services and other agencies to increase our collective 
knowledge, particularly around issues of mitigation of the effects 
of fires.d This study forms part of a research focus on understanding 
community capacity and reducing community vulnerability to the 
threat of fire.


Methodology
This article is based on in-depth interviews with 35 persons from 
seventeen households affected by the Wangary fire. The opportunity 
to conduct them arose following a study carried out by Rhodes 
(2005) for the Coronial Inquiry into the fire, in which members 
of 288 households from the fire-affected region participated in a 
telephone survey of household preparedness for bushfire.e  In the 
phone survey, residents were asked if they would be willing to speak 
further to researchers; 191 of the 262 people who responded to that 
question were willing to do so. The present study selected households 
from the 191 people, aiming for approximately even numbers across 
four geographic locations of the fire ground which coincided with 
the spread of the fire (see Map 1 below), and for a range of household 
ages and composition. In total, seventeen households, comprising 37 
individuals, were interviewed. 
The four shaded areas of the map bear some correspondence with 
the spread of the fire. The Wangary Wanilla area denotes the area 
where the fire began in relatively flat, open farmland country. This 
section was most affected by the fire prior to a westerly change at 
about 11.40 am on Tuesday. The Green Patch and White Flat areas 
were more affected by the easterly run of the fire after 11.40 am, 
also on the Tuesday. The Louth Bay, North Shields and Poonindie 
areas are predominantly residential and holiday areas, which were 
affected by fire in the early afternoon of Black Tuesday. The larger, 
mainly farmland area, named Edilillie and Koppio, experienced its 
most severe impact after the south-westerly wind change around 
2pm on the Tuesday (Rhodes 2005: 20). 
Of the seventeen households, ten interviews were with couples 
(husband and wife), two with individuals (women whose husbands 
were absent on the day of the fire) and the remaining five with families 
where adult children or siblings were present. We had a large group 
in the 50-59 age range and seven households with an income from 
farming. While there were 6 households who had middle-school age 
children or younger, none of these children were at home on the day 
of the Wangary fire.
Three interviewers (two females and a male) were present at 
fifteen of the interviews whilst the remaining two interviews were 
conducted by the two female interviewers. The interviews were semi-
structured, commencing with a request for a narrative summary of 
what interviewees had experienced on Tuesday, 11 January 2005, 
particularly focusing on their actions, recall of their reasons for 
their actions, reflections on those actions since the event and general 
reflections on making communities safer. With the exception of one 
household, all interviewees agreed to the recording of the interviews 
(there was, however, a malfunction in the recording of one interview 
half way through). In all, over 19 hours of taped interviews were 
analysed for this article. 
We are mindful that, in discussing particular cases and demonstrating 
the impacts of different life circumstances on particular households, 
we risk being seen as judgmental of the actions of those who were 
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less perceptive about the impending threat than others. Our purpose 
is not to judge but, rather, to show how social connectedness as 
well as prior experience influenced people’s preparedness for and 
responses to the threat of fire.
Furthermore, moving towards analysis of these data, we used ideal type 
analysis, following Max Weber’s original application of this approach 
as a heuristic device. The ‘ideal’ in this approach is neither referring to 
an ethical category nor to a statistical average or to the ‘commonness’ 
of the phenomenon described. Rather, it is ‘ideal’ in a ‘logical’ sense, 
a ‘created’ mental or conceptual construct by means of which an 
attempt can be made to ‘order’ reality by isolating, accentuating and 
articulating the elements of a recurrent social phenomenon into an 
internally consistent system of relationships. (Paraphrased from Weber, 
1949; see also Gould & Kolb, 1964: 311-313.)
Ideal-type analysis, therefore, does not attempt to ‘exhaust’ the 
empirical reality to which it is applied, but it offers opportunities 
to construct frameworks for the description, understanding and 
explanation of social phenomena and processes associatively and 
– occasionally – causally, very much in the tradition of Weber’s 
‘Verstehende Sociology’ with its roots in phenomenology. ‘Ideal 
types’ – in order to fulfil heuristic functions – need to be objectively 
possible and subjectively meaningful, and the constructivist 
tradition – since its (re-)emergence with Howard Becker, Herbert 
Blumer, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, and many others 
from the early sixties onwards – has fully adopted the interpretive 
strategy of ideal type analysis, without necessarily using this term.
f We are using the term here to locate our methodological approach 
broadly in the epistemological tradition evoked above, including its 
contemporary evolved forms of constructivism, discourse analysis 
and suchlike.


‘Formal’ warnings 
For all the reasons suggested in the initial sections to this article, a 
logical place to start when attempting to understand the way local 
communities ‘operate’ in the face of emergencies and threats is 
to examine the processes of warning in place (or not) as an event 
strikes. This also gives us an idea about the nature of community 
cohesion, of the existence of possible sub-groups or marginalised 
groups who would find themselves outside of either the formalised 
or informal systems of warning available to the community. We 
start with an examination of formal warning systems.
After the Wangary fire, the CFS conducted Project Phoenix, an 
investigation into the fire for the purposes of extracting ‘lessons 
learned’.g In the project’s report, the authors note that warnings 
were issued in relation to the Wangary fire (as well as two other fires 
occurring on that same day), but they do not go into the detail of what 
the warnings entailed. They concluded that the warning systems 
“the CFS rely on, for communication to the community on a real 
time basis, such as the CFS regional offices and call in ‘hotlines’ 
did not cope with the demands of the day” (Project Phoenix, 2005:7). 
Both the speed of the Wangary fire and the variable nature of its 
spread have been reported elsewhere (Gould, 2005); and Rhodes 
(2005), writing for the Coronial Inquiry, also noted the brevity of 
time for many residents between being warned of the fire and its 
arrival, as indicated in the table below.


Table 1: Warning time before fire reached property


Time between finding out about fire 
and its arrival at the property    %
Few minutes  34.5
Less than ½ an hour  34.5
Between ½ and 1 hour  11.3
Between 1 – 2 hours    9.2
More than 2 hours    7.0
Don’t know/remember    3.5
Total (N=142) 100.0


(Rhodes 2005: 46)


A limitation of surveys is that further questions eliciting the context 
and content of a particular answer, and which may make the response 
more understandable, cannot be asked. What did respondents mean 
by ‘finding out about the fire’? Was this a quite general ‘finding 
out’, as described below, where people ‘found out’ about the fire 
on the Monday night? One respondent in the sample of seventeen 
households, for example, worked as a volunteer fire fighter on the 
Monday night during which time he ‘found out’ about the fire, and 
later ‘found out’ about the possible impact of the fire on him when 
a neighbour – also volunteering – rang from the fire-ground on the 
Tuesday morning to warn him of its escalation. He received a further 
message from the neighbour that the fire was heading his way and 
that its impact was likely to be high. A full interpretation of Table 1 
is thus not possible, but it can be said that nearly 35% reported very 
little time (with another 35% having less than half an hour warning) 
between ‘finding out’ about the fire and its arrival. This was not 
the case with some of those in our sample of seventeen households; 
that is, the people with fire-fighting experience and links within 
the community were not surprised by the potential for danger and 
they actively sought out information or were alerted to the danger 
through important ‘informal’ channels of communication and social 
networks. We discuss these ‘informal’ networks below.
The interviewees in this study seldom commented on the formal 
warning system; one respondent, while travelling toward the 
Lower Eyre Peninsula on Monday 10th January, heard a radio news 
broadcaster refer to the fire as the Wangary fire, mispronouncing 
‘WANGary’ as in ‘bang’, rather than with the correct local 
pronunciation, ‘WONGary’, leading him to assume that the 
announcement was not by local broadcasters but probably from 
Adelaide, rendering it of questionable worth to him.
Members of three households said that they were advised to 
evacuate their homes on Tuesday 11th January. For one household, 
this advice came via a phone-call from a Local Government Officer 
to a female member of the household. She discounted the advice and 
noted the message contained no indication of where it would be safe 
to move to. She was also persuaded by her husband that staying at 
the house was the safest option. However, she expressed sympathy 
for the inexperienced young man who, it seemed to her, had been 
instructed (presumably by his supervisor and rather onerously) to 
pass on information that lacked credibility. The members of the 
two other households received advice to evacuate from the police; 
however, these warnings post-dated their own knowledge of the 
imminence of the threat, which had already been conveyed to them 
by other household members. Thus, of the three households that 
were contacted by ‘official’ sources with advice to evacuate, only 
one did. The motivation to evacuate in this case, however, seemed 
to derive more from the woman’s personal inclination (and her 
husband’s somewhat ambivalent agreement) than from the formality 
– and weight – of the (‘formal’) police advice.
Only one householder sought information directly from the CFS by 
way of a phone call; he was advised that the fire was not a threat to 
him, which turned out not to be the case.


‘Informal’ warnings
We begin here to explore the role and function of (systems and 
processes of) primary sociality as mechanisms of community self-
care, specifically in relation to warnings given about the imminent 
fire danger. 
A ‘warning’ is a complex phenomenon. It usually involves actors 
as givers and receivers of information, and the range of mediums 
through which information flows includes telephone or other 
electronic means, face-to-face, and environmental cues. Often the 
giver can provide additional information other than the immediate 
threat and sometimes the receiver interrogates this information, 
clarifying aspects of the message. Warnings might also be self-
deduced; if well enough attuned to the environment and with 
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Map 1   Local areas and fire spread


relevant experience, one can deduce certain information from 
visual cues and experience to draw a conclusion amounting to a 
warning. There is, of course, a temporal dimension to warnings. 
Often, the timeframe in which a person hears or deduces a threat 
and passes this information on is important. They may be delivered 
iteratively over sequential time frames.
While we discuss the relevance of some people knowing of the 
fire on the Monday night, we take the event of the fire breaking 
containment lines – in fireground terms, ‘going’ – on the morning of 
Tuesday 11th January as the key event in our discussion of warnings. 
From this period on, warnings encompassed additional information 
iteratively collected as the Tuesday morning unfolded. These 
warnings were passed on by people in face-to-face interactions 
and also via telecommunications, including mobile and landline 
telephones and UHF radio located in emergency service vehicles, 
aircraft and in people’s homes. Sometimes, this information 
contained details of recognised landmarks, such as “it’s crossed 
the highway at such and such”, or “it’s at the airport”, or “it’s into 
the caravan park at North Shields”. 


Sources of warning, land use types and fire 
service experience
Table 2 summarises sources of warning as described to us in 
interviews; all seventeen households knew of the fire on the 
Monday night. As our analysis will show, the information that the 
fire had broken containment lines and was ‘going’ was, for several 
interviewees, confirmation of something they had thought might 
be a threat, particularly amongst some local fire service volunteers 


who expressed having come home dissatisfied with aspects of the 
fire management on Monday evening and feelings of apprehension 
with the predicted weather. 
When we look further into the seventeen interviewed households, 
we find examples where the warning was either actively sought by 
them, as they were attuned to the possibility of the fire risk escalating 
and in some cases had been actively involved in fighting the fire. 
We also find examples of those who were caught very unawares 
and, in a few extreme cases, even disregarded, or minimized, the 
warning messages they were given. Instead of having recourse 
to ‘personal differences’, this suggests the need to seek a more 
structured explanation of the differences between those who were 
more likely to be open to seek or be given warning messages about 
the Tuesday fire and those for whom this was less likely to be so. 
Table 3 presents a starting point for possible explanations for the 
different responses to the Wangary fire. 
In this table, we differentiate households according to two 
dimensions: whether residents had fire service experience (or direct 
experience with bushfires) and the association people had with the 
land on which they reside. To explain the latter, seven households 
were engaged in full-time farming, owned the land on which 
they lived and drew their primary source of income from it. Nine 
households owned small landholdings on which they lived but from 
which they did not necessarily draw any income or, if they did, 
it was not the main source of their livelihood. For some of these 
people, their residence was a ‘lifestyle’ choice, which enabled them 
to pursue particularly rural-based interests and needs. The final 
household was in rental accommodation, a house situated on a large 
farming property.
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What associations can we make between the data in Table 2, which 
set out the sources of warning information, and those in Table 3, 
detailing the association between residence, land and fire (service) 
experience? When cross-tabulating the data from Tables 2 and 3, into 
Table 4, we detect further patterns: the seventeen households are now 
distributed across three ‘categories’ or ‘ideal-typical’ configurations. 
We have included the specific warning modalities in the respective 
cells. Using the household ‘categories’ (or configurations) from Table 
4, we propose the following grouping (Table 5) as an analytical 
framework, indicating in the far-right column a continuum of safety 
in response to a fire threat, according to ideal types (as indicated in 
our methodological discussion earlier).
The three ‘categories’ or ideal types of households are used to 
suggest an underlying associative configuration which helps us 
understand or explain what seems – to the outside eye – a series 
of broadly differentiated responses to the fire threat, moving from 
one enabling a safer response (Ideal Type 1) to one where certain 
elements contributed to a less safe – or ‘vulnerable’ – response to 
the threat (Ideal Type 3). We suggest that the different associations 
with the land held by the three groups and the life circumstances, 
relationships, community and neighbourhood networks, resources, 
skills and knowledge which underpin and characterise these 
associations, offer important considerations in understanding 
the nature of responses to the threat of fire. Suggestively, they go 
some way toward understanding/explaining which ‘configurations’ 
seemed to enable some households to work together in a way that 
made for a safer response to the threat of the fire.
Obviously, these are broad – indeed, ‘ideal-typical’ – configurations, 
and there are deviations within each which are important to point out, 
even if we do not explore them in detail in this article. One obvious 
internal variation within the suggested ideal-typical configurations 
is gender differences in responses, which we discuss briefly next.


Gendered responses to the threat of fire
What was particularly instructive from interviews with the 
seventeen households was the extent to which experience with fire 
– and thus the capacity to make informed decisions about how to 
translate knowledge of the fire’s movement into a safe plan of action 


– tended to lie with men rather than women.h Thus, a number of 
women explained that they deferred to the greater knowledge and 
expertise of husbands for decisions about what they should do as 
the fire drew close. For some women, the decision to stay together 
was paramount, irrespective of whether they decided to stay at home 
or flee the fire; still others wanted their husband to give often very 
explicit directions about what to do; and others yet, for whom the 
prospect of fire had been a longstanding source of anxiety, were 
keen to leave their homes. There were, however, some paradoxical 
ideas about what constituted safe practice in the face of fire.
We wonder if, as people become disconnected from working the land, 
they lose the self-sufficiency that has characterised many farming 
communities; do they lose the awareness of their precarious place in 
the environment (do they lose, for example, the ability to ‘read’ the 
landscape and weather signs) and no longer have the material  and 
social resources at hand to prepare for a fire? As a local economy 
diversifies and new people settle in rural and semi-rural areas, it 
seems apparent that it is often women, particularly women who have 
responsibilities to children or elderly family members (as well as 
work commitments), who become especially vulnerable to the loss 
or lack of such skills and experience – with tragic consequences. 
We now look in more detail at the characteristics or ‘configured 
elements’, as we have discerned them from the interview material, 
of each of the ideal types.


Ideal Type 1: ‘generational farmers’
To summarise from the tables above, we have set out some 
associations between sources of warning, land use type and current 
or past fire (service) experience. Out of the seven households 
depending on full-time farming as primary source of income, and 
which include current or past members with fire service experience, 
five households were warned by a contact in the volunteer fire service. 
The two remaining properties were among the last to be affected by 
the fire on the Tuesday given its geographic spread (see Map, area 
4). One had been monitoring the fire the previous evening through a 
volunteer fire service friend living closer to the fireground; the other 
household was monitoring the fire, mostly by keeping tuned to the 
UHF radio, including the radio operated by the Warren aircraft.i


Table 2: Summary of mix of sources of warning for imminent threat


Source of warning No. households
Warned by contact in volunteer fire service  5
Warned by family and/or friends/acquaintances not in fire service  6
Deduced danger from a mix of radio broadcasts including UHF, broadcast, weather patterns and experience  2
Warned by formal bodies  3
Received none of the above warnings  3
*Total itemised sources of warning 19


*Note: The total exceeds the number of households as some householders received warnings from more than one source.


  Table 3: Association between residence, land and fire service experience


Association between residence & land Current or past fire 
(service) experience


No fire (service) 
experience


Total  


Full-time farming (owners) 7 0 7
Small landholders (owners) 4 5 9
House rental on farm (non owner) 0 1 1
Total households 11 6 17


Table 4: Land use types, fire service experience and warning information


Association between 
residence & land


Current or past fire (service) experience No fire (service) experience Total  house- 
holds


Full-time farming (owners) 7 (5 warned by another CFS member) 0 7
Small landholders (mostly 
owners plus one rental)*


4 (2 receiving warnings from outside 
household; 2 were warned by family 
members living elsewhere outside 


household)


6 (2 did not understand warnings or 
‘cues’; 1 warned by family; 1 warned 


by employer as workplace was near the 
fire ground)


10


Total households 11 6 17
*Note: we have included the single rental household into the ‘small landholder’ category, for reasons which will be explained later.
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The seven households had been farming families for a considerable 
time – in most if not all cases, for longer than their own generation 
– leading us to call this Ideal Type 1 group the ‘generational 
farmers’.


Current or past membership of the fire service
The ‘generational farmers’ are distinctive for their experience 
– current or past – in the fire services, which obviously brings 
knowledge, skills and a determination or confidence regarding 
suppressing fire. It also meant that some had fire industry approved 
protective clothing and equipment to hand and, significantly, for 
the current CFS members amongst them, they had knowledge of 
this fire.
For example, some men in this group had been out with their CFS 
crew on the Monday night fighting the fire. One interviewee told us 
that – at changeover – he explicitly asked a neighbour starting the 
next shift to advise him if there was a change in fire behaviour. If 
the change were for the better – a safely contained fire – he planned 
for his family to resume their holiday (the family had returned for a 
business meeting on the Monday night, only to notice smoke during 
the afternoon and that their (fire service) truck was out of its shed). 
As requested, the neighbour duly advised the family that the fire 
had broken containment lines on the Tuesday morning. On receipt 
of this information the warning was passed on to others, including 
other members of the man’s local brigade group who were resting 
following the previous evening’s fire fighting and also to others in 
the nearby community (see below). This ‘early warning system’ was 
underpinned by mutual knowledge at a community level, informed 
both by the men’s work in the brigade and by other associations as 
members of a farming community. These associations were further 
strengthened by the fact that at least three members of this group 
also had adult children who were current brigade members. 
Fire experience was gained through membership of the fire service 
and direct experience with fires on their own or neighbouring 
properties. While only one interviewee spoke of having been 
involved in fighting the Tulka fire in the nearby region (in 2001), 
we assume some others had also been involved, given the high 
number of CFS volunteers in this study and as several of our 
interviewees mentioned that fire. For one family, it was their third 
fire since taking over the farm. Past experiences of dealing with fire 
– even if such experience did not entail actual active fire fighting 
(for example, farming women have traditionally provided back-up 
support to men engaged in active fire fightingj) – was a significant 
factor in the confidence with which people took the actions they 
did, for example, whether to stay on their property to face the fire, 
as well as the degree to which they helped and warned others.  


An environmental affinity
Some individuals within Ideal Type 1 articulated an affinity with the 
environment; farmers spoke of feeling ‘twitchy’ on high fire danger 
days, when summer northerly winds are strong and unpredictable, 
and the heat is dry and intense, and, it being harvest time, they are 
aware of the ever-present danger of farming machinery sparking 
fires. These are the times when the farmer who decides not to reap 
scans the horizon for the tell-tale plume of smoke, fearful of the 


consequences of less cautious farmers hell-bent on bringing in the 
grain.k One farmer who came home at 7 o’clock on Tuesday morning 
after being on fire service duty the previous night, said:


… it’s funny how you sense things. You could sense the weather 
…you know that if it got away, it was just going to be nasty…


Another farmer noted: 


I could see the weather was getting extreme and I could see 
it was going to be a horrific day, not just a bad day. My own 
experience tells me, ’cause I’ve been fighting fires all my life, 
and I could tell that this was something that we were going to 
really be struggling with…


In another household in this group, an older woman told us she 
watched the weather pattern every night and actively tracked 
weather conditions in order to determine her activities for the 
following day, which typically entailed going to ‘the farm’ where 
she had spent her married life and where her sons now farmed. She 
correctly anticipated that with the wind change, “the side of the fire 
will become the front and that it will come straight for us”. 


Farming experience with fire
Looking further at the associations between these farming 
households, we can see additional characteristics of the ‘generational 
farmers’ that influenced their response to the fire threat. As noted, 
grain growers burn off stubble as part of the grain growing cycle 
and live with the risk of farm machinery sparking fires during high 
fire danger periods.
As well, ‘generational farmers’ have farming implements available 
that can serve the dual purposes of farming and fire fighting; crop 
spraying units can serve as fire units, and some have dedicated fire 
fighting units on the back of a ‘spare’ utility truck. One household 
sheltered in their farm shed and wore masks used for grinding and 
welding, in order to help their breathing as the air grew dense with 
smoke. 


Preparedness to manage on their own
There was a level of pragmatism amongst the ‘generational farmers’, 
best expressed by one interviewee who, upon being warned (by a 
CFS colleague with whom he had worked the previous evening) 
that the fire had ‘got away’, set about preparing as if he and his wife 
could manage on their own:


I said to Mary, at some stage, look we can’t expect any help 
because the fire has travelled 25 kilometres or so at this point, 
and there are so many farmhouses between here and there that 
the resources would be stretched to the limit and we couldn’t 
expect any help.


By contrast, as we shall see, those within the Ideal Type 3 group 
assumed they would receive outside help.


Sense of community
It might seem contradictory that, whilst this group was prepared 
to face the fire at their respective properties ‘on their own,’ this 


Table 5: Household categories, ideal types & continuum of safety response


Household category Ideal type Continuum of safety in 
fire response


7 households with current or past fire experience whose primary income 
is farming


Ideal Type 1:
generational farmers


Safer contexts


Most vulnerable contexts


4 households with current or past fire experience whose association 
with the land is one of being a small landholder


Ideal Type 2:
semi-attached small landholders


6 households with no fire experience and also small landholders Ideal Type 3:
least attached small landholders
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was nonetheless underpinned by a strong sense of connection and 
commitment to neighbours and friends surrounding them. When the 
farmer, who had asked his neighbour to call him if the fire worsened, 
received the call, he warned those whom he knew would be asleep 
(because they had been on duty with him the previous evening) as 
well as immediate neighbours:


I went off to catch up with Bill and on the way I called in to 
Smith’s, that’s the new house just down the road here. I noticed 
them just at the door and I jumped out and went to see them and 
I said, look, you know, it’s coming, ’cause it was already smoky 
by then and I said look, if you haven’t got the gear to look after 
yourself, you’d probably best to make … it’s your decision, but 
either you collect up what you want and leave or, you know, 
whatever … make up your mind what you’re going to do. We’re 
about to get burnt out.


Another farmer noted that before he knew definitely that the fire had 
broken containment lines, he “started preparing our own farm for 
the possibility of fire impact”. He went on to explain the things he 
did in preparation for its arrival:


…Well, first of all, I started ringing around the neighbours, 
just to see what manpower they had around on the day. And in 
particular a neighbour west of us, Susan, because I knew she 
had just been in hospital and she was on her own with children... 


While the above quotations were uttered by men, both conveyed that 
they could do what they did because their wives were attending to 
other preparatory tasks and responsibilities at home. Asked if they 
would do again what they had done the morning of the fire and if 
they would do anything differently, both women and men firmly 
said that they wished they could have phoned more people. 


Mutuality of assistance
Assistance did not always go one way; for example, one householder 
was warned by a neighbour who could not return to his property, so 
the former went to assist the latter’s wife who was alone. Some of 
the ability of householders to do what they did was further enhanced 
by the ‘serendipitous’ presence of neighbours who could not get 
home to their own properties, but stayed and helped families we 
interviewed, suggesting a ready ability to get involved in defensive 
fire fighting tasks which non-farming people could possibly not so 
readily engage in. Of course, the ability to engage in operational 
tasks is not the only value in the presence of others in emergency 
situations; when behaving in supportive ways, they can represent a 
crucial element in contributing to a safer outcome. We cannot explore 
this proposition further, but we do suggest that having additional 
people on the property, with both requisite skills and knowledge and 
providing company and psychological support, serves to strengthen 
the overall ability of a household to respond.


Size of households in the farming context
The makeup of Ideal Type 1 households showed several common 
characteristics; five of the seven households had adult children still 
working on the farm, with their labour on the day contributing to 
the fire-response capacity. Adding to those households with adult 
children working on the farm were households with adult children 
with farm working skills, even if they were employed elsewhere 
in the region. Thus, a father and a son were joined by another son 
who was employed in a nearby town. In another instance, a married 
couple was joined by an adult daughter while the ‘live-in’ daughter 
was unable to get home to help.


All of these households consisted of couples, except for one which 
included an older woman and her adult son. There was visible 
cohesion between some couples, clearly enabling them to quickly 
take up roles and allocate tasks (in nearly all cases, men were taking 


the directive role, given their firefighting experience). In five of the 
seven households, the woman stayed with her husband and fought 
the fire at the home. For most of the women, their usual occupation 
was farming. While not specifically inquiring about the background 
of the women, most offered that they were born in a rural area and, 
in some cases, this region, thus contributing in ways we have yet to 
fully explore.


Farming – a life-time pursuit
Two representatives of this group seemed to sum up one of its 
characteristics. One, an elderly woman, responded to our question 
as to whether she would have considered leaving the farm that 
day: “I wasn’t going to leave and just let everything be destroyed.” 
Another householder recalled the struggle after the fire to face 
seeding again:


It’s been, sort of, a long six months, especially when seeding 
came along, just none of us thought we had the energy to do 
seeding, but we knew we had to get the crop in or else there 
won’t be a future, you can’t pay the bills and the bank. So we sort 
of … all looked at seeding, thinking, oh, no, x thousand acres, 
no, no, no… We’re really glad that it’s finished. That sort of feels 
like we’re back in a cycle of farming again…


The fact that farming is cyclical in a seasonal and a generational 
sense provides some insight into the relational context in which this 
group was working and living, both in the social and the ecological 
sense. 


Summary of Ideal Type 1: generational farmers


To summarise, the characteristics of this group of households were 
that they had access to particular knowledge about the progress 
of the Monday night fire, good general knowledge about reading 
the weather, general experience with weather and fires, and an 
understanding that in a fire of this magnitude there was unlikely to be 
much, if any, assistance to be expected from fire emergency services. 
Their knowledge was further strengthened by personal familiarity 
with each other’s circumstances and the whereabouts of household 
members on the Tuesday morning. There was cohesiveness between 
the couples and an ability to allocate tasks and work as a team.


Some of the data from the interviews with this group of households 
suggest that these families are generally well connected with each 
other and that they seek, where possible, to use this information for 
the benefit of the larger community. 


Ideal Type 2: semi-attached small landholders
At the middle point of the continuum on Table 5 of safe to less-
safe responses there are four small-landholder households with 
some fire (service) experience. The sources of warning for this 
group were somewhat different from those of the previous group, 
there being little contact or passage of information from outside the 
household that was either timely or of much use. A member of one 
household currently served in the local fire service, whilst the other 
three households had members whose participation in a local fire 
service dated back some years. Of these four households, two had 
no warning from the outside about the imminent fire threat and the 
other two received warnings from non-resident family members.


The current CFS member was at home, asleep, having worked on the 
fire truck the previous night. His parents and in-laws, who lived in 
town, called to warn him of the likely impact of fire. We do not know 
if other members of his brigade had also tried to call him. His wife, 
who had left with the children to go shopping so as to give him some 
quiet sleeping time, was unaware of the growing danger. An older 
couple, long time residents with a lot of family in the area, were 
also notified of the impending danger by family members; they were 
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helped considerably by immediate family members, who travelled 
through road blocks to get to them. 


A third household was made aware of the Monday night fire by the 
previous evening’s television news, and in the fourth household, 
a woman sought information by scanning radio and television 
programs and calling the fire service. Other than this, neither 
household had contact with anyone else that morning and the fire 
front arrived before they had time to make many preparations. 


Included in this group, nonetheless, is one of the most fire-
prepared households we encountered in terms of their planning and 
preparation; the husband had gone to the fireground the night before 
to offer his assistance and had been watching the smoke and the 
weather pattern. This was the only household in which interviewees 
said that “they had a long time to wait” for the fire front to come 
through (even though they were not far from the source of the fire). 
They were so well-prepared and had moved quickly into their much-
rehearsed plan of action that, by the time the wind changed and it 
was certain that the fire was coming their way, they just had to brace 
themselves and wait for the first signs of the front. 


We have loosely named this Ideal Type 2 category ‘semi-attached 
small landholders’, suggesting some connection to the land on 
which they were living, but, in the main, a more tenuous connection 
than that held by the farming households. In this regard, it is of 
significance that none of the members of these four households 
depended on the property for their primary income.


Association with the fire service
We did not specifically ask interviewees about their history of fire 
(service) experience, but we were nevertheless offered insights; 
the wife of the man currently involved in CFS explained that her 
husband had joined the brigade because they might need some fire 
service assistance in the future and that being a current member 
offered some sort of insurance. The long-term resident spoke of his 
past fire service membership as a matter of ordinary community 
association, whilst the male members of the other households 
had been members of brigades in other parts of South Australia. 
We understood they were members because they lived in rural 
communities, not necessarily because they were farmers. For one of 
these men, his work necessitated being responsible for the safety of 
young people in a high fire risk area; recalling a past experience of a 
fire front passing over him whilst on duty in a fire unit, he said:


It puts the fear of God in you…it never leaves you… Once you’ve 
been touched by it, you are more receptive. You pick up on 
things. I have a pretty healthy respect for what fire can do and 
how quickly it can happen. 


We have given emphasis in the above quotation to the expressed 
awareness of signs in the landscape and weather, characteristic of 
both the generational farmers and, obviously, those having had 
direct experience of being in a fire.


Occupational groups
Of the four households in this group, members of two households 
were currently in employment and two were retired. One man 
worked off-shore (his wife reported considerable anxiety over the 
summer months when he was away, due to her fear of fire) and the 
other couple both worked in town, the man in construction and the 
woman in administration. The two retired couples had relevant 
skills from previous work as well as their fire fighting experience 
– one in mechanics and one with responsibilities for vulnerable 
groups in a high fire danger region. One woman who had knowledge 
of emergency preparations (through her husband’s involvement in 
emergency services) noted that knowledge was different when you 
had to apply it to yourself. 


Land use
All four households ‘used’ their land in small-scale ways; one was a 
keen fruit and vegetable grower and three had horses. 


Length of connection to this land


Two households in this group had extensive family ties in this part 
of the Peninsula. Members of the two other households came from 
other parts of South Australia, one household having moved to the 
Eyre Peninsula within the previous two years and the other about 
20 years previously. Thus, of these four households, only one had 
resided in their current residence for a long time, sharply contrasting 
with the ‘generational farmers’, where the periods of association in 
their current residences were considerably longer.


Availability of assistance on the day


Three of these four households had more than their usual number of 
people in residence on the Tuesday. In one household this was fortuitous, 
as a friend was staying with them, but in two other households, 
visitors came in response to the fire threat. In one instance, a female 
friend arrived to assist with transporting animals away from the fire; 
in another, adult children arrived and were able to offer emotional 
support and a degree of skill in some of the more operational tasks, 
such as driving machinery and handling fire pumps. 


As already noted in Ideal Type 1, visitors played an important role, 
even if it was less operationally focused. Early on the Tuesday 
morning, residents in the household with the visiting friend offered to 
take him out of the area, but they were relieved when he declined, as 
they greatly valued his help in preparing the home and in providing 
company to the wife at the most frightening time. In another 
household, a friend arrived to help move animals, which it was too 
late to do, but her presence enabled the husband to visit an elderly 
neighbour, whom he knew would be struggling with the aftermath of 
the front. The husband indicated that he would not have left his wife 
alone and gone to help the elderly neighbour had the friend not been 
there. So while three of these four households had unforeseen ‘extra’ 
people at the property, which was helpful to themselves and others, 
only one received assistance that intensified their fire preparation 
and involved heavy machinery, which was generally the province of 
farming households in the Ideal Type 1 group.  


Summary of Ideal Type 2: semi-attached small landholders


Broadly speaking, the characteristics of this group reveal lesser 
capacities than those within Ideal Type 1 but greater than those in 
the following Ideal Type 3 group in responding to a fire threat, with 
the exceptionally well-prepared household standing out from all 
the groups in terms of preparedness. This household was, however, 
generally less informed about details of the fire from friends or 
neighbours and had fewer people present to assist them to deal with 
the threat. The associations with the land in the Ideal Type 2 group 
are not as strong as for those in Ideal Type 1 but, as we shall see, they 
are stronger than in the Ideal Type 3 group. 


Ideal Type 3: least-attached small landholders
We turn now to the Ideal Type 3 group, described as the ‘least-
attached small landholders’. This group contained six households, 
mostly living on their own small landholdings, except for a young 
couple in a rented farmhouse and another family who lived and 
worked in town but had a connection with family members living 
on a farming property. These households fall at the lower end of our 
continuum, being the most vulnerable in terms of safety and in their 
response to the threat of fire, precisely because they did not work 
where they live (in the main), had no experience with bushfires, and 
were ill-prepared for such an emergency. 
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Given the lack of fire experience in this group, actions taken in 
response to the fire were of a somewhat solitary nature, due in large 
part to members of each household being dispersed at the start of 
the fire owing to work and other commitments. The natural desire 
to help people in need was prominent; however, household members 
indicated that they had given little forethought to how to act, let 
alone account for members of an extended family and household 
who are dispersed geographically when a serious bushfire situation 
developed.


Association with the fire service
None of the members of the six households had any fire service 
experience and very little experience of fires, which we take as a 
highly significant characteristic of this group’s rather minimal 
understanding of the vulnerable niche they occupied in their socio-
ecological landscape.


Warnings received or given
Residents of these six households had minimal warnings passed on to 
them and did not understand those that were. Similarly, they had little 
opportunity to be part of an informal warning system themselves, a 
significant general characteristic of the Ideal Type 3 group.
For example, members of two households were unaware of the 
warning signs of an imminent fire threat or responded in questionable 
ways to warnings received. In one household of three, the young 
woman while engaged in duties in a retail job, was aware of the wind 
and smoke – but commented on its meaning for her retail work rather 
than its possible meaning in the landscape. Her cousin phoned to tell 
her he believed the farm were she lived would be in the line of fire, 
but she did not understand the seriousness of his warning and took 
no action until someone else phoned. Her husband, too, was slow 
to respond to information passed on (third-hand, as it was, from a 
Council worker to his brother who rang him) advising him to go home 
because of the threat of fire. A third adult in this household was at 
home on the property, but was struggling to know what to do. In the 
other household, the young woman had gone (as had many others) to 
take photographs from Winter’s Hill, which provided a spectacular 
vantage point to view the fire. In the meantime, her husband took a 
call from a friend who warned him of the imminent threat and the 
couple eventually left together to go to the young woman’s father’s 
property on which she conducted a small business. 
Two other households received no warnings at all. One woman who 
lived on a small property with animals was, of all 17 interviewed 
households, closest to the fireground. She believed her life was saved 
by a tradesman, who had arrived to undertake a pre-arranged job but 
was concerned by the weather conditions and went to investigate. 
When he realised how close the fire was, he rushed back and spurred 
the woman into action. She ‘panicked and froze’ and required firm 
commands from the tradesman to get moving. The pair left the 
property as flames moved up the driveway. The members of another 
household were with extended family in town and were unaware 
of the fire until a distress call was received from a parent at the 
fireground. 
A member of a fifth household was at work at a site fairly close to the 
fireground until he and his fellow workers were advised to go home 
because of the fire. His partner had left home for an appointment 
in town, where she remained until she learnt of the fire around 
lunchtime. She attempted to get back into the area but was stopped 
at roadblocks.  Residents of the sixth household were warned by 
telephone by a relative who was watching the spread of the fire from 
Winter’s Hill.


Occupational group and connection to the land
The members of these six households were less connected to the 


land in terms of their occupations – and thus less able to ‘read’ 
weather signs. For example, the household with the three adults had 
moved onto their land a few years previously and had no farming 
experience. In another household, there was an older woman, born 
in Europe, who had brought her animal breeding business with her 
from another part of South Australia to her small landholding. Her 
husband’s work was some 8 hours away and she was often alone. 
Her existence in this environment seemed precarious and she spoke 
of always being anxious about the climate. For some years, she had 
frequently talked of moving away from the area owing to her fears. 
In fact, they had sold the property by the time of the interview some 
months after the Wangary fire and were looking to relocate to a more 
settled, less-dry part of South Australia. 
The older couple in another household were long-term residents of 
the district but the husband, forced to take a redundancy payment, 
was begrudgingly in retirement; they spent a lot of time away from 
the area, travelling and holidaying in the outback, sometimes alone 
and sometimes with others. Another household had moved into the 
area some years previously; the husband was retired and his daughter 
ran a business from this property but lived in the nearby town. 
We included in this Ideal Type the young couple living in the rented 
farmhouse as their housing and occupational circumstances suggest 
that they were ‘less attached’ to the land on which they lived (not 
‘owning’ it and thus subject to the decisions of the property-owner). 
The couple did not have fire service experience either, but the young 
man was extremely agile and presented as hardworking and familiar 
with machinery. This – and the fact that he was engaged in rural-
based work (albeit casually) and was working close to the fireground 
on the morning of the fire and thus far from his home – meant that he 
became very involved in fighting the fire. Indeed, he seemed to have 
been willing to be called upon by various others whom he assisted on 
the Tuesday morning and he sought to actively assist those close to 
the fireground. He also knew that his partner was not in immediate 
danger, since she had an appointment in town, which presumably 
‘released’ him from worrying about her safety and their rented 
house, which otherwise might have made him respond differently. 
Finally, in the one household which was somewhat ‘anomalous’ 
for Ideal Type 3, the family’s principal residence was in town, but 
they had close familial connections through the wife to her parents’ 
(‘generational farmers’) property, where they kept some sheep. As 
the couple had made a conscious decision to live and work off-farm, 
it seemed logical to place them in this category. Whilst the members 
of this household did not live in the fireground area, the couple was 
nonetheless present in the fireground area at the time, as will be seen 
in the next but one section.


Usual occupancy of the home
Given that the fire occurred on a week-day, residents in town-
based employment were away from home; nonetheless, of the six 
households, there was a presence at four of the properties, including 
the older woman with the animal breeding program, the couple 
with the husband in forced retirement, the father of the household 
where the daughter ran her business from his house, and one of 
the three young adults who had only recently moved to a farming 
environment. 
The woman who bred animals was ‘seasonally’ anxious about the 
possibility of fire and spent considerable time on her own at the 
property, as her husband’s business interests regularly took him 
elsewhere. One of the three young adults living together was also at 
home as he spent most of his time on the property, whilst the other 
two household members worked in town. He said he was unprepared 
for the fire, had difficulty reading the signs, could not interpret 
the incoming information about the impending risk and reported 
difficulty filling the fire unit which he had never used before. 
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Movements on the day
In another household, the woman who lived and worked in town 
(but whose parents lived on a property on the fireground) tried, 
unsuccessfully, to get to her parents’ property to help them, 
following a truncated phone call from her mother. She was stopped 
at roadblocks. Coincidentally, the woman’s husband had earlier 
been helping his father-in-law on his property and when he and 
his in-laws fled the property prior to the front reaching them, they 
were separated, travelling in two cars; the husband also tried, 
unsuccessfully, to get from the fireground into town, where his own 
immediate family resided. 
The casually employed young man (whose partner was in town) 
mainly spent the day helping on private fire units. In the afternoon, 
he made his way to his home, taking two hours for what is usually 
a 20 minute trip, due to the state of the roads. He found his house 
intact, left again, and finally returned – after helping others defend 
their properties and looking for a displaced neighbour – only to find 
his home burning to the ground.
Finally, the young woman who ran her business from her father’s 
property but lived in town, travelled together with her husband to 
get to her father who was on the property. 


Assistance given or sought
The experience of the young labourer is particularly poignant given 
the policy advice to actively defend the home for some time after 
the fire front has passed.l When he first returned home and saw the 
house standing, he heard a call on his UHF radio that a neighbour 
was missing and went looking for him. It was on his return that 
he found his home collapsing and burning, his good intentions 
costing him and his partner dearly. Asked about the decision he 
made, he said he felt obliged to respond to the message. The missing 
neighbour (who was located) had been good to him when he was 
starting out in his current work. This represents just one of the 
hundreds of extraordinarily difficult decisions people made all 
across the peninsula that day; it also points out the strength of ties 
that bind people together.


Lack of experience with fire
The woman running her business from her father’s property was 
totally inexperienced when it came to fire. She told researchers 
that she was “blissfully unaware” of any danger on the Tuesday 
morning; “I knew there was a fire but having never been through a 
bushfire, it didn’t really bother me. I figured – It would be OK. We’ll 
be safe.”  She went to Winter’s Hill and took photographs before she 
was finally alerted by her husband of the imminence of the danger 
to the farm where they had business interests and together they then 
drove through the fire affected area to get to the property. It was 
during this time, rather than when the front arrived at the property, 
and its aftermath, that she felt closest to losing her life. 
The household of three adults, who had only just moved out to the 
farm, was very ill-prepared and vulnerable. The young woman 
explained that both she and her husband (at their separate jobs in 
town) were slow to respond to telephone warnings to go home and 
that her brother, who was at home on the property, had no idea how 
to prepare for the oncoming fire. She further explained that after 
she and her husband had arrived home, she had difficulty in getting 
them to act together. She eventually left the property and drove to 
town with the intention of joining her children who were safe at a 
relative’s place. After driving through at least two fronts, she was 
advised to stop and she took shelter with a farming family (who we 
identified as belonging to the Ideal Type 1 group of ‘generational 
farmers’). She instantly recognised that she was safe with them: 


…I was really thankful I saw one of our neighbours that live in 


a farm and I know that they’ve been farming for a long, long 
time. …I’m thinking, well, if anybody’s knowing what I should be 
doing, it should be that … that particular family…


In the case of the older couple who received a warning from a family 
member about the approaching fire, the man asked his wife to leave, 
which she did, but, amidst the smoke and flames, she crashed the 
car not far from their property. The husband was remorseful for the 
instruction he gave his wife, which put her life in such danger. As 
we interviewed him, he explained that he had not enough equipment 
and would struggle to buy what he thought was necessary in order to 
be prepared for another fire. He had practical skills and knowledge 
of water pump machinery and was clearly grappling with hard 
decisions about whether to spend what he estimated would be $2,000 
to purchase a diesel pump that would stand idle for much of the time, 
as its only use would be in the event of fire. It is also important to 
note that his instruction to his wife to leave the property did not 
accord with the Australasian Fire Authorities Council “prepare, stay 
and defend, or leave early” policy. 
The man who was helped by the arrival of his daughter and son-in-
law said that he could not have managed without their assistance. The 
couple drove together along fire-affected roads, avoiding roadblocks 
in order to reach his property. Although the three had skills and 
strengths in presenting an organised, joint attack on the fire once 
the front passed, they nonetheless lacked the practical experience 
and equipment of those in the Ideal Type 1 group of generational 
farmers. Furthermore, unlike the ‘generational farmers’, the man 
held the erroneous view that a fire like this “was unlikely to ever 
happen again”. 
The family where the wife had strong original family links to the 
generational farmers is an interesting inclusion in this group, as it 
illustrates the disjointed nature of their responses given their spatial 
disconnection from their land in general and from each other on the 
day, and the conflicting familial loyalties. They were vulnerable on 
the day in that the husband and wife acted independently of each 
other, the latter trying to get to the fire-affected area to help her 
parents who had called for help, whilst the former, having become 
separated from his in-laws, tried to escape the fire-affected area 
to where his immediate family resided. In this sense, they were 
separated and not part of a cohesive household attempting to act 
in concert, as the majority of the generational farmers were able to 
act – in part because of the connectedness between work and home. 
Both husband and wife were vulnerable by virtue of being on the 
road in dangerous conditions, although, admittedly, the husband 
was able to exercise leadership and use his knowledge of the dangers 
of flammable liquids, to guide two carloads of tourists with young 
families he encountered on the highway towards cleared ground.


Financial resources and fire equipment
One final characteristic of households in this group is best illustrated 
by the retired man who, in the aftermath of this fire, was grappling 
with the decision whether they could afford to invest in expensive 
fire fighting equipment. Having an independent power supply and 
a fire unit is more difficult for householders for whom this is an 
additional separate cost, rather than a cost that could be spread over 
other farm-related tasks, as it was for generational farmers.


Summary of Ideal Type 3


The members of these six households appear to us as the most 
vulnerable and, arguably, least connected to the land. Their 
association with the land seems transitory in comparison to that of 
those in the two previous ‘ideal types,’ either because they could live 
on any small landholding (one household was already in the process 
of re-locating) and still maintain a lifestyle interest, or because 
they had made a conscious decision to dissociate themselves from 
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a primary production livelihood (as with the family who lived and 
worked in town).
In addition, members of these households were less likely to receive 
warning information from others (4 out of 6) or were less likely to 
be able to interpret this information when they received it (2 out 
of 6). They were more likely to spend time on their own on their 
small landholding and could thus be regarded as knowing less about 
the movements of their neighbours and community in general. 
This was due, in part, to the split between their places of work and 
residence or the separation of couples, owing to work commitments 
elsewhere. One of the households in this group illustrates the social 
vulnerability of their domestic situation, where the husband had the 
knowledge and skills about home defence, but not the finances to 
purchase what he considered base-line protective equipment. 
The vulnerability and lack of fire preparedness and experience 
of women was particularly apparent in this group as they took to 
cars to drive in smoke and sometimes through fire fronts, one only 
narrowly escaping, being trapped in her car in the fire; another 
leaving her property only as flames approached the house; and 
yet another crashing the car in dense smoke soon after leaving her 
property. One woman thought she would lose her life on the drive 
to her father’s property and another considered challenging the road 
blocks in order to get to her parents’ property. 
Finally, although only one person said that it would be unlikely for a 
serious bushfire to affect this region again in his lifetime, we find it 
of no surprise that he formed part of this ‘ideal typical’ group. 


Concluding Reflections
Since the Wangary fire, several massive Australian (and overseas!) 
bushfires – most recently, the Victorian fires from late-2006 and 
into early-2007, burning across 1.1 million hectares of public land, 
destroying 51 houses and killing one person – have re-affirmed 
the relevance of the research this article reports. The Great Divide 
Fires, which lasted 69 days before being contained, involved 19,000 
CFA (Country Fire Authority, the Victorian rural fire service), DSE 
(the Victorian Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
responsible for fire safety in State Forests), Interstate and overseas 
fire fighters, and were front-page news for all of that time (see 
Guerrera 2007:7). Public statements about the linkages between 
bushfires and climate change, global warming and the growing 
shortage of water are becoming increasingly commonplace – only 
to be questioned by some who have political or economic interest in 
minimising or denying such linkages – something unthinkable just 
a few years ago (ibid).
As well, public questions about the roles of and reliance on a 
voluntary fire services in the face of the expected increases in 
number and ferocity of bushfires are being asked, especially against 
the background of rapidly changing demographics in the bush and 
in regional and rural Australia. In Nguyen and Catalano’s ‘Battling 
for the bush’ (2007), the National Party’s Peter Ryan comments: 
“The big issue that everybody is dancing around is that the CFA 
was never intended to fight protracted campaigns; to its enormous 
credit, it has evolved into a very formidable force… but I think 
this issue of (the CFA) having to do what it is doing is one we are 
going to have to face up to as a matter of public policy.” What then 
follows in the article is the ‘much talked about’ issue of payments for 
firefighters, or other ways of supporting them materially, and a brief 
hint at the changing demographics, suggesting that “generation-
Y fire fighters” are “more driven by their own interests – career 
advancement, skills development, new challenges and friendship 
opportunities – than their older colleagues.” And whilst a “boost in 
generation-Y’s participation” would help, the authors of the article 
end it with the rather cryptic, “But much responsibility for easing the 
strain on existing firefighters also lies with the broader community. 
This summer has proved that Victorians have much to learn about 
fire safety.”


Leaving aside the rather ‘unspeak’ character of the notion of the 
‘broader community’ in the above quote (Poole, 2006, author of the 
book ‘unspeak’, explaining it as ‘the mode of speech that persuades 
by stealth’), our own article is precisely intended to illustrate the 
significance of community and other relationships of primary 
sociality, as complex and multi-layered modes through which local 
people give meaning to, behave in, and respond to a fire threat of the 
magnitude of the Wangary fire. We believe that the positive – and 
operative – aspects of such relationships are under-recognised in 
conventional approaches to dealing with emergencies – even in their 
aftermath! – and that this constitutes a serious gap in supporting 
communities to live with – and respond effectively to – the threat 
of extreme (fire) situations. Obviously this is not to suggest that 
emergencies should be dealt with in isolation from more centralised, 
professionalised and technologically better equipped approaches at a 
regional or state level, but it does suggest that the latter interventions 
lose a lot of their potential when they operate without regard of the 
former.


In the Wangary fire, it was the presence of local people combined 
with their varying levels of experience and knowledge of dealing 
with fire situations and operating through ties of primary sociality 
that enabled many people, often in quite isolated areas, to survive 
a fire for which there was little or no prior ‘official’ warning. It 
is true that, in hindsight, there were some questionably unsafe 
‘choices’ made, but it is especially important to point out that the 
impromptu, informal warnings about the fire’s movement and its 
multiple fronts that were delivered by telephone or physical visits to 
nearby households provided the necessary impetus for people to act 
upon information that was deemed credible, precisely because the 
messenger was ‘known’, was ‘on the ground’, was ‘to be trusted’, 
and was to have fire fighting or other relevant ‘fire experience’. Too 
often, the power and potential of the considerable resources present at 
community level are being neglected or ignored by more centralised 
bodies – both governmental and private/commercial – and too little 
is done to support, maintain and improve their capacity, in spite of 
rhetoric to the contrary.  


In a previous article focused on the width and breadth of 
(community) volunteering –itself highly relevant for the issue we 
are discussing here (Healey, Boulet & Boulet, 2006) – we have 
elaborated on the meaning of primary and secondary sociality, 
re-connecting with important elements of an earlier generation of 
social theorising. We thus hoped to recover ways of complementing 
the highly individualistic modes of thinking and practice which 
have become de rigueur in all aspects of human behaviour. We find 
support for this in the contributions by many involved in ecological 
action and thinking today, and there exists an emerging recognition 
that our present modes of thinking and being and relating are 
counterproductive to the development of sustainable alternatives 
– including, we would argue, the development of meaningful and 
sustainable ways of living with the (increasing) risks of bushfires 
and other more imponderable disasters. 


In ‘A politics of global warming: the social-science resource’, Andrew 
Dobson (2007) suggests that, whilst there is an “overwhelming public 
as well as scientific consensus that a key driver of contemporary 
climate change is … human induced and [that] the key question now 
is … ‘what are we going to do about it?’” He identifies three major 
current responses: technology, lifestyle and green taxes, but, in spite 
of their plausibility, 


…from further back, they begin to look like individual pieces of 
a jigsaw that – as a whole – may well be the problem rather than 
the solution. For each of these measures either inhabits or is 
informed by the idea of markets that cater for profit rather than 
need, operated by self-interested individuals. Environmental 
theorists and campaigners have long pointed out that this mix is 
potentially a recipe for disaster rather than salvation.  
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Dobson proposes that good social science would suggest that there 
is a 


…much deeper reservoir of social, political and economic 
possibilities available to us than the technology, lifestyles and 
green-tax mantras would have us believe. This research work 
suggests that now is the time to rescue the habits and practices 
of pro-social behaviour: behaviour that aims at the common 
good rather than the maximisation of individual self-interest. 
This is a tender plant that has been battered mercilessly over 
the past thirty years of market liberalism, but it is still there, 
and it is extremely important to the climate-change debate 
[and – we would add - for community-safety]. The tragedy 
is that the very solutions that the governments of some of the 
countries most responsible for greenhouse-gas emissions (come 
up with) could almost be designed to extinguish the remaining 
remnants of pro-sociality [our emphasis].


Our data shows rather clearly that – on the one hand – ties of primary 
sociality DO have a positive effect on meaningful responses to 
emergency situations and that – on the other – ‘official’ responses 
and warnings either do not penetrate to people on the ground or 
often lack timeliness or are simply ignored by some.  
It seems to us that it would be imperative for governments, their 
respective departments, and emergency services – first – to come 
to know and understand relational systems of primary sociality and 
– second – to strengthen them and – third – to integrate and calibrate 
their own processes with them after recognising that responses 
of primary sociality are strong but can be rendered fragile when 
overridden or systematically ignored, especially when they are 
facing profound changes themselves (Alston, 2006). Much of the 
recent upsurge of contributions about community strengthening, 
community capacity building, social capital and such more would 
be fully compatible with this assessment (see also Healey, Boulet 
and Boulet, 2006, as previously mentioned; and Dandenong Ranges 
Music Council, 2004). Returning to Dobson, who cites Swedish 
research (Matti, S. and Berglund, C. ‘Citizen and consumer: the 
dual role of individuals in environmental policy’ in Environmental 
politics, 15/4, 2006) which clearly shows that


…policies designed to appeal to the individual as a consumer 
rather than as citizen ‘crowd out’, or reduce, ‘the sense of moral 
obligation’ in favour of pro-environmental activity. Once again, 
the preferred form of government policy both reinforces the 
frames of mind and conduct that contribute to environmental 
unsustainability and simultaneously undermines the habits and 
practices that inform much pro-environmental behaviour. This 
double-whammy is a serious obstacle to dealing with climate 
change – and indeed with any other problem which requires pro-
social responses.


In our earlier-cited article, we also talked about the importance of 
the subsidiarity principle (see footnote ii) which, we suggested, 
would assist in framing other relationships between the ‘systems’ 
of primary and secondary sociality, especially in addressing more 
fundamentally the bureaucratic and increasingly centralising 
tendencies of (central and state, but, given their growing size and 
scale, also of local) governments and their associated institutions of 
secondary sociality. 
That has, of course, deep implications for the structure and associated 
processes of the relevant emergency service organisations themselves, 
for the increasing territorial scale across which the reach of their 
services is assumed to operate and for the paradigms governing their 
operations. Taylorite distinctions between the ‘head’ and ‘hand’ 
aspects of fire fighting in all three of its commonly accepted aspects 
– prevention, response and recovery – really should not belong in a 
modern and informed organisational response to disaster. Neither 
should organisational stand-offs between different fire services 
lead to reported  ‘this-is-not-our-fire’ stalemates, that leave locals 
bemused and suspicious of  the resulting inactions which contribute 


to even more damage, as stubborn ‘rumours’ emanating from the 
devastating 2003 Alps fires in Victoria continue to have it. Thinking 
about emergency services as learning organisations, we argue 
that they should be primarily geared to providing the optimal and 
appropriate requisite variety of localised responses to the variety of 
local circumstances which may occur in emergency situations, and 
– especially – that they should practice the principle of functional 
redundancy,m whereby enough generic knowledge, expertise and 
experience is deployed right where it is needed – locally and in the 
face of disaster (rather than allowing the expertise to be whittled 
away by demographic and other erosive and corrosive processes; see 
Morgan, 1986).
The question of sustainability in communities of such generic 
knowledge about fire safety, the ways of the local community and 
its socio-ecology, and of the preparedness of local people to uphold 
this knowledge, improve it and impart it to newcomers – even to 
induct them, as suggested by one of our interviewees – should be 
briefly mentioned. Matters of sustainability are still too often dealt 
with in terms of the availability of resources and the presence of 
‘systems’ only; the ability to sustain, however, means so much more; 
it includes awareness, changing and consistent practices based 
on that awareness, the creation and maintenance of relationships 
and connectivities and the creation of a new culture. Systems 
and resources will only then become meaningful when they are 
supported by the four previous elements and, reciprocally, only 
then will they start to support the latter. In a word, it has to do with 
treating people and communities as people – again.
Finally, therefore, the orchestration of the technological, the social 
and the personal dimensions of disaster responses needs to be 
re-thought and indeed, reformed. Given the increasingly fragile 
ecological context of Australia and, indeed, the world, we believe 
it is crucial for institutions and authorities within institutions of 
secondary sociality to start trusting local people’s knowledge again 
and the strength of their relationships; moreover, if social capital 
has to do with ‘trust’, some of that capital should be spent by these 
institutions towards those operating within the sphere of primary 
sociality. Concluding with Dobson, again:


All of this suggests that addressing climate change (and its 
associated events, like bushfires and other emergencies) is both 
more difficult and easier than the executive summaries swirling 
across the desks of government ministers and newspaper 
front-pages portray. It is more difficult, because the drivers of 
unsustainable attitudes and behaviour are deeper and more 
structural than supporters of liberal capitalism can afford to 
believe. Yet it is also easier, because resistance to those drivers 
is expressed on a daily basis by the actions of tens of millions 
of citizens around the world as they strive to do the right thing, 
not for any gain for themselves or fear of fiscal punishment, but 
because it’s the right thing to do.  
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Endnotes
(a)  These organisational matters – and the poor integration of so-called 


formal and informal systems of responses will be the subject of a separate 
but related paper. We use the term ‘commons’ to connect with the ongoing 
process of land ‘enclosure’, started in early modern times continuing 
to this day in the guise of property development, the contracture of the 
‘public’ domain, and the intensification of the ‘private’ domain. See, for 
example, The Ecologist (1993) Whose Common Future? Reclaiming the 
Commons. Earthscan, London, especially Chapter Two, Development as 
Enclosure.


(b)  The Subsidiarity Principle “states that higher levels of government 
should only perform functions that cannot be effectively and efficiently 
undertaken by lower levels of government… [it] might involve a 
[constitutional] provision… that, unless amended by a referendum, 
decision making and administration is to be delegated to the most local 
practical level.” (Lowell, 2006: 5; & Coghill cited in Lowell, 2006: 5) 
Subsidiarity – as a principle dividing responsibilities between state and 
‘civil society’ (including churches, NGOs and levels of government) – has 
a long history in continental Europe, especially since the 1801 ‘Concordat’ 
between Roman-Catholic Pope Pius VII and French Emperor Napoleon, 
and which had its legal ramifications in the French Constitution, which 
– in turn – became the prototype for most continental constitutions. 
Importantly, is still forms the basis for arrangements around service 
delivery in welfare, schools, recreational services, and support for non-
governmental organisations and initiatives across Europe and it posits that 
‘super-imposed’ or ‘up-scaled’ government bodies or powers should NOT 
take over the roles and functions sufficiently fulfilled by more localised 
(the German “Bürgernah” or “close-to-the-citizen” expresses it well) or 
by informal, non-governmental or ‘primary sociality’ institutions, groups 
and bodies. 


The notion of ‘subside’ refers to the ‘holding back’ attitude suggested 
before for central governments, whilst the notion of ‘subsidise’ (note 
that both words derive from the same Latin verb, subsidere) brings to 
the fore the continuing role of central and state governments and their 
institutions in resourcing the ‘bodies’ who fulfil these functions. Indeed, 
central governments have the power to raise revenue as well as the role 
to distribute that revenue equitably and justly across their territory and 
to the various groups of citizens according to their needs; it stands to 
reason, however, that this should not necessarily imply that they would 
be the ‘best’ to deliver whatever is being ‘distributed’. It is interesting to 
note that the UK Government also votes on a ‘subsidy’ to be granted to the 
Royal House for the maintenance of its ‘duties’ and of the infrastructure 
the latter require. The 1981 Webster’s Third International Dictionary 
calls subsidiarity a “theory in sociology: functions which subordinate 
or local organizations perform effectively belong more properly to them 
than to a dominant central organisation” (Vol. III, p. 2279). Whilst much 
literature exists in the human service delivery area, it should be obvious 
that fire services can easily be included in this purview. Importantly 
also, Lowell points out that “In a contemporary context, subsidiarity 
has a higher profile as a ‘new political resource designed to protect local 
interests within the new internationalization of government’ and features 
prominently in the European Union legislation” (ibid. p. 5 and quoting 
Fletcher, 1999: 23).


(c)  The Fire Danger Index is an indicator of the severity of the fire danger 
whereby the hotter, the drier and windier the conditions, the higher the index 
will be. The Index ranges from 2 (where the difficulty of suppression is rated 
as low), through to 5 (moderate), 10 (High), 20 – 40 (Very High), and 50-100 
(Extreme). See www.esb.act.gov.au/firebreak/grass-behave.html, accessed 
14/3/07. The Fire Danger Index of the Wangary fire was 350. 


(d)  Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre http://www.bushfirecrc.com/


(e)  At the time of writing, the Coronial Inquiry into the Wangary fire was 
ongoing.


(f)  For a good appreciation of the present ‘state of the art’ of research in the 
qualitative/interpretive tradition, see Denzin & Lincoln (1994 & 2000) 
and the Sage journal Qualitative Enquiry.


(g)  http://www.cfs.org.au/about/pdf/Project%20Phoenix%20-20Lesson
s%20Learnt%20Activity%20-%20Noetic%20Solutions.pdf Accessed 
31/1/07.


(h)  The gendered nature of experience in fighting fires, either through formal 
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fire service or ‘on the ground’ experience, is discussed in Goodman and 
Proudley (2006). It is a focus of a large research project by Proudley 
(2007) where data from 38 household interviews is analysed in terms of 
decision-making.


(i)  The Warren aircraft is a reference to a local business, owned by Warren, 
whose aircraft were engaged in aerial fire suppression.


(j)  We acknowledge that there is a significant number of women who have 
taken up “operational” rather than “support” roles within the fire services 
(Beatson & McLennan, 2005). There were no such women however in 
our sample.


(k)  Many farmers on the Lower Eyre Peninsula are seeking to put in place 
Harvester Ban days, in an attempt to self organise and implement safe 
harvesting practices. By doing this, they hope to avoid the introduction of 
legislation which they see would introduce inflexibility to their farming 
practices. 


(l)  This Australasian Fire Authorities Council (AFAC) is sometimes referred 
to as the ‘stay and defend’ or ‘stay or go’ position.  See the AFAC position 
paper, Position Paper on Community Safety and Evacuation During 
Bushfires available at: www.afac.com.au  


(m)  ‘Organic’ understandings of organisational functioning, according to 
Morgan, espouse four major principles: 


1. Establish redundancy of functions rather than just avoiding redundancy 
of parts. The latter thinks of the ‘whole’ as the sum of the constituent 
parts, so, with increasing specialisation, everybody knows more and 
more about less and less; the highest goal of organization is avoiding 
duplication or redundancy, as it is not ‘cost-efficient’; such system is a 
‘spare-parts-system’. By contrast, redundancy of functions understands 
the ‘whole’ as being in the parts – the parts reflect the whole and 
redundancy or overlap is deliberately created as all parts consciously 
are creating (and are capable of creating) the whole; people are able 
to engage in a range of functions (as appropriate and needed); they can 
substitute for one another, they have multiple skills and knowledge about 
all functions but those skills and knowledge are ‘redundant’ in that they 
are not all the time used for each job at hand. Redundancy of functions 
allows for great flexibility, is capable of re-organisation and provides 
much more job-satisfaction. 


2. Aim for requisite variety or diversity of organisational ‘answers’ to 
the variety and differentiation of environmental demands (Ross Ashby, 
cybernetician). In other words: any “system” or organisation must be as 
internally diverse as the variety and complexity of its “environmental” 
needs demand. Relating this principle to the previous one implies that 
the variety of necessary responses to a complex environment needs to 
be built into the single units of the organisation directly where they are 
needed, i.e. where the interaction with the environment occurs; that 
means that multi-functioned people or teams need to be in place at the 
very boundary with the environment where their variety (and therewith 
redundancy) is needed. Each of the sub-units needs to develop as a “cell” 
of self-organising, multi- and trans-disciplined working groups, having 
all the requisite skills and capacities to adequately and holistically deal 
with their environment.


3. Minimum critical specification: in order to preserve the capacity of 
the various units to self-organise (see above) and to maintain their 
flexibility through redundancy and requisite variety, a long-standing and 
deeply engrained bureaucratic principle needs to be reserved; i.e. that 
organisational arrangements and tasks need to be defined as clearly and 
specifically as possible. The principle of minimum critical specification 
expects the ‘higher’ (more ‘central’) levels of management to create 
enabling conditions for the ‘lower’ (more de-central) levels to operate as 
self-determined and as self-organised as possible, so that the flexibility 
generated (and required) by the previous principles can indeed unfold. In 
other words, it is detrimental to staff creativity and to the development of 
self-responsibility when the tasks are over-specified.


4. ‘Learning to learn’: the previous principles may suggest an important 
centrifugal danger: self-organisation, redundancy and the encouragement 
of variety can end up in chaos. An ability to engage in single- and double-
loop learning processes cannot be assumed to be present in individuals 
and groups part of an organisation/community; the design of organisations 
has to include, therefore, the creation of contexts, ‘occasions’, where 
learning and reflection, as well as the establishment or maintenance of 
an organisational identity can occur. It should be noted that this principle 
is built on the assumption that a thorough democratic and participatory 
spirit pervades the organisation/community in question.


John Howard’s glowing futures 
 
Once a jolly jumbuck camped by a billabong 
under the shade of a swaggie it seems 
and he sang and he watched while Conzinc mined uranium 
“Who’ll come a waltzing Matilda with me”. 
  
Down came a miner to poison the waterhole 
up jumped John Howard and embraced him with glee 
and he sang as he stuffed the profits in his money bag 
“You’ll come a waltzing Matilda with me”. 
  
Up rode the Greens riding on a fountainhead 
up rode the Democrats, the ALP. 
“Where’s the grubby yellowcake you’ve got in your money bag 
We’ll not go a waltzing Matilda with thee”. 
  
Howard and the miner weighed down by uranium 
both drowned themselves by the Coolabah tree 
and their ghosts may be heard as they greet the God of Capital 
“Please come a waltzing Matilda with me”.


John Tomlinson
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Executive Summary 
The federally funded Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre combines the 
efforts of more than 30 research, fire, and land management agencies in 
undertaking research on social, economic, and environmental aspects of 
bushfire.  


Mt Bold in South Australia was the site of a substantial bushfire in January 
2007 which had a ‘good’ outcome in terms of few injuries and small property 
loss. The Mt Bold Case Study was carried out within the program entitled 
“Community Self-Sufficiency for Fire Safety” and its task was to ‘try and 
determine how the various education and awareness approaches conducted 
may have been of benefit to this community prior to and during the fire’. The 
study entailed interviews with all available members of 18 resident households. 


Key findings include: 


 Residents found that valuable information was provided by a range of CFS 
programs, although – as expected - the efficacy of programs varied widely. 


 Prior to the fire, of the 18 households two thirds had planned to stay and 
defend although some (3 households) decisions were conditional. 


 Of the 3 conditional defenders, all had had fire experience, and two said 
that they would stay unless it was a ‘firestorm’. These were the only 
interviewees to use the term ‘firestorm’. 


 About half the households had a positive orientation to attending meetings 
in relation to fire awareness and had done so.    


 Incorporating a community component or focus in information, as distinct 
from a specifically household focus, increased the penetration of the 
message in most households.  


 Residents who attended a briefing meeting appreciated the chance to mix 
with other community members during a time of crisis 


While the project was not expected to make recommendations, the researchers 
felt it appropriate to make some observations based on their experience in the 
project. 
Key observations include: 
 It is important to continue to encourage greater communication between, 


and cooperation with neighbours. 


 It is appropriate to identify brigade members and agency staff who have 
enhanced capacity for community engagement and to encourage and 
support them in a greater role in the community. 


 The role of the community as a whole, as distinct from the aggregation of 
households, should be recognised, examined, and further developed. 


 Fire experience removes or reduces many conventional social barriers in 
community life. Accordingly opportunities should be explored to find 
community leadership in new places and people. 


 There is a potential dilemma between encouraging individualistic self 
sufficiency and encouraging neighbourly and community cooperation. While 
no easy solution presents itself, the issue should be recognised and 
considered. 


 A rapidly changing demographic seems to be a fairly constant feature of 
fire-prone areas. While this adds to the complexity of the task, the usual 
receptiveness of new members to existing community norms also 







 
GOODMAN ET AL  MT BOLD CASE STUDY 


 


7 
 


provides opportunities to consolidate fire awareness as a community 
value. 


 Where they exist, locally produced informal newsletters have been an 
important source of information. A very small expenditure might often be 
all that is required to support the extension of a local newsletter. 


 Incorporating a community component or focus in information, as distinct 
from a specifically household focus, increased the penetration of the 
message in most households.  


 Repetition of information, in time, in different locations and in different 
contexts, is important in both penetration and recall of the message.  


  


Key Findings and Observations 
Findings 
 Prior to the fire, of the 18 households two thirds had planned to stay and 


defend although some (3 households) decisions were conditional. 


 The remaining one third comprised 2 who planned to leave and 4 whose 
planning was either inconclusive or not apparent. 


 Of the 3 conditional defenders, all had had fire experience, and two said 
that they would stay unless it was a ‘firestorm’. These were the only 
interviewees to use the term ‘firestorm’. 


 Residents found that valuable information was provided by: 
o Informal contact with brigade members socially, as neighbours, and 


through local businesses. 
o Structured events such as a CFS training exercises doing burnoffs 


on a non-CFS properties 
o Telephone contact from the CFS updating brigade records 
o Community meetings in which well prepared households shared 


their knowledge and experience with others 


 There is an increasing expectation that residents engage in appropriate 
preparedness activities.  


 Only a few residents had experienced the CFS Community Education 
program called “Community Fire Safe”. 


 The residents who had experienced “Community Fire Safe” found the 
program useful for: 


o Accessing new information 
o Providing the opportunity to discuss this in a group setting with 


neighbours 
o Providing the chance to learn more about neighbours circumstances 
o Taking a ‘hands on’ approach with particular aspects of an actual 


home 
o Raising issues to do with planning with immediate household 


members 
o Prompting residents to seek out additional information from other 


sources 
o Prompting residents to attend other community information events 


run by the CFS  


 About half the households had a positive orientation to attending meetings 
in relation to fire awareness and had done so.    
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 Almost all households had seen advertisements and had read some 
publications 


 About a quarter of households were aware of the CFS website before the 
event  


 Only a few residents had heard of or used the Hotline.  


 The opportunity for community members to provide feedback to the CFS at 
briefing meetings was valued as was the willingness of CFS to hear 
criticism.  


 More than half the households attended a briefing meeting and appreciated 
the access to information that the meeting provided 


 Residents who attended a briefing meeting appreciated the chance to mix 
with other community members during a time of crisis 


 Those residents who mentioned the Sticker Campaign were either directly 
critical, regarding it as not useful, or were unsure of the purpose of the 
sticker 


 Some residents expressed an interest in an increase in information and 
awareness through: 


o A continuation of the Community Fire Safe group program 
o An increase in the frequency of other preparedness meetings 
o A continuation of ‘briefing meetings’ 


 Of the residents who wanted future meetings, some wanted meetings which 
facilitated social contact, and others wanted less emphasis on community 
interaction and more on discrete ‘information’ topics 
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 Observations 
 


 It is important to continue to encourage greater communication 
between, and cooperation with neighbours. 


 It is appropriate to identify brigade members and agency staff who have 
enhanced capacity for community engagement and to encourage and 
support them in a greater role in the community. 


 The similarities and differences among community members, brigade 
staff, and community education staff should be identified and further 
examined with a view to seeking additional opportunities for 
collaboration. 


 The role of the community as a whole, as distinct from the aggregation 
of households, should be recognised, examined, and further developed. 


 Fire experience removes or reduces many conventional social barriers 
in community life. Accordingly opportunities should be explored to find 
community leadership in new places and people. 


 Fire experience commonly results in community members displaying a 
greatly increased flexibility in their assumed role within the community 
and latent and unexpected altruism is often displayed. This complex 
mechanism should be further examined. 


 There is a potential dilemma between encouraging individualistic self 
sufficiency and encouraging neighbourly and community cooperation. 
While no easy solution presents itself, the issue should be recognised 
and considered. 


 A rapidly changing demographic seems to be a fairly constant 
feature of fire-prone areas. While this adds to the complexity of the 
task, the usual receptiveness of new members to existing community 
norms also provides opportunities to consolidate fire awareness as a 
community value. 


 The importance of regularly operating community locations, such as 
a General Store, in information dissemination needs to be 
recognised and reinforced.  


 Where they exist, locally produced informal newsletters have been 
an important source of information. A very small expenditure might 
often be all that is required to support the extension of a local 
newsletter. 


 Incorporating a community component or focus in information, as 
distinct from a specifically household focus, increases the penetration of 
the message in most households.  


 Repetition of information, in time, in different locations and in different 
contexts, is important in both penetration and recall of the message.  


 The public should be made more aware of potentially severe limitations 
on public warning systems in certain fire events. This should be 
associated with an increased focus on the importance of community 
level social networks.  
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Part One: Purpose, Approach and Results 
Overview 


1.1: Introduction  
The Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (CRC), funded through the 
Australian Government’s CRC program, commenced in 2003 and combines the 
efforts of more than 30 research, fire and land management agencies in 
Australia and New Zealand in undertaking research on bushfires. In its seven 
year life span it aims to better understand the complex social, economic and 
environmental aspects of bushfires.  


The research program has more than 50 projects covering: 
•  Safe Prevention, Preparation and Suppression 
•  Management of Fire in the Landscape 
•  Community Self-Sufficiency for Fire Safety 
•  Protection of People and Property 


It is also providing an education program that is helping to develop the next 
generation of fire researchers and helps to inform the public and special 
interest groups on the latest developments in bushfire knowledge. 


Project C7, the “Evaluation Framework” project, forms part of the program 
called “Community Self Sufficiency for Fire Safety”. Members of this project 
have been examining the influences of formal programs and activities on 
increasing community safety, identifying influences of context on both programs 
and informal approaches to organizing, and examining mechanisms which 
operate to engage and disengage key stakeholders in the domain of 
community safety.  


One key piece of work carried out by the Project has been a review of inquiries 
into impacts of bushfire and natural hazards (Elsworth et al, 2009). This work 
resulted in a policy theory model of what was seen in these inquiries to 
constitute a ‘community safety’ approach to bushfire in Australia. Six 
foundational values were identified. A key foundational value was that of 
‘shared responsibility’. This is understood to refer to “the need for responsibility 
[for community safety outcomes] to be shared between individuals, fire and 
other agencies, and governments”. (Elsworth et al, 2009, p.9).  


In other work carried out by the group, in particular the concept mapping work 
(see Elsworth, et al, 2008) one of the desired outcomes for community safety, 
was seen to be “greater community ownership and responsibility for bushfire 
safety”. The concept mapping statements in this cluster were seen to be about 
“community members taking increased responsibility for their own safety, 
planning for themselves, and the communities that they belong to” (p.146). 
These ideas have emerged from both Inquiries and also consultation with 
members of fire services and members of communities who have typically been 
active in fire prevention.  Members of the Evaluation Framework project have 
undertaken case studies in order to illuminate how these values and concepts 
are understood at the local level. The Mt Bold study is one such case study.  


The closest body of theory and practice which has ‘community ownership’ as a 
goal, is community development. Community development is also a term used 
in Community Safety sections or Divisions in most of the fire and emergency 
services. We need therefore to understand how concepts of ‘community 
development’ are practiced in the field of community awareness activities in 
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relation to the threat of fire, and also whether this orientation to community 
safety is of merit. If it is, our task is to understand how it works, how fire 
services contribute to the idea, and what roles community members play to 
move toward ‘community ownership’.  


In 2007, the then Manager of Community Education in the Country Fire 
Service, South Australia, sought to capitalise on the fact that there had been a 
fire in the Mt Bold area in the Mt Lofty Ranges, which provided an opportunity 
in an interface area, to inquire into how residents actually responded to the fire, 
particularly in relation to whether any links could be made between the 
programs they may have accessed, and their fire response. Project C7 
researchers had done some work on the Lower Eyre Peninsula (LEP) following 
the Wangary fire, but there had been a minimal Community Education 
presence there as the Lower Eyre was not targeted as an area of extreme high 
fire danger (Goodman et al, 2007). Interestingly, we were advised that Mt Bold 
itself was not an area nominated by the District Bushfire Prevention Committee 
for high priority targeting with Community Education resources.  


Simply put, the Country Fire Service Community Education Unit Manager 
sought our assistance to ‘try and determine how the various education and 
awareness approaches conducted may have been of benefit to this 
community prior to and during the fire” (email 18/1/2007). 


 


1.2: Purpose of the Mt Bold Interview Study 
Discussions between CFS Community Education Unit staff and C7 researchers 
led to an understanding that the purpose of this interview study is to ascertain 
the influence of a multi intervention approach of community awareness 
activities which included meetings, events, activities, media and information 
and warning systems.   


The Community Education Unit carries out some formal evaluation efforts of its 
programs. Among these have included collecting feedback both pre and post 
Community Fire Safe group meetings, door knock and a follow up survey of 
residents in Bridgewater, and a survey of residents in Marble Hill. The Mt Bold 
study provided an opportunity to examine a range of interventions in a 
particular area, in a more in-depth interview by researchers outside the 
organization.   


The aim of the study initially was to examine the influence of the range of 
community education and awareness activities on:  


 Residents preparation of  their properties for the threat of bushfire, and 
their capacity to develop,  practice, and, in a fire event, implement an 
appropriate action plan 


 Whether and how strategies used in CFS awareness activities assisted 
residents to be self reliant 


 Residents ability to take up and integrate warning messages delivered 
during a fire event 


 Whether those who had been involved in the Community Fire Safe 
Group program were better prepared 


 Where community awareness activities were not undertaken by 
residents, what informed their decision making in the event of the fire 
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 Whether the newly implemented ‘briefing meetings’ during and shortly 
after a fire event were seen as beneficial by residents and if so, in what 
ways 


 Ways in which the fire event influenced residents thinking and possible 
future response 


 


Additional conversations between C7 and Community Education (CE) identified 
other concerns and the purpose of the project broadened to incorporate the 
following aspects:  


 How emotional attachment to animals and children impacted on 
decision making. Due to the changing demographic of traditional 
farming to hobby farmers, it was suggested that some people may 
present a strong attachment to their animals which may influence their 
response to fire.   


 In what ways did community member’s contact with CFS volunteers 
influence their preparedness and response?  


 Whether friends, neighbours and other community contacts and 
networks influenced residents planning and action 


 The strengths and limitations of different approaches to community 
education and engagement 


 


1.3: The Mt Bold Area and the Fire Event 


Mt Bold Area 
Mt Bold is located approximately 30 minutes South East of Adelaide. Mt 
Bold encompasses three local governments: the City of Onkaparinga, the 
District Council of Mt Barker and Alexandrina Council.  Interviews for this 
study took place within the areas surrounding the townships of Kangarilla 
and McLaren Vale (City of Onkapringa) Meadows and Echunga (District 
Council of Mt Barker), with the predominant number coming from the 
Kangarilla area.  


The City of Onkaparinga website provided access to community profile data 
from the 2006 census. However it is not possible, for the purposes of this 
report, to set out ABS data from the more localised area of Kangarilla where 
the majority of our interviewees resided. The closest unit of data 
presentation we could establish from the City of Onkaparinga website was 
the grouping called “McLaren Flat, Blewitt Springs, Kangarilla and Kuitpo”.  


The following paragraph below is taken directly from the City of Onkaparinga 
website.  


The area is predominantly a rural area with several small townships. 
Parts of the localities of Kangarilla and Kuitpo are located in the 
District Council of Mt Barker and the Alexandrina Council area.  
Settlement of the area dates from the 1940’s with land used mainly 
for timber cutting and farming. Population has increased slightly 
since the 1990s as a result of new dwellings being added to the 
area. Rural land continues to be used mainly for grazing, farming 
and vineyards. Land area within this district is 10,453 hectares with a 
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density of 0.20 people per hectare. (2006) ABS data1        


The District Council of Mt Barker website also provided access to census 
community profile data.  Within this data we were able to identify census 
boundaries that are classified as Southern Rural.  This area exceeds the 
smaller geographical area, in which interviewees resided. 


The District Council of Mt Barker website describes the “Southern Rural 
Shire” area as follows:  


The area is classified as The Southern Rural area of the District 
Council of Mt Barker. This includes the rural areas of Meadows.  The 
area is classified by rural residential living and farming.  Over the last 
10 years the enumerated population has increased by 10.1% or 202 
people in southern rural from 2,001 in 1996 to 2,203 in 2006.  The 
land area is approximately 20,637 hectares and the density is 0.11 
people per hectare in 20062.  


In addition to the above community profile notes obtained from census data, 
we were able to build our own picture of demographic trends from 
conversations with interviewees.  Some described the area as having a 
strong past in dairying, with now some areas developed into smaller 
properties, with an increase in the number of wine producers, hobby 
farmers, residents with horses and a growing trend as a ‘bedroom 
community’ with people making lifestyle choices to live rurally and work in 
City areas.   


Large tracts of Kangarilla and Echunga are still farming and grazing land 
surrounded by dense native scrub and the Kuitpo Forest.  The Mt Bold 
Reservoir is the largest water supply in South Australia, and supplies water 
for Adelaide.  Some properties are difficult to access due to hills and gullies, 
and many roads are windy dirt roads, with some being ‘no through roads’. 
The surrounding areas are suburban blocks scattered amongst trees, 
bushes and natural vegetation.   


 


Fire History 


We were advised that Mt Bold area had remained relatively free from major 
fires for many years.  According to several interviewees Ash Wednesday 
(1983) affected some areas of the Mt Bold region.  Others reported that 
several grass and scrub fires had occurred in some areas in more recent 
times.  Interviewees made specific reference to a fire that occurred at 
Onkaparinga Gorge a few weeks prior to the Mt Bold fires.  We were unable 
to determine the intensity and severity of this fire.  However the 2007 Mt 
Bold fires were the first to threaten bushland that had not been burnt for 30 
years or more.  


Mt Bold Fire 
A media release was posted on the CFS website on Tuesday the 9th 
January 2007 at 4:15pm, declaring it a total fire ban day for 13 of the 15 fire 


                                                 
1 Text for this paragraph taken from  
http://www.id.com.au/profile/Default.aspx?id=119&pg=101&gid=220&type=enum 
 
2 Text for this paragraph taken from 
http://www.id.com.au/profile/Default.aspx?id=141&pg=101&gid=190&type=enum 
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ban districts. On Wednesday the 10th January at approximately 6:30pm the 
CFS received reports of a fire that was believed to have been intentionally 
lit, burning in scrub next to the Mt Bold Road.  The fire rapidly spread into 
Kuitpo Forest and threatened property on Dashwood Gully, Saddlebags, 
Razorback and Boot Hill Roads.  A southerly wind change at approximately 
9:30pm pushed the fire toward Echunga. Many residents reported that this 
wind change is what saved their home and property. The fire conditions 
were considered extreme; temperatures reached 40 degrees with gusty 
Northerly winds. As described in an SES newsletter:  


The first briefing described a very serious situation with the fire 
impacting an area that had not been burnt for 30 years, had very difficult 
access, and was burning in pine plantation, scrub and farm areas with 
isolated homes at risk. With dusk approaching there was little 
opportunity to utilise aerial attack techniques. The CFS were deployed 
to asset protection only. 


The fire was attended by approximately 400 fire fighters from SA Country 
Fire Service, Metropolitan Fire Service, Forestry SA and SA Department for 
Environment and Heritage with more than 80 appliances.  Other resources 
utilised included SA Police, State Emergency Services, SA Water, Salvation 
Army Emergency Services and SA Ambulance.  


Several media releases were posted on the CFS website providing 
information, warnings and updates on the fire. The first release was posted 
at 6:50pm 10th January advising that 25 volunteer fire fighters were 
attending the fire and aerial water bombing aircraft were en route.  The 
release made reference to the approaching dusk, difficulty with aerial attack, 
and to asset protection only.3  At 5:50 pm on the 11th January the CFS 
posted a media release that confirmed that the fire was contained and threat 
to the public was reduced. The fire was still burning within control lines. 
Over the 23 hour period the CFS posted a total of 28 media releases 
advising the public of fire updates and progression. 4 


The Mt Bold fire mainly affected areas in Kangarilla and Echunga, burning a 
total of 1795 hectares with a perimeter of 31 kilometres.  Official reports 
indicate that only one residence was lost5. However, the fire threatened up to 
60 homes and destroyed several sheds, vehicles, stock, fencing and a historic 
unoccupied building known as Yaroona.  As the fire was in close proximity of 
the Mt Bold Reservoir, there was particular concern at the time for the water 
quality issues which may be impacted by the fire and its treatment. 
Interviewees reported losses of possession and property, including stock, 
fences, sheds and personal items and the impact these losses have had on 
them since the fire.  Some loss of quality of life was reported, in terms of 
increased anxiety and other markers of loss of everyday enjoyment 


                                                 
3 http://www.ses.sa.gov.au/newmedia/incidents/mt-bold-fires-2007.asp 
 
4 http://www.cfs.org.au/ 
 
5 It was noted during the Mt Bold Field Trip on 4th September 2008, following the AFAC 
conference, that the residence had been a community hall and had been converted to a 
home. It was reported that it was not known that this was now a residence. 







 
GOODMAN ET AL  MT BOLD CASE STUDY 


 


15 
 


 


1.4:Methodology 
This qualitative research study followed a telephone survey of residents of two 
areas of South Australia, Mt Bold and Humbug Scrub, which had been carried 
out by Strahan and Associates. One of the approaches of Project C7 is to 
engage in mixed method research. Gerald Elsworth provided some assistance 
to John Gawen, Manager of Community Education at the CFS, and Ken 
Strahan, to design the telephone survey.6 


The CFS requested an in-depth case study approach involving interviews with 
a selected sample of residents in the fire affected region of Mt Bold. It was felt 
that this approach maximised the likelihood of highlighting and analysing the 
multiple influences on residents’ bushfire awareness, preparation, and 
response. 


Interview Schedule 
The interviews were semi structured and a schedule was developed pertaining 
to cover the following aspects; 


 Household characteristics including:  


o length of residence in the area  


o usual household occupants  


o presence of children and animals,  


o neighbourhood ‘fire’ communication 


o affiliations with the fire service  


 Information about fire preparedness received or sought before the fire 
(media, meetings etc) 


 Planning and preparation before the fire threat including: 


o level of risk awareness 


o discussion of plan within household and with neighbours 


o formation of intent re stay or go  


 Finding out about the fire, initial responses to the threat, means of 
keeping informed 


 Reflections on actions and responses 


 Meetings attended during or after fire (what type, what was helpful, not 
helpful) 


 Expectations and experience of fire service (contact with the CFS, 
changed expectations) 


                                                 
6 Opportunities exist for ongoing work on a comparison between the Mt Bold and 
Humbug Scrub telephone survey (the results of which remain with the CE Unit of the 
CFS) and the results of this study. This work lies outside the capability of Project C7 as 
at May 2009, but could be picked up by others in the future as an exercise in multi 
method evaluation approaches.  
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The above questions resulted in identifying categories that would be used to 
nominate a selection of households to be approached for follow up face to 
face interviewees.   


Identifying household descriptors for selection 
We selected households that participated in the Strahan survey using selection 
criteria, derived from the following questions: 


 Whether the resident thought their home was threatened by the fire 


 Whether they lived in a residential house block, a hobby farm or small 
acreage, a house on a large farm, or other 


 If they had received information abut bushfire safety in the previous 12 
months, where they had received this from? 


 Whether the resident or household member, had attended one of a list 
of meeting types (Community Fire Safe, Bushfire Blitz etc) 


 Whether the resident or household member had seen or heard any 
advertisements or received any booklets 


The full text of the questions used in the Strahan survey from which the sample 
was drawn is set out in Appendix 1 of this report.  


Table 1 below sets out the numbers of households which were sought in each 
category, and the numbers actually achieved.   
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Table 1 Category selection and numbers of interviewees sought and achieved 


 


Cat
egor
y 


Category Descriptors Agreed to 
interview 


Interviewed 


1 Threatened 
Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Meetings = No 


4 4 of 4 


2 Threatened  
Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meetings= No 
Community Hall Meeting = Yes 


1 1 of 1 


3 Threatened 
Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meetings = Yes 
Community Hall Meeting = Yes 


5 4 of 5 


4 Threatened 
Farmer 
Media = Yes 
Meeting = No 


3 2 of 3 


5 Threatened 
Farmer 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meetings = No 
Community Hall meeting = Yes 


2 2 of 2 


6 Threatened 
Farmer 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meeting = Yes 
Community Hall Meeting = 
Possibly 


0 0 


7 Not Threatened 
Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Meetings = No 


2 2 of 2 


8 Not Threatened 
Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meetings = Yes 
Community Hall Meeting = No 


1 1 of 1 


9 Not Threatened 2 2 of 2 
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Small Land Holder 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meeting = Yes 
Community Hall Meeting = Yes 


10 Not Threatened 
Farmer 
Media = Yes 
Fire Safe Meetings = Possibly 
Community Hall Meetings = 
Possibly 


0 0 


Tota
l 


10 20 18 of 20 
Interviewed 


 
Most people were willing to be involved with follow up interviews, but due to 
prior and personal engagements, two of twenty were unable to commit to a 
proposed interview time during the time that we were visiting the area. In 
addition, the numbers in some categories were very small, reducing the 
likelihood of obtaining full numbers from these categories.   


Eighteen interviews, ranging from 45 to 90 minutes, with either individuals or 
families, were conducted by a team of three interviewers during a four day 
period in November 2007.  All of the interviews were held at interviewees’ 
homes except for one which was held in the interviewee’s workplace. The 
interviews were semi-structured, with a set of initial questions and issues for 
discussion, which were necessarily modified to be relevant to the different 
circumstances and experiences of interviewees. The interviewers 
encouraged interviewees to add additional information providing an 
opportunity to gather unanticipated responses. During the process of 
conducting the interviews new issues emerged and were inquired about in 
subsequent interviews.   


Factors impinging on findings 


The interviewers were sensitive to the possibility of arousing emotional 
reactions as people recounted what for some may have been a distressing 
experience.  In a few cases it was inappropriate to follow the planned 
interview schedule. It was also 11 months between the fire event and 
interviews which affected some recall of activity and responses. Technical 
difficulties were experienced in taping during two interviews and some of the 
data that emerged in conversations before and after interviews was not 
recorded. These issues caused some gaps in our accounts.  Mental fatigue 
and at times the time limitations of interviewees also impacted on 
researchers’ ability to insure a full coverage of all questions and follow up of 
some of the views expressed. The overall impact of these factors probably 
led to an underreporting of key issues, rather than a misrepresentation of 
the issues. 


Although the selection process sought to obtain a sample of people who had 
attended different types of meetings there were discrepancies between the 
telephone survey results and face to face interviews in terms of exposure to 
different types of CFS community education programs. As a consequence 
the capacity to gather data on some program types was limited.  
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In section 1.5 below (Household Characteristics) we report the similarities 
and differences between the Strahan survey responses and the meanings 
we elicited at face to face interview.  


 


1.5: Findings and Observations 


Household Characteristics  


Differences in selection criteria and interviewees 
circumstances 


The selection categories provided a basis to identify potential households that 
would meet the requirements of the Community Education Unit for further 
interviews.  Some disparities between the selection categories based on 
telephone interview responses and the interviewees’ responses in face to face 
interviews have been identified. Table 2 below points to these disparities. 


Table 2 Survey and Interview Data findings on selected characteristics 


 
 
 


One key disparity concerns the definition of the different meetings held in the 
area. We believe only one of those disparities had a major effect on the 
research goals, and that was the question of whether the interviewee had been 
to a Community Fire Safe group meeting. According to the telephone interview 
data (Strahan survey) 7 households who agreed to face to face interviews had 
attended a Community Fire Safe meeting within the 12 months prior to the 
survey.  However, during the face to face interviews, we learnt that only 2 had 
attended a Community Fire Safe meeting, and that this meeting had occurred 
outside the 12 month period stipulated in the (Strahan) survey question.  


Other disparities included those who recorded as being threatened by the Mt 
Bold fire.  The survey suggested that 13 households stated they were 
threatened, with five households not threatened.  At interview 16 households 
reported that they felt threatened by the fire, and only two indicated they did not 
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feel threatened. Being ‘threatened’ is a very subjective notion, and without 
some agreement as to what was being asked, variation in the survey response 
and the interpretations which have been made during the interview study are to 
be expected. 


There were several disparities in relation to being ‘aware of media’.  Initial 
selection criteria did not include those who were unaware of media and 
publications. However our interviews suggest that at least two households had 
not received information on bushfire safety and preparation from the CFS.  In 
two households we were unable to ascertain if any media was recalled. 


We could not include other selection criteria named as “meetings” and 
“community hall meetings” in the comparison between selection criteria and our 
assessment of these facts. This was because we could not establish the 
meaning of “meeting” and “community hall meeting” in the survey data, and 
hence could not distinguish them.  In response to questions at interview about 
meetings attended, residents mainly spoke of preparation meetings and 
briefing meetings during the fire, but it became apparent that what constituted a 
meeting, and the distinction between types of meetings, was not clearly 
established in the telephone survey.  


Descriptive characteristics of interviewees 


Descriptive characteristics of interviewees and their households are 
presented in the following table. 


Table 3 Descriptors of Interviewees 


 
No. 
Prese
nt 


 


Family 
members 


Age 
Rang


e 


Length 
of time 
lived in 
area 


Type 


of 


Propert
y 


Meetings 
attended 
Prior to 
Mt Bold 


Fire 


Meetings 
attended 
during or 
after Mt 


Bold Fire 


Level of 
Preparedness 
prior to Mt 
Bold fire 


2 Couple 


 


70+ 30 – 39 
yrs 


Small 
Land 


Holding 


 


No No Standard 


2 Couple 
Adult 
child  


40 - 
49 


20 – 29 
yrs 


Less 
than 5 
years at 
current 
address 


Farm 


 


No Yes Minimal 


1 Couple 60-69 5 -  10 
years 


Farm 


 


No Yes Comprehensiv
e 


2 Couple 50 – 
59 


15 - 19 Small 
Land 


Holding 


 


No Yes Standard 


3 Couple  
Adult 
Children  


40-49 


20 - 
29 


Less 
than 5 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holding 


 


No No Standard 


1 Single 
Person 


50-59 15 – 19 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes Yes Comprehensiv
e 
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1 Single 
Person 


60 - 
69 


40 – 49 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


No No Comprehensiv
e 


2 Couple 
Children  


40 - 
49 


 


5 – 10 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


No No Standard 


3 Couple 
adult 
child 
elderly 
parent 


40 – 
49 


20 - 
29 


Not 
specifie
d  


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes Yes Comprehensiv
e 


2 Couple 40 - 
49 


15  - 19 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


No No Comprehensiv
e 


2 Couple  
Adult 
child  


60 – 
69 


60 +  Farm 


 


No Yes Comprehensiv
e 


1 Couple 60 – 
69 


20 – 29 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes No Minimal 


2 Couple 60 – 
69 


20 – 29 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes Yes Comprehensiv
e 


1 Couple 
child  


40 - 
49 


 


5 – 10 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes Yes Minimal 


1 Couple 
Children  


30 - 
39 


 


15 – 19 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Not 
Discusse


d 


Not 


Discusse
d 


Minimal 


2 Couple 
children  


30 - 
39 


 


5 – 10 
years 


Small 
Land 


Holder 


 


Yes Yes Comprehensiv
e 


1 Couple 60-69 15 – 19 
years 


Farm 


 


No Yes Comprehensiv
e 


3 Older 
Person 
couple 
children  


30 – 
39 


60 – 
69 


30 – 39 
years 


Farm 


 


No No Standard 


Thirty three people from 18 households participated in the interviews.  There 
are 5 household types, with 16 households identifying as a couple and 2 
households were single people living alone.  Of these 16 couples, 7 
households had no children living at home, 4 households had adult children 
living at home, with 1 of these households also having an elderly dependant 
person in their care.  The remaining 5 households had young children living at 
home. Of the 18 interviews, 13 households identified as small land holders, 
while 5 households identified as farmers.  


We interviewed people of various ages ranging from 20 to over 70. We did not 
request specific ages of interviewees and from our assessment we estimate 
that of the 33 people interviewed, 2 people were between the ages of 20 – 29, 
5 people were aged 30 – 39 , 11 people were between 40 – 49 , 3 were 
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between 50 – 59, 9  interviewees were between 60 – 69 and 2 people were 
over 70.  


In all but one case we were able to establish the length of time people had lived 
within the area. One household had only recently moved to the locality, and 
had been living at their current address for less than one year.  Four 
households had resided in the area from 5 – 10 years and 5 families had been 
in the region for 15 – 19 years.  Three families had lived in the area for 20 – 29 
years, 2 households had lived in the area for 30 – 39 years, 1 had lived in the 
area for 40 – 49 years and the final household had lived in the area for more 
than 60 years. 


We attempted to establish what meetings interviewees had attended both prior 
to, during and immediately after the Mt Bold fire.  We were able to establish 
that 6 households had attended a bushfire safety and preparedness meeting 
prior to the Mt Bold fire, indicating that 11 households had not attended a 
bushfire safety and preparedness meeting prior to the Mt Bold fire. In one 
interview this was not recorded and we have noted this issue in this interview 
as ‘not discussed.’  We were able to establish that 10 households had attended 
a meeting after the Mt Bold fire, indicating that 7 households had not attending 
a meeting after the Mt Bold fire. 


The ‘level of preparedness’ in the last column of the Table 3 above is an 
assessment we made and should be taken to be indicative only. One family for 
example who presented as comprehensively prepared, appeared not to have 
had a plan for an elderly relative who was dependent on someone being home 
to guide her to safety. We did not interview households with the intention of 
making preparedness assessments and therefore these assessments have 
arisen based on information sourced from the interviews.  


We deemed those with minimal level preparedness as those where household 
members appeared not to have taken preparation steps such having 
appropriate fire fighting equipment, nor to have discussed a reasonable plan 
with family members and who seemed unaware of the fire risk within the area, 
prior to the fire event. 


A standard level of preparedness was thought of as being demonstrated by 
those interviewees who appeared to have taken adequate fire preparation 
steps, including having discussed a plan with family members, having fire 
fighting equipment installed and available, and being aware of their 
environment and understanding that they do live in a fire prone area.  


A comprehensive level of preparedness was seen as those interviewees who 
demonstrated a high level of fire knowledge, had taken extensive preparation 
steps to ensure their homes were well equipped to defend against a fire and 
had also developed written plans in discussion with family members.   


From these descriptions of the levels of preparedness, we assessed the 18 
households and established that 4 households demonstrated a minimal level of 
preparedness, 5 households demonstrated a standard level of preparedness 
and 9 households demonstrated a comprehensive level of preparedness.  


Research Question responses 
The research set out to examine 7 key areas:  


A. capacity of households to anticipate fire pre event 


B. the influence of experience of the fire event 
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C. household priorities 


D. perceptions of the CFS 


E. informal contact between the brigade and other community members 


F. community connectedness 


G. policies and programs.  


Findings of most importance in relation to these seven questions are presented 
in the following seven sections. While a key research focus was formal 
awareness activities, we record the findings in relation to the formal awareness 
activities last (section G below). Setting these formal activities last allows us to 
weave the findings from previous sections, which all have implications for 
programs into the final findings section on CFS policies and programs.  


Given the focus in the research on both the CFS programs and activities, and 
community response only a small number of agencies external to the CFS that 
played a role in community awareness  were mentioned by interviewees. We 
provide these findings here, so as to move straight into our set of more 
substantial findings. We finish part one of this report with section 1.7 entitled 
Discussion.  Part Two of the report provides more research detail from which 
the findings in Part One were drawn.    


Briefly, in relation to agencies external to the fire service, community members 
would like to see more informed ‘buy in’ to fire awareness issues from other 
organizations, such as the media, insurance companies, and primary and 
secondary schools. Inadequate insurance cover was highlighted, as were its 
flow on effects, such as difficulty replacing fencing, leading to decreased stock, 
thereby increasing fire risk. Some residents believed that insurance policies 
should take into consideration the level of planning and preparedness that 
households have undertaken in a high bush fire risk area, and that this 
preparation should be reflected in premiums. Responsibility of other agencies 
such as land management agencies and Local Government agencies, were 
also raised by interviewees. How these responsibilities are understood and 
enacted in a local area is a topic for further discussion and possible research.  


A note on presentation 


For the most part we have divided these sections into two categories: what we 
found from the interviews (Findings) and remarks that we see as relevant in 
addition to the relevance of the findings (Observations). We have not made 
observations in relation to all categories. In a few cases the observation arose 
as an immediate consequence of a particular finding, such that to separate the 
two would lose the context. In these cases, the finding and the observation 
appear together. 


A: Anticipation of, and preparation for a fire pre-event   


By ‘house’ preparation we mean ‘whole of property’ preparation, with a focus 
on the more tangible aspects of preparation, including vegetation, building 
preparation, power and water supplies, etc. By ‘household’ preparation we 
mean preparation of all members of the household, including thinking through 
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the needs of all members, including small children, pets, other dependents, 
animals and valuables7. 


Findings 


Anticipation 


Prior to the fire, of the 18 households two thirds had planned to stay and 
defend although some (3 households) decisions were conditional. 


The remaining one third comprised 2 who planned to leave and 4 whose 
planning was inconclusive or   non-existent. 


Of the 3 conditional defenders, all had had fire experience, and two said that 
they would stay unless it was a ‘firestorm’. These were the only interviewees to 
use the term ‘firestorm’. 


Preparation 


There were varying degrees of pre-event preparation among the 18 
households. Two broad household types stood out as demonstrating the 
greatest capacity to anticipate the possibility of a fire event. We have called 
these the ‘off-property business group’ and the ‘farmer group’. These 
descriptors are crude, and also not mutually exclusive, and are therefore 
indicative only. For a few of these households, farming was a second 
occupation, after another life in business enterprises. 


Off-property business group. 


Residents in this category generally had one or more members engaged in full-
time work away from the property, although the group includes two households 
that displayed similar characteristics, in which there were recently retired 
residents.  


The households in this category appeared to derive particular technical 
knowledge from their occupations. This comprised either particular experience 
with buildings, machines, and landscape management, or, as household 
partnerships, mutual recognition for each member’s capacities and ‘domains of 
organizing’, evidenced by an ability to plan and work together in overlapping as 
well as discrete roles. These households had engaged in extensive ‘house’ and 
‘household’ preparation. They had made use of information materials and 
Community Education programs, one quite extensively, as well as having 
sought to improve their response capacity through other ‘non formal’ forms of 
information and interaction, such as conversations with those with local and 
specialist knowledge.  


Farming Households  


The second group appeared to us to be differently prepared from the group 
above. They were less ‘text book’ prepared than the ‘off-property business 
group’ households. In the main they expected that they were likely to encounter 
fire in their lifetime, and held corresponding knowledge, skills, resources, and 
an expectation that they would stay and defend the property. Members in this 
group were also less inclined to seek ‘formally presented’ knowledge available 
through programs and activities.  


Others 


                                                 
7 This distinction was suggested by Catherine Rowe, Research Assistant, Project C7, 
when we were working together on analyzing data from the Women’s Skills Survey 
(Delaine et al, 2008).  
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For several of the 18 households the sources of influence on what factors 
alerted them to the presence of risk, and their response to this awareness, 
other than formal programs, are various, sketchy, and sometimes appear as 
‘accidental’. An example of seemingly sporadic influences on one particular 
household’s growing awareness of the threat of fire and their subsequent 
responses to that threat, highlights our finding that sources of influence are 
commonly diverse. These sources, sometimes contemporaneous, have their 
roots in experience, relationships, ‘learning by doing and seeing’, skills, agency 
resources such as an educational presence and or resources, and an 
openness to the environment. The household chosen as an exemplar of 
apparently sporadic influences, was new the area and had no previous fire 
experience;  factors which influenced household members’ awareness and 
preparedness included:  


 a ‘handover’ from the previous property owner which included raising 
awareness of fire and the resources which were available at the 
property to assist with fire response 


 a small fire shortly after their arrival 


 being contacted by the brigade to update brigade records and learning 
more about local activities in this conversation 


 having a CFS fuel reduction training session held at their property which 
highlighted particular issues they needed to address which they 
subsequently did. 


 having neighbours who were CFS members 


 using the internet to follow up on web based educative materials which 
had been brought to their attention.  


Observations 


Not all extended family members in these households held this experience or 
expectation equally. Accordingly it is important for individuals in households to 
feel they can speak up when they are less confident than other members of 
their households about their fire abilities, and agencies need to avoid the 
presumption that one household member’s perspective could be generalised to 
all household members.  


There is room for more coordination of apparently ‘accidental’ occurrences, 
though we recognise that this would take resources, and a commitment to 
explore the possibilities of coordination, with the various parties. This is 
explored further in the Discussion. 


B: Influence of experience of fire event 


Findings 


After the fire event interviewees reported a heightened awareness of both the 
technical and ‘human relationship’ aspects of fire planning and response.  


Technical aspects of fire planning and response capacity.  


The fire experience highlighted questions about the types of defence 
equipment one might purchase, the most desirable fire proofing specifications 
for hoses, water tanks, sprinklers, whether to leave gates open or closed, the 
actual risk posed by certain vegetation types, building requirements or 
modifications, the safest place to shelter within the house, clothing, keeping a 
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cleared area around the house, (eg no wood pile), knowing how to prepare the 
house when a fire is approaching, eg remove curtains, take the doormat in etc.  


’Human relationship’ aspects of fire planning and response.  


These learning’s related particularly to social and emotional issues, and 
included increased insights gained from the responses of all household 
members, the need for increased knowledge of neighbours’ situations, 
including their capacities and needs. Interviewees voiced particular concerns 
about the emotional needs of young adults, suggesting this is a particular issue 
requiring more attention at a community level. There was increased awareness 
of the effort required within households to create a coherent shared household 
plan and that this process requires constant modification. Some interviewees 
reflected explicitly about how the fire experience increased their capacity to 
think about the event as it might have been experienced by others.  


C: Household Priorities 


Findings 


The fire event prompted residents to think more specifically about their priorities 
in terms of decision making in relation to bushfire.  Several people identified 
children and animals as two of the most important influences on their decision 
making. Some people wanted children to be away from the physical threat of 
fire, and others, some who chose to stay, still wanted children to be protected 
from the anxiety of fire. Some women in particular were conflicted in their 
decision making about which family member’s needs took priority when faced 
with the fire event, such as the internal conflict of wanting to leave with one 
family member (eg a child) and not wanting to be separated from a partner who 
wished to stay and defend.  


Interviewees reported a range of response to animals, including how they 
prioritised their safety and wellbeing, including moving stock, bringing animals 
inside, delaying leaving because they were trying to ensure the safety of 
animals, and checking on their own and neighbours stock. For those who 
intended to leave, getting pets into vehicles featured in their accounts.   


Some interviewees post fire showed an interest in increasing their awareness 
of their own household members’ and neighbours’ anxieties and capacities, 
including their vulnerabilities, resources and plans. For some, material 
possessions such as houses were regarded as replaceable.   


Some interviewees offered assistance to others in ways which demonstrated 
an altruism which they may not have anticipated prior to being faced with the 
threat of fire..  For some interviewees receiving help from others (particularly in 
carrying out roles one usually carries out for oneself) was experienced as a 
welcome relief and also as stressful (sometimes these responses were 
experienced by the same person at the same time, and sometimes by different 
interviewees).  


Observations 


The inability to anticipate altruistic responses emphasises the importance of 
talking with neighbours about fire plans. This also highlights an important 
human capacity to engage in mutually reciprocal behaviour.  


There are human limits to the extent to which we can know what our priorities 
are, or might be, just as there are limits to the degree to which the details of a 
fire event can be planned for. The extent of variation posed by the 
circumstances of the event itself, includes factors such as who is present, who 
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and what is likely to be impacted, differing priorities of household members, as 
well as the fire behaviour, including point of fire commencement, and both 
predicted and actual weather. Efforts must continue to be made, however, to 
intervene across three levels of organization on which community safety policy 
and practice operate - households, communities, and involved agencies, so 
that contingencies can be examined and similarities and differences identified 
across these three levels.  


D: Perceptions and expectations of the CFS  


Findings 


Overall, interviewees reported being reassured that the CFS response was 
quick and coordinated.  Factors highlighted were the speed with which the CFS 
responded, and the number and expert handling of local and out of area ‘on the 
ground’ and aerial appliances. The length of time over which the assistance 
was given was also highlighted, including both during the fire and in follow up 
operations over some days. Advice offered by brigade members to other 
community members during the fire was appreciated. People found the 
presence of brigade members to be supportive, even if fleeting.  


There is a lot of loyalty and affirmation expressed toward the role of the fire 
service volunteer, and a sense by some that there is not enough done to bring 
this more to the eye of the public. Some interviewees rose to the defence of the 
CFS volunteers when these volunteers were criticized by other local people, 
finding these criticisms unreasonable. Where interviewees themselves voiced 
criticisms of the CFS, they emphasised this was aimed mainly at the 
‘organizational’ level, rather than at the volunteer level.   


A small but significant number suggested that the CFS was moving too far 
away from its ‘community’ roots – that it was no longer a ‘community agency’ 
but had become a ‘government agency’. Some of the factors seen to be pulling 
the organization in this direction included the threat of litigation, the increase in 
training requirements for volunteers, and also requirements for statewide or 
interstate responses during large fires.  


Most people expected the CFS to prioritise those at greatest risk during a fire 
and don’t expect that a fire truck will be able to attend each threatened property 
if there is a large fire.  They understood the need for volunteers to ensure their 
own safety and that while the CFS will assist them if possible, people have to 
help themselves by reducing fire risks on their properties. A small number of 
people expected that the CFS would advise them if they had to evacuate.  


E: Influence of Informal ‘community/brigade’ contact on community 
fire awareness  


Findings 


Several interviewees sought advice from CFS volunteers on how to be better 
prepared for bushfires both before and after the fire. Community members cited 
contact with a Brigade Captain as an important source of information. Elements 
of this trust seemed to arise from the captain’s well established community 
relationships, fire service experience, and his business which provided the 
means through which community members accessed him, his knowledge and 
his mechanical skills. These information seeking interactions between 
community members and volunteer brigade members demonstrate the demand 
for community education and awareness activities.  
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Interviewees’ contact with brigade members socially, as neighbours, and 
through local businesses, provides opportunities for raising questions and 
discussing concerns about fire safety. More structured events such as a CFS 
training exercise doing a burnoff on non CFS properties is educative and 
valued, and residents would like to see this extended. Other opportunities for 
CFS community interaction and community awareness raising, include when 
CFS carry out activities such as phoning community members in order to 
update their brigade records, have training days which involve community 
members, and carry out property inspections required for building approvals.   


At least one household which was well prepared was recognised as such by 
a local brigade and the members of the household have been invited to 
share some of that knowledge with others in community based meetings. 
This provides one exemplar of, or one variant of ‘shared responsibility’ 
between fire agencies and communities for bushfire safety.   


This above example provides one instance of a creative brigade response to 
the capacity of a community member to help in the education of other 
community members.  Another interesting example of accessing learning was 
highlighted by a volunteer who attended a ‘Community Fire Safe’ meeting.  He 
described how much he had learnt from a ‘Community Education’ presenter. 
This suggests that from a community perspective, the advice from a brigade 
member and from a Community Education officer can be complementary but 
not identical.  


Some community members were not open to ideas of connecting informally 
with the CFS, either with the volunteer members, or any service they may offer. 
This points to the ongoing need for a range of ways and means through which 
community members both access information and interact with others while 
increasing their capacity to respond to the threat of fire. Community members 
also need to be provided with opportunities through which they can make a 
contribution.  


Members of the community received advice, support and encouragement from 
brigade members during the fire event, particularly where community members 
were able to play a complementary (or more easily identifiable) role, such as 
extinguishing fire. Where community members offered to assist the fire services 
during the event, these offers could not be accommodated. One community 
member took her offer into her own hands and assisted others remove animals 
from their properties, an outcome that may not be deemed desirable by a fire 
service.  


One possible barrier identified by interviewees was whether issues of ‘liability’ 
prevent volunteer and staff fire service members from offering certain forms of 
advice, and or whether worries about litigation affected community members 
engaging with the fire services and or other community members in shared 
tasks of fire response. 


Observations 


Further opportunities exist for brigade members and agency staff to 
increase their awareness of those community members who have particular 
capacities in the field of increasing community awareness. What is done 
with this latent community capacity requires more thought and discussion at 
all levels from the community level through to agency and state level.  
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The points of similarity, difference and opportunities for more collaboration 
between community members, brigade members and community education 
staff needs further explication and management.  


There is a need for the fire service and community members to explore 
opportunities for the community to assist with the fire response, and in doing so 
to identify any barriers which might unnecessarily restrict, hamper or 
discourage community involvement in response efforts. There is a further need 
to explore the links between how community assist each other and fire services 
in the response efforts with how these links may also contribute ultimately to 
preparedness efforts.  


F: Community Connectedness  


Findings 


Many householders under threat demonstrated a resourcefulness and a 
capacity to be self managing in the absence of reliable information, particularly 
in the early stages of the fire event. Some householders used a range of 
measures to obtain information and to inform others about the fire which 
assisted in their ability to respond to the threat. Several of these measures 
included helping each other in addition to providing warnings.  


The fire event increased people’s awareness of the importance of community 
networks in general. Particular reference was also made to the need to know 
each other’s contact numbers and property identification numbers (called 
RAPID numbers in South Australia).  


The possible role for community leadership is also exemplified in the findings 
that there is an increasing community expectation in some households that all 
households engage in some preparedness activities, so they can maximise 
offers of assistance that may come their way in a fire event. Two households 
interviewed might make their future offers of assistance to others conditional on 
those others having engaged in some preparedness activity.  


Demographic changes in the area were experienced by longer term residents 
as both losses (e.g. decrease in farming viability and hence farming 
communities) and gains (more diverse and interesting community mix). Some 
newer arrivals enjoyed the increased amenity offered by rural life, as well as 
becoming increasingly aware of the demands of rural living, including the 
responsibility for fire preparedness. Data in this study provided examples of 
demographic changes which impacted in ways which both strengthened and 
weakened aspects of community connectedness.  


Observations 


Fire experience triggers in many an openness to and willingness to cross or 
challenge the commonly experienced barriers to more cohesive communities, 
whether these barriers are structural (employment status and conditions), 
attitudinal (attributions from one group to another), emotional, or the myriad of 
other barriers reducing people’s capacities to care for themselves, or each 
other, at the household, neighbourhood, community, agency, government and 
societal level. There are opportunities for leadership at a community level, but a 
meeting space and some ‘structure’ may be needed to bring these 
opportunities to light, and support their ongoing development.   


While the research reported on those who are disinclined to mix at the local 
level, these ‘wishes’ may be less rigid than they seem on first presentation. 
Research results pointed to the presence of good will, even if latent in 
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seemingly ‘fixed’ to a range of issues related to community safety. This latent 
good will, community members to each other and to the fire service, has the 
potential to be further built on. This orientation requires both resources and a 
community development approach in both policy and practice. For many 
community members, individual responses to fire awareness and response are 
closely tied to or influenced by responses of others with whom they relate. For 
some there is a sense of community responsibility for others in an emergency, 
which influences their decision making.  


A small number of households demonstrated a particularly strong sense of 
self sufficiency.  On one reading, this is a desired outcome of the current 
policy direction. There is a risk here however if policies and messages fuse 
the notion of self sufficiency with individuality, or an ‘individualised response’ 
only. Such a fusion, if it were to be the dominant message, could contribute 
to a more insular and less community oriented mindset. [An extreme version 
of this human potential can be seen in gated communities].  


Some households who were more singularly focussed, reported some 
understandable frustration at the propensity of neighbours who did not know 
what to do, to distract them from preparing or fire fighting. There are 
opportunities for those with greater knowledge and skills if they are willing 
and supported, to provide leadership to those who may seek their company 
in a fire event. While leadership can come from any household, it would be 
important to understand who could be seen as leaders at this level, and on 
what issues.  


While there were several examples of assistance and help coming from non 
farmers, one interviewee emphasised the constant presence in the district of 
her farmer neighbour (the man who was reported as ‘watching over things’), 
his general willingness to assist them as ‘non farmers’, and also for his 
actual support on the day of the fire when she was unable to get back to her 
home. These findings point to the need to explore how community networks 
in general can be strengthened, a strengthening which clearly has a 
potential to increase community safety, due to what many interviewees 
experienced as the highly interdependent nature of community relationships 
in a crisis.  


Community infrastructure provides an important means of facilitating 
community interaction. One example is the General Store/Post Office, both as 
a place where information could be posted, and circulated, and where people 
may congregate and talk. Another example of community infrastructure is the 
community person who, with assistance, convenes a Community Forum and 
also compiles and circulates a Community Newsletter. The General Store/Post 
Office manager has reduced the hours of opening which interviewees reported 
as having a negative impact on the social and information disseminating 
possibilities available through this venue.  


Research results highlight individual household responses which were and can 
be further enhanced by the strength of connections with others in the 
community. This suggests that those messages which focus on social contexts 
as well as on individual households will gain the public recognition that many 
do think and act ‘socially’, and this can be built on at the level of fire awareness 
messages. Those programs which encourage these social connections in both 
the fire service and community domains, are particularly important.  


G: Policies and Programs 


Findings 
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Education programs and other initiatives pre event 


Only a few residents had experienced the CFS Community Education program 
called “Community Fire Safe”. The example of Community Fire Safe as a 
program identified in this research was that of an early and interrupted 
program. Some interviewees had heard of the program through local sources, 
including a Brigade Captain and via a local Community Newsletter (the 
Kangarilla Voice). When the idea was broadly outlined by researchers to those 
who did not know of the program, residents showed interest. Community 
members were unclear about names of community education officers, and 
whether any were still assigned to this district. 


The interviewees who had experienced the program “Community Fire Safe” 
found the program useful. Usefulness cited included for accessing new 
information, for having the opportunity to discuss this in a group setting with 
neighbours, for the chance to learn more about neighbours circumstances, for 
taking a ‘hands on’ approach with particular aspects of an actual home, and for 
issues to do with planning with immediate household members. The program 
served as a trigger to seek out additional information from other sources and to 
attend other community information events run by the CFS. We note that being 
able to ask specific questions and to learn from the experiences of others can 
also be part of other preparedness meetings, such as Bushfire Blitz, a one off 
‘street meeting’ type of program.  


 Eight households had a positive orientation to attending meetings in relation to 
fire awareness and had done so.   Fifteen had seen advertisements and had 
read publications, 4 were aware of the CFS website pre event. Only a few 
interviewees had heard of or used the Hotline.  


Five households indicated that they would not be interested in awareness and 
education meetings, and 4 would be interested if certain conditions were met. 
For some residents, a negative past experience of ‘community meetings’ (not 
necessarily in relation to bushfire safety issues) influenced their attitude to 
future community meetings and functions.  


Initiatives at the time of a fire 


Briefing meetings that provided the opportunity for community members to 
provide feedback to the CFS were valued, and community members also 
valued the willingness of CFS to hear criticism. Ten out of 18 attended a 
briefing meeting, and 13 people had heard the ABC broadcast of the fire on the 
day  


More than half the interviewees did not find the ABC broadcasting in relation to 
the fire helpful, particularly due to the gap in time between the details of the fire 
progression, and the broadcast.  


Although it had only just been introduced, the small number of residents who 
had considered the Sticker Campaign (where a sticker is placed by the resident 
on their property when they have become ‘fire ready’) were either directly 
critical, regarding it as not useful, or were unsure of the purpose the sticker was 
supposed to serve.   


Briefing meetings served a number of functions, with key ones being an 
opportunity for residents to access information, the opportunity for residents to 
mix together at a time of crisis, and an opportunity for community members to 
give feedback to the fire service. Interviewees showed a positive response to 
the willingness of the CFS to hear criticism, and there are potential flow on 
effects of this observation, in that it could act to reduce what one person 
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described as an ‘us and them’ situation,  with the ‘them’ being, among other 
things, the holders of information, and those the one’s ‘in charge’.  


Particular community safety messages were seen as needing particular and 
repeated emphasis. One message is that households should prepare 
themselves to be independent in their fire response and decision making, 
including not just the decision as to whether they should stay or go, but also 
when they should go. Three households still expected they would receive 
advice on when they should leave. Interviewees recognised the emotional 
difficulty faced by brigade members when having to tell community members 
that they may not receive assistance from the fire service; interviewees also 
recognised that it was also difficult for some community members to ”hear” this 
message.  


Some residents who were regarded as not having a plan, were those who 
thought planning was more something you did ‘in the event’, when the 
circumstances you were confronting were clearer. The full time farmers spoke 
less of a structured plan, such as might be the product of the ‘pencil and paper’ 
campaign. The households with farming experience felt confident in their ability 
to defend themselves and their properties and would not be interested in 
meetings, although not all members of the household held the same degree of 
confidence.  


Some interviewees expressed an interest in an increase in information and 
awareness sessions. This expressed interest ranged from a continuation of the 
Community Fire Safe group program, an increase in the frequency of other 
preparedness meetings, and a continuation of ‘briefing meetings’. Some 
interviewees who showed an interest in future meetings, qualified their views 
about meetings, with two broad types emerging: those who were more 
interested in a learning environment which facilitated social contact, and those 
who wanted less emphasis on community interaction and more on a discrete 
‘information’ topic. Several interviewees could see value in targeting meetings 
to trigger interest shown by community members in specialised topics, such as 
mechanical issues (such as pumps, sprinklers etc), and horses and Landcare.  


Some saw both policy neglect and policy conflict as impacting on community 
safety. Policy neglect was perceived as operating when Local Government 
failed to police the building regulation requirements regarding safe siting and 
building of houses or showed no interest in the clearing of roadside vegetation. 
Policy conflict was noted between ‘green’ policies of reducing power 
consumption with use of natural vegetation, such as shade from trees, and 
‘bushfire policies’ of careful removal of foliage near buildings. Policy conflict 
also entailed regulations regarding allowed ratio of horses to hectares. This 
ratio was seen as unnecessarily restrictive and worked against being able to 
stock more horses per acre, so as to adequately reduce fuel loads. The 
practices of different land management agencies were also sometimes 
perceived as being in conflict with reducing fire risks. For example, the decision 
to stop grazing in water catchment areas was seen to result in higher levels of 
vegetation and hence higher fire risk. A policy area where there was confusion 
in the public’s mind had to do with community members still expecting advice 
about evacuation centres.  


Observations 


Repetition of fire awareness information messages is important and helpful. It 
acted as a prompt, even to interviewees with the most knowledge. It was also 
helpful to have repeated messages about the same programs coming from 
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different sources, such as Head Office, Community Education Unit, Local 
Brigades, local press, local government, and local newsletters. Having 
information from several sources increased the likelihood of capturing and 
focusing people’s attention.  


There is a need for the public to understand that in some instances, there will 
be severe limitations on public warning systems. This also points again to the 
importance of informal systems of warning such as were in evidence in the 
research, due to the operation of community level social networks (as 
discussed in Goodman et al, 2007).  


The uncertainty surrounding the human ability to control a fire, including the 
point of its ignition, and the rate of its spread, highlights the fact that fire 
planning has inherent elements to it which are uncontrollable. The most 
prepared household in our sample, were also the closest to the point of origin 
of the fire. These factors alone highlight the need for planning to be ‘multi 
staged’. At the household level it is appropriate to have a plan for action if the 
fire is five minutes away, another if the fire is an hour away, and another where 
likely impact is a number of hours or days away.  


 


Summary of Findings and Observations 


Summary of Findings 


 Prior to the fire, of the 18 households two thirds had planned to stay 
and defend although some (3 households) of these decisions were 
conditional. 


 The remaining one third comprised 2 who planned to leave and 4 
whose planning was inconclusive or non-existent. 


 Of the 3 conditional defenders, all had had fire experience, and two 
said that they would stay unless it was a ‘firestorm’. These were the 
only interviewees to use the term ‘firestorm’. 


 Within a small sample cultural patterns emerged. The “farmer group” 
and the “off-property business group” shared some similar and 
some different properties, and together demonstrated greater 
engagement with fire preparation. 


 Characteristics of the “off-property business group” households 
included: 


o Significant relevant expertise derived from off-property work 
place experience. 


o Extensive and effective preparation involving all members of 
the household. 


 Characteristics of the “farming” households included: 


o Less formal preparation with reliance on extensive 
knowledge and experience of the area and fire in general 
attained over a long period 


o Knowledge and familiarity with relevant equipment 


o An assumption, often with little discussion, that they would 
defend 
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o The incorporation of preparedness for fire into their lives 
rather than it being related to an impending event 


 Several households reported a wide range of factors, some not 
anticipated, that led to greater awareness and knowledge. 


 In addition to the obvious increase in knowledge that came from 
having experienced an actual fire, households generally reported – 
in relation both to their own members and to neighbours - a range of 
social and emotional issues brought to light by the fire. 


 Households generally reported an increased recognition of the need 
for plans to be flexible and under more or less constant review. 


 Several residents struggled with the allocation of priorities among 
spouses, children, animals and property. 


 Some female residents had great difficulty in reconciling the physical 
and emotional safety of children with their desire to assist their 
partners in defending the property. 


 Management of stock was a major and complex component in the 
activities of farmers, while safety of pets was a common concern in 
almost all households. 


 The fire prompted some residents to reorient their priorities towards 
greater recognition of household members’ and neighbours’ 
vulnerabilities and capacities to the extent of regarding assets, 
including their houses, as replaceable.  


 Some residents displayed altruism which was a surprise on both 
sides; while unexpected assistance was generally welcomed it also 
caused stress, often simultaneously. 


 Overall residents were reassured by the quick and coordinated 
response of the CFS. Factors specifically prompting reassurance 
include: 


o The number of local and out of the area ground appliances 


o The expert handling of ground appliances 


o The duration of the assistance 


o The extent and duration of follow up operations 


o The availability of expert advice to residents 


 Many residents displayed significant loyalty to the CFS and felt that 
efforts to focus public attention on its role were often inadequate. 


 In the few cases where it occurred the focus of criticism was the 
organisational level of the CFS rather than volunteers  


 A small but significant number thought that the CFS was losing its 
community focus and becoming a ‘government agency’.  


 Factors seen to be deflecting the CFS from a stronger community 
focus were: 


o The threat of litigation 


o The increase in training requirements for volunteers 
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o Requirements for statewide or interstate responses during 
large fires.  


 Most residents recognised the need for the CFS to prioritise its 
response to fires. 


 The need for the CFS to ensure the safety of volunteers when 
responding to a fire was widely understood. 


 Very few regarded the CFS as having the sole responsibility for the 
safety of residents and their property, but a small number expected 
that the CFS would advise them if they had to evacuate.  


 The CFS was cited as a valuable source of advice both during and 
after the fire. 


 Several residents specifically mentioned a Brigade Captain who was 
trusted and whose standing was augmented by his respected, non-
fire related role within the community. 


 Residents found that valuable information was provided by: 


o Informal contact with brigade members socially, as 
neighbours, and through local businesses. 


o Structured events such as a CFS training exercises doing 
burnoffs on a non-CFS properties 


o Telephone contact from the CFS updating brigade records 


o Community meetings in which well prepared households 
shared their knowledge and experience with others 


 While a distinction emerged between the advice from a brigade 
member and the information provided by a Community Education 
Officer, these two were seen as complimentary rather than 
superfluous or in conflict. 


 Some residents were resistant to informal contact with the CFS. 


 The CFS was sometimes unable to accommodate offers of 
assistance from non-CFS community members prompting one 
community member to take a questionable initiative. 


 Residents identified the issue of legal liability as a barrier to advice 
and shared activities. 


 Many residents displayed resourcefulness and self management in 
the absence of reliable information, particularly in the early stages of 
the fire. 


 The fire increased awareness of the importance of community 
networks. Particular mention was also made of the need to know 
others’ contact numbers and property identification numbers (called 
RAPID numbers in South Australia).  


 There is an increasing expectation that residents engage in 
appropriate preparedness activities. Two households indicated that 
future offers of assistance to neighbours would be conditional on 
these neighbours having appropriately prepared for fire. 


 Demographic changes in the area were experienced by longer term 
residents as both losses and gains. 
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 Data in this study provided examples of demographic changes 
which impacted in ways which both strengthened and weakened 
community connectedness.  


 Only a few residents had experienced the CFS Community 
Education program called “Community Fire Safe”. 


 The residents who had experienced “Community Fire Safe” found 
the program useful for: 


o Accessing new information 


o Providing the opportunity to discuss this in a group setting 
with neighbours 


o Providing the chance to learn more about neighbours 
circumstances 


o Taking a ‘hands on’ approach with particular aspects of an 
actual home 


o Raising issues to do with planning with immediate household 
members 


o Prompting residents to seek out additional information from 
other sources 


o Prompting residents to attend other community information 
events run by the CFS  


 About half the households had a positive orientation to attending 
meetings in relation to fire awareness and had done so.    


 Almost all households had seen advertisements and had read 
publications 


 About a quarter of households were aware of the CFS website 
before the event  


 Only a few residents had heard of or used the Hotline.  


 About a third of households indicated that they would not be 
interested in awareness and education meetings unless certain 
conditions were met.  


 In some cases the attitude to community meetings and functions 
was influenced by negative past experience of non-fire related 
meetings functions.  


 The opportunity for community members to provide feedback to the 
CFS at briefing meetings was valued as was the willingness of CFS 
to hear criticism.  


 More than half the households attended a briefing meeting and 
appreciated the access to information that the meeting provided 


 Residents who attended a briefing meeting appreciated the chance 
to mix with other community members during a time of crisis 


 About two thirds had heard the ABC broadcast of the fire on the day  


 More than half the residents did not find the ABC helpful, due largely 
to the gap in time between the fire progression, and the broadcast.  
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 Those residents who were aware of the Sticker Campaign were 
either directly critical, regarding it as not useful, or were unsure of 
the purpose of the sticker 


 In all the information and advice, residents identified three 
messages as needing greater emphasis. These were: 


o That households should prepare themselves to be 
independent in their fire response  


o That households should prepare themselves to decide 
independently not just whether to stay or go, but also when, 
how and where they should go 


o That households would not be told by the CFS when they 
should leave 


 Residents recognised the emotional difficulty faced by brigade 
members when having to tell community members that they that 
they may not receive assistance 


 Residents also recognised that it was also difficult for some 
community members to hear this message.  


 Some residents thought planning was something to be done ‘in the 
event’, when the circumstances confronted were clearer 


 The full-time farmers made less use of structured plans, felt 
confident in their ability to defend, and would not be interested in 
meetings  


 Some residents expressed an interest in an increase in information 
and awareness through: 


o A continuation of the Community Fire Safe group program 


o An increase in the frequency of other preparedness 
meetings 


o A continuation of ‘briefing meetings’ 


 The residents who wanted future meetings fell into two groups, 
those wanting meetings which facilitated social contact, and those 
who wanted less emphasis on community interaction and more on 
discrete ‘information’ topics  


 Several residents saw value in meetings around specialised topics 
to trigger community interest. 


 Perceptions of policy neglect and/or conflict on the part of arms of 
government were raised by a number of residents. 


 Perceptions of policy neglect impacting negatively on community 
safety relating to Local Government included: 


o Failure to police building regulations regarding safe siting of 
houses   


o Failure to police building regulations regarding safety of 
buildings 


o Failure to clear roadside vegetation 
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 Policy conflict seen as impacting negatively on community safety 
included: 


o The adoption of ‘green’ policies of reducing power 
consumption with use of natural vegetation, in particular 
shade trees near houses  


o The requirements of stocking ratio regulations which reduced 
the capacity of horses to adequately reduce fuel loads.  


o The decision to stop grazing in water catchment areas 
resulting in higher levels of vegetation.  


 Residents were confused about the policy in relation to evacuation 
centres.  


 


Summary of Observations 


 All members of a particular household should not be seen as having a 
single approach to the issue of bushfire, and it is appropriate to 
encourage a maximum degree of frank discussion within households. 


 An open examination of the factors that people found useful might well 
lead to an extension of the list of identified components of sound 
preparation for a fire event. 


 It is important to continue to encourage greater communication 
between, and cooperation with neighbours. This is a signature strength 
of the Community Fire Safe group idea. 


 Households should be encouraged to explore a range of contingencies 
in bushfire preparation and agencies should specifically assist them in 
this process. 


 It is appropriate to identify brigade members and agency staff who have 
enhanced capacity for community engagement and to encourage and 
support them in a greater role in the community. 


 The similarities and differences among community members, brigade 
staff, and community education staff should be identified and further 
examined with a view to seeking additional opportunities for 
collaboration. 


 The role of the community as a whole, as distinct from the aggregation 
of households, should be recognised, examined, and further developed. 


 Fire experience removes or reduces many conventional social barriers 
in community life. Accordingly opportunities should be explored to find 
community leadership in new places and people. 


 Fire experience commonly results in community members displaying a 
greatly increased flexibility in their assumed role within the community 
and latent and unexpected altruism is often displayed. This complex 
mechanism should be further examined. 


 There is a potential dilemma between encouraging self sufficiency and 
encouraging neighbourly and community cooperation. While no easy 
solution presents itself, the issue should be recognised and considered. 
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 The frustration expressed by some well prepared householders to 
the poor preparation of some of their neighbours may provide, 
ironically, an opportunity to foster leadership at a neighbourhood 
level. Some community based structure would be required for this to 
work. 


 A rapidly changing demographic seems to be a fairly constant 
feature of fire-prone areas. While this adds to the complexity of the 
task, the usual receptiveness of new members to existing community 
norms also provides opportunities to consolidate fire awareness as a 
community value. 


 The importance of regularly operating community locations, such as 
a General Store, in information dissemination needs to be 
recognised and reinforced.  


 Where they exist, locally produced informal newsletters have been 
an important source of information. A very small expenditure might 
often be all that is required to support the extension of a local 
newsletter. 


 Incorporating a community component or focus in information, as 
distinct from a specifically household focus, increases the penetration of 
the message in most households.  


 Repetition of information, in time, in different locations and in different 
contexts, is important in both penetration and recall of the message.  


 The public should be made more aware of potentially severe limitations 
on public warning systems in certain fire events. This should be 
associated with an increased focus on the importance of community 
level social networks.  


 Fire preparedness at a household level should include a plan of action if 
the fire is five minutes away, another if the fire is an hour away, and 
another where likely impact is a number of hours or days away. 


 


1.6: Discussion_ At the watershed between 
‘community’ and ‘agency’ fields of practice  


Introduction 
Figure 4 below conveys two key ‘spatial’ ideas, the ’domain’ and ‘field’. A 
domain is, broadly, an area of influence, and a field can be regarded as a 
component of a domain. For our purposes here, the broad three domains 
framing our discussion are: 


1: Fire Service Agency  


In this domain are located the Brigades in their formal roles as constituted 
under legislation, the structures they work in as Local, Group and Regional 
entities. Here also are the Regional and Head Office structures, as well as the 
formal education, awareness and engagement activities.  


2: Community  


The community domain is inhabited by households who are variously prepared 
for the threat of fire. This domain also includes the social relationships with 
neighbours that influenced their preparedness, response and recovery. 
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3: Other institutional Structures 


We include here other institutional structures, such as Local Government, Land 
and Water management agencies, business structures such as employing 
bodies, and other formal sources of influence such as schools.  


We also draw reference to four fields, where the fields broadly represent areas 
of overlap of the domains. In this Discussion section we refer to the first three 
of these four fields in this section: ‘agency/community’, ‘community 
infrastructure, and ‘volunteer’. 


1: Agency/community field. This field is where members of the community 
interact with the fire service, which can occur through formal education 
programs, community briefings. Where operational volunteers assist those 
processes, such as by being guest speakers, or running programs themselves, 
they would be represented in this domain.  


2: Community infrastructure field. Here we have placed the somewhat more 
‘formal’ structures and processes which exist at a community level, but which 
may be shaped in institutional structures such as business. An example in this 
field is the Post Office/General Store. Structures and processes in this field 
may also be shaped by voluntary community activities such as a local 
newsletter for residents, run by a local community group.  


3: Volunteer field, comprising an overlap of Fire Service, Community and Other 
Institutional domains. We have located this field in a distinct and central space 
in this map of overlapping areas. It is occupied by those who inhabit the 
‘community domain’, particularly when these volunteers go about their 
‘ordinary’ life as community residents. These same residents also fall into the 
‘agency’ domain in their formal operational roles when engaged in training for 
and responding to fire events. They often also form part of the other institutional 
structures domain, as often they are also either in employment, and hence part 
of other large ‘systems’ while also being ‘volunteers’ in the fire service system.  


We make distinctions between the volunteer operational role and ‘community 
contact’ role. While these distinctions are in some ways somewhat arbitrary, 
they are worth making. because the functions which are or can be performed 
when wearing an ‘operational response’ hat, are in the main different from 
those which can be performed when wearing the ‘community member’ hat. We 
understand that the operational roles can also include roles focussed more on 
other aspects of brigade life, including education, awareness and engagement 
activities. We only caught a glimpse of this in this study, and need to 
understand more about the capacity of brigades for these wider roles, in order 
to support some of the tentative conclusions we will draw in this final chapter. 
This understanding will not be gained by us at least, in the course of the life of 
Bushfire CRC Project C7. 


4: Fire service/other institutions: The activities in this field, such as structures 
which exist between the fire service and local government, do not form part of 
this research, although they are clearly of critical importance from a community 
safety perspective, and they are demanding of fire service and local 
government time and resources. 
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Figure 1.  Overlapping domains of influences on bushfire safety  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The research highlights what is already understood in many areas, even if it is 
difficult to capture in the more abstract theoretical models of response, that the 
challenges faced by people in responding to a fire event are immensely 
complex and include: 


 past experience 


 emotional responsiveness, of self and others 


 role responsibilities, particularly for dependants, including children, 
other vulnerable people, and animals 


 nature and type of community and other social network connections, 
between households themselves, and at the agency and community 
level 


 the nature of the property and its preparedness 


 resource capacity, both technical resources and human relationships 
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 the assessment of fire intensity, wind direction, and other immediate 
environmental characteristics. 


 available time 


 A myriad of contingencies such as who is home at the time, and who is 
on nearby properties 


 Degree of knowledge and planning by all members of the household, 
including whether EAE activities had been found and taken up 


The inability to control for most of these factors throws a particular sort of 
pressure on last minute decision making. The fact that these matters cannot be 
addressed in publications or other ‘static’ means of preparing for fire, adds 
weight to the importance of more ‘interactive’ community awareness activities. 
Here individuals and households can increase their awareness, in an 
environment which maximises the chance of their individual and ‘collective’ 
minds allowing the entry of new or threatening information or ideas.  


That the process of increasing one’s critical awareness is, at least for many, 
incremental, suggests the need for both a dynamic and multilayered approach 
to community awareness and engagement: an approach offering a diversity in 
range of activities, in content, and in location of presentation. We saw a 
dynamic and multilayered approach used by some members of the community 
to increasing their critical awareness. We argue that there is a need more 
formally to recognise, across the organizational divisions, the connections 
between the formal and informal organizational influences on community 
safety. These connections need to be teased out, appreciated, and where 
necessary, further developed.  


We wish to finish this section of the report with three key ideas: two are visible 
and are located in two of the overlapping areas Figure 4, and a third idea which 
is not visible or apparent.  


The two visible ideas, are the interconnections at the Agency/Community field 
and the centrality of the volunteer role. 


The hidden dimension is the demonstrable untapped potential (described more 
in Part B) at the local level available for harnessing.  


This section discusses these ideas.  


Interconnections at the Agency/Community field. 
The fuller text of the data in Part 2, brings home how much each of these 
domains overlap and together inform and influence community safety.  


This research confirms the direction the Country Fire Service is taking in its 
Community Education program, particularly in relation to its emphasis on 
Community Fire Safe as a community based group method, but points to the 
need for more community members to have access to programs such as 
Community Fire Safe, and to a more stable presence of a community education 
facilitator.  


Some residents took up the opportunity to participate in the Community Fire 
Safe program, and when it did not continue, sought other means of informing 
themselves. This group of interviewees on the whole perceived that this fire 
event could occur again.  Those who were prepared had their efforts validated, 
and they learnt more about what else they could attend to for the future. Those 
who were less prepared were alerted to resources and people as sources for 
assistance.  
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We have taken the example of one case as an exemplar of the many 
influences which can occur, often quite accidentally, to increase people’s risk 
awareness and capacity to respond. While there were several households who 
utilized more Community Education resources, or who had more ‘historical’ 
experience, such as generational farmers, (as further detailed in Part 2 of the 
report) we give this example in part because the household was perhaps more 
typical of newer residents into the region, who arrived with little awareness of 
fire and no experience with it.  


“Case A” was the household who reported the factors in the table below: 


Table 4 Sources of Influence on awareness and preparedness, Case A 


 


Influences on awareness and 
preparedness 


“Origin” of influence 


A ‘handover’ from the previous property 
owner which included raising 
awareness of fire and the resources 
which were available at the property to 
assist with fire response  


Community initiated 


A small fire shortly after their arrival Context: experience 


Being contacted by the brigade to 
update brigade records and learning 
more about local activities during the 
conversation  


Agency 


Having a CFS fuel reduction training 
session held at their property which 
highlighted particular issues they 
needed to address which they 
subsequently did. 


Agency 


Having neighbours who were CFS 
members  


Community/Agency 


Having internet skills to follow up on 
web based CFS educative materials 
which were brought to their attention.  


Skills to access AEA activities 


 
This case example provides a snapshot of sources of influence which have 
their origins in at least 3 of the domains in Figure 4. One was ‘community’, in 
that a community minded vendor took the time to explain to the new residents 
some bushfire safety information. The brigade contact, and the availability of 
educative materials indicated an ‘agency’ domain, and neighbours as CFS 
members, being a source of influence in the Volunteer field, were right at the 
centre of the ‘community’ and ‘agency’ domain. At least one of the household 
members had the internet skills to download materials he had learnt existed, 
which the household members had digested to some degree.  


This educative process can be speeded up by residents accessing Community 
Fire Safe groups, as two interviewees did, and in working in a group setting. In 
a group setting they can: 


 learn more about preparedness 


 learn about their neighbours 
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 access members of the brigade or even the Captain 


 move toward greater self sufficiency where groups continue for longer 
than those in this research 


While not all interviewees would have used a group setting, there was a strong 
preference expressed for a social component to learning more about fire safety. 
This can strengthen community relationships, relationships which in a fire event 
can become critical factors in warning, mutual assistance, and links in recovery.  


Centrality of Volunteer/Brigade presence 
As noted above, the “Volunteer/Brigade” field forms part of the 
“interconnections” of the domains of “agency” and “community”, but are brought 
into stronger relief in the diagram set out in Figure 4, for the spread of domains 
they cover. It is this spread which gives them special significance to our 
concern here, which is understanding how community members interact with 
the idea of the ‘presence of the fire risk’.  


At the centre of the diagram is the Volunteer field. It is the brigade, its 
members, its Captain (at least in this study in this region) which provides the 
‘connector’ between many people: either through community members 
interaction with them at the community level, as neighbours, as local identities, 
and as the visible responders to a fire event, a response which was highly 
valued by the community. We recognise this is not so for everyone, and this 
goes to the issue - a repeating theme through this research - of the need for 
multiple channels through which community members can interact with each 
other, and with those people and resources which will assist them.  


Recognising untapped potential 
We raise questions in this discussion about how to find and nurture the 
connections at the local community level, in order for us to better understand 
the concept of community self sufficiency in the bushfire context.  


A feature of the bushfire context is that, in common with disaster mitigation in 
other areas, there are strong forces in favour of the prescriptive approach of 
simply issuing directions to a compliant community.  However bushfire, unlike 
many disasters, is not generally characterised by an entirely unexpected event. 
Accordingly a comprehensive community approach is more appropriate, and 
likely to be more effective, in relation to bushfire than to some other disasters.  


In any event we seek to counterbalance ideas of community development 
against the forces of prescription and in doing so, know we risk criticism and 
accusations of idealism, particularly as these ideas of community development 
are messy, require nurture, and may be slow to show fruit. The slow pace is 
challenging, and sometimes does not fit well with organizational requirements 
to respond in particular and often instrumental ways, to external pressures.  


Programs as a bridge 


Programs are not an end in themselves. Community Education (CE) staff 
interact with some participants well after the ‘program’ has finished, or at least, 
after the five or so sessions which a program usually comprises. Some of these 
people keep in touch with a CE presence in various ways. Some ask for a 
‘seasonal top up’, a one off visit from a Community Education Officer. Some 
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just ask for materials for their use, in case there are new program materials, so 
they can continue their work with new residents in their areas8.  


We do not know enough yet about the multiple ways in which community 
members use the Community Education service, a researchable topic in itself, 
particularly for what light it would throw from a program evaluation perspective.  
For our purposes here, the point is that programs provide a ‘breeding ground’ 
for people to do a range of things, one of which is to provide them with the 
confidence to assist others.  


That some people want to work with others in this way was obvious through the 
research. Those who had formed into a Community Fire Safe group had 
already made the statement that they were willing to and wanted to work in this 
way. Some of those interviewed were either not  familiar with this way of 
working, or perhaps not wanting this more intense contact, still expressed a 
strong desire to interact with others, to experience learning in a community 
context, and to get to know each other better.  A few interviewees explicitly 
expressed a strong desire not to interact with others. Those who expressed a 
desire to interact more with others have been well documented in this research. 
Reasons cited included: 


 a desire for information on fire preparedness presented in a community 
group situation 


 a wish to learn while looking at other people’s properties 


 a wish to have someone assess their own property 


 support for the task of bringing people together and sharing of other 
community information such as 


o one another’s contact numbers 


o knowledge of others’ resources,  


o knowledge of others’ plans, and  


o knowledge of others’ particular requirements, including any 
vulnerabilities.  


Even the household with extensive house preparation including sprinklers, 
tanks, speedy capacity to fill gutters and so on, said they would like to learn 
about what others do and would be willing to share their technical expertise 
with others who visited their home. This is only a glimpse of ways in which 
members of the community with some knowledge and expertise who are not 
currently in roles where their particular knowledge and skills is recognised, 
could make a contribution.  


These issues pose demands which cannot always be met. We know that the 
requests to the Community Education staff exceed their budgetary resources9. 


                                                 
8 The CE Unit of the CFS keeps some data on these more casual contact. With more 
resources, the CE Unit could develop an interesting picture of these different types of 
use community members make of their services. This would provide a better 
understanding of the inter dependencies between community members in their 
informality, and a more formal service.  
9 While the residents in the Mt Bold area are more sensitized to the threat of fire the 
community demand on community education from areas such as the Lower Eyre 
Peninsula, now nearly four years since that fire, outstrips the capacity of the community 
education officer to respond to all requests. 
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The small number of staff spread over the State will never satisfy the demand, 
although their having recently been taken off the sessional basis of 
employment should strengthen their capacity to think together over time about 
their roles and increase their geographic spread. They may also look critically, 
together with their host organization, at the best ways of approaching the 
enormous task that confronts the agency as a whole10.  


The Community Education staff cannot do this alone. They cannot be visible all 
over the state, identifiable to each Region and brigade who may wish to use 
their services, to each community group who may want to think about how to 
best prepare their constituents for the threat of fire. We saw the enormity of this 
task in our work in the Grampians in Victoria, when a group of agencies came 
together to look at the needs of those with disabilities living in a fire prone area. 
(Rosenbaum et al, 2008). This was also after a major fire, when community 
consciousness was high. To add complexity, there are many other 
organisations, both government, non government and volunteer organisations 
with interest in this broad field of community safety. 


Sometimes the Community Fire Safe groups require assistance from other 
parts of the organization, in particular, from operational volunteers or 
volunteers who assist brigades administratively. These support resources 
can also become stretched, as we heard in the interviews. This discussion 
leads naturally, in our view, to an argument for more resources being made 
available for community support. These resources might come from the 
brigade side, where non operational recruits could be considered for 
community development work. These resources might also entail a stronger 
role for Community Education staff to seek additional capacity to assist in 
the education of and in the support of more community members who have 
capacities and a willingness to assist the fire service develop in this field. 


Involving others in assisting with community awareness 
raising 


Introduction 


We think that careful thought and discussion needs to continue on the question 
of widening the domain of community education and awareness outside of the 
more specialised fire service community education staff, both operational 
volunteers and other community leaders.  


There is an understandable and appropriate pressure to ensure that the 
‘education message’ contains the most up to date ‘science’ and is delivered by 
people with adequate training in the principles of adult education.  This 
drive,however, can also work to constrain thinking about just who can and 
should deliver the education message. To widen this perspective would also 
demand time and resources to think these issues through; the community 


                                                 
10 Dunstan (2007) has provided examples of working closely through pre-existing 
community groups in her work on Kangaroo Island, as a vehicle for community 
education messages. Ayres (Community Education Officer, CFS) is engaged in similar 
work on Yorke Peninsula, as is Pedler (CFS) on Lower Eyre Peninsula. We have some 
research knowledge of the activities of these workers. While the Evaluation Project 
researchers will provide some work which will illuminate this emphasis, (particularly on 
Lower Eyre), the work that will not get documented through this research needs urgent 
attention, for its capacity to highlight the multiple ways in which community members 
and community educators are together contributing to this field of community safety 
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education function is clearly already stretched in meeting the daily demand 
from the community for assistance in preparing for fire.  


There are other community roles which pertain to strengthening communities 
which are not fire specific, such as the important roles which are currently 
played by those who hold knowledge of community networks, and where these 
may be lacking. There is a lot of untapped potential at the community level for 
households to learn from and to assist each other. Our data on the importance 
of the presence of community infrastructure, both key people and key means 
for communication at the local level, supports this view of the potential for 
community strengthening, which will have a flow on effect of assisting the fire 
service in delivering community safety messages.  


Research into the social and relational aspects of community connections and 
community safety, and the informal role played by key members of the 
community in these networks needs to continue. To make these connections it 
is necessary to speak out about the effect of these issues being undervalued at 
all levels: at the societal, the organizational and the community level. On the 
one hand they are so much part of the everyday as to be unremarkable. On the 
other, their undervaluing also has political implications, the scope and impact of 
which are beyond this research.  


For many reasons these connections are hard to elicit making it challenging to 
argue for their importance. The result, commonly, is that we are left with an 
unbalanced emphasis on the more technical aspects of fire preparedness in the 
field. While these more technical aspects of fire preparedness are clearly 
critical,  we need also to recognise the risk of excluding potentially valuable 
knowledge where the evidence base of desirable knowledge is unbalanced. 
The human interdependency visible through this data was palpable. We think 
we are all responsible for the task of trying to address the lack of balance 
between the technical and the relationship aspect of community safety.   


The volunteer domain 


Volunteers are part of the social fabric of community life.  


Community members look to operational volunteers for advice and support. We 
couldn’t investigate this any further from the volunteer perspective, except to 
take on board the warning from one resident that operational volunteers were 
already stretched and their involvement in non operational work (either 
delivering or supporting the delivery of community education) could not be 
relied upon. Clearly any increase in non paid work in community awareness 
activities by volunteers needs to be explored in a way which recognises: 


 the need for collaboration with Community Education roles 


 the need for these roles to be articulated and agreed to 


 that the Community Education function is currently under-resourced, 
and 


 the risk of stress to volunteers if under-represented or under-resourced 


 


Community roles at the community level 


Infrastructure 


In addition to volunteers being part of the fabric of community life, so too are 
the following elements of social infrastructure: the General Store, the 
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Community Newsletter and other structures or mediums mentioned as part of 
community ‘awareness raising’ in this report. We have seen in our other 
research the importance of businesses performing the role of community 
‘clearing house’ of information such as was provided by the General Store/Post 
Office in this research. The Community Forum and Community Newsletter are 
also important mechanisms through which community members hear of and 
have the opportunity to respond to community activities from which they might 
benefit and to which they might contribute. How these community resources 
can be supported and strengthened needs further thought.  


Opportunities for leadership 


As mentioned earlier, there is a potential dilemma between self sufficiency and 
neighbourliness.  


There is a possibility that a policy direction toward self sufficiency, if delivered 
without a parallel emphasis on the social context, could lead to a situation 
where households become so prepared and internally household focussed, as 
to weaken the strength of connections to others in the community. We saw a 
glimpse of this potential in this study. Those who have done the work to 
prepare for fire, and whose awareness of what can be and needs to be done is 
high, may become self absorbed. Conversely, we also saw examples of people 
who did not know what to do gravitating toward those who did. This can lead to 
a point where, understandably, those who don’t know becoming seen as a 
community encumbrance.  


It is early days in the development of ideas about and practices of community 
self sufficiency in this field.  However, there are some ‘champions’ at the 
community level who have invested a lot of time, resources and expertise in 
their own preparation. We saw at least one family who had made such an 
investment, but rather than slip into a solely self preoccupied state, they were 
prepared to share what they knew with other community members.  


To formally respond to community members willing to assist others would 
require resources, but it may be worth considering, as just one way of thinking 
about how to nurture stronger responses at the community level, where these 
can be shared and where others can benefit. This would also encourage the 
‘social’ side of the ‘self sufficiency’ question.  


 


Ideas to guide thinking and discussion 


Subsidiarity 


We introduce here the term “subsidiarity”. The principle of subsidiarity is the 
idea that government is best achieved when administered at the lowest 
relevant level. That is, a level of government (in the broadest sense) should 
only perform those functions which cannot be effectively and efficiently 
undertaken by a lower level of government. It follows that decisions should be 
made at the level at which they are enacted and require the imprimatur of the 
salient group to which they will apply. (Lowell, 2006).  


This principle was also reflected in other work of Program C7, in the Concept 
Mapping work (Elsworth et al, 2008) and the work examining the principles in 
the post fire event Inquiries (Elsworth et al, 2009). In both these pieces of work, 
ideas of the importance of ‘local’ as the space in which to organise, was 
repeated. In the concept mapping work, desired outcomes were seen as 
“neighbourhood networks and partnerships’. In the Inquiries work, foundational 
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principles included “understand local people and community’, ‘local planning to 
mitigate risks’, ‘localised information provision’ was seen as a desirable activity.  


In Emergency Management, there is understandably an historical emphasis on 
issues of power and control. This can partly be explained by one of the key 
reasons for the sector to exist – to ‘take over’, when events get beyond the 
capacity of communities to manage. It can also be explained by the logic that it 
is best for some activities to be carried out at a central level – not every 
community needs to produce its own publications or have its own website or 
work to translate research findings into its own practices. But when it comes to 
prevention and preparedness, there needs to be available to people the means 
to be involved in decisions which affect them.  


How this principle might be realised in this field requires more thought and 
discussion with the range of involved parties including community members. 
We have argued that there is more untapped potential at a community level 
than is being taken up. The principle of subsidiarity leads us to ask – what roles 
can be taken up at a community level and what roles must only be carried out 
by those ‘formally responsible’ for a particular function. What these various 
roles and functions might be in community safety in particular localities requires 
careful discussion with a range of stakeholders.  


Cooperation and interdependency between domains 


Table 4 above outlines the circumstances of Case A – a household where, as 
new residents, they were rung by the brigade when the brigade was updating 
its records. In doing this, the brigade person also drew the attention of the 
household to when Community Education information sessions were being run. 
The community member who runs the Community Newsletter also placed a 
notice in the Newsletter about community education programs.  


There were other examples of this ‘overlap’ of function in the research. There is 
clearly room for more of this, both within the organization, for more valuing of 
each others’ roles and functions, between the agency and the community, and 
within households. In the latter case, we know from this and other research 
(Goodman and Cottrell, 2009), that men are the principal custodians of bushfire 
knowledge and experience in many households. An increased ‘role overlap’ 
with other household members is desirable and would lead to safer outcomes.  


These forms of interdependency in community safety in relation to the threat of 
fire, particularly from the point of view of ordinary members of the community, 
are critically important. We acknowledge however that these ideas are 
applicable to community development in general. Community resources are 
often limited and working toward enhancing community connectedness is a 
desirable activity for a range of reasons, only one of which is to mitigate the 
effect of fire.  Local context as a location for community safety initiatives is 
particularly important for a number of reasons.  


Community members live a large part of their lives in local contexts, and 
therefore conceptualizations of ‘community’ can be particularly ‘grounded’ – 
that is, they are shaped by where people physically live, and the perception of 
risk is commonly associated strongly with a particular landscape - although we 
recognise that the identification of ‘risk’ is contested. Moreover, the services are 
organized on a ‘spatial basis’, so that a local brigade for instance, will be that – 
a local brigade.  


The ‘groundedness’ or ‘spatial relevance’ of ideas of community in community 
safety, gives weight to the idea that the most desirable aim of any intervention 
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is to assist the public where they live, with the questions they raise which are 
often very related to their own contexts. Accordingly, any unit of the fire service 
which community members might interact should at least be capable of 
sufficient flexibility to be able to respond from as comprehensively integrated a 
basis as possible.  


The agency in the community 


At the organizational level, operational volunteers need to know what is 
required to do their operational response job well.  


While the formal Community Education function is outside their ‘local’ territory, 
the volunteer brigade members, when interacting at the household or 
community level, need to be able to impart enough knowledge or skill to deal 
comprehensively with the issue at hand with the means to involve others as 
needed. This principal would apply too to the Community Education worker 
who encounters community members with needs or capacities which cannot be 
addressed by the Community Education presence or program.  


This might be a question which a Region or Brigade could answer or at least 
respond to more appropriately. In these situations, each unit of the organization 
needs enough variability in its response capacity to be able to act in a 
comprehensive way, and cross refer to other parts of the organization. The 
cross referring may also need to be made to the community, where the 
particular knowledge, skill or relationship required may be vested in another, or 
an ‘ordinary’ community member. Initially this may be a matter of consulting the 
community member, such as a person known to have knowledge of and entree 
to local networks. In time this should lead to a more active role for community 
members to be recognised as key participants in local planning for 
emergencies.  


The household in the community 


At the household level, the same principle applies.  


While it is a normal part of family life to divide functions between household 
members, these functional divisions are often just that: very functional, as in 
making best use of each member’s time, commitments, and strengths. These 
functional divisions are problematic if they become stereotypes, and also when 
roles are cast with rigidity. This becomes problematic when the member who 
had taken responsibility for, in this case, knowledge of fire preparedness, is 
absent. However, while the need for an increase in functional redundancy at 
the household level is reasonably clear in principal, as we know from our own 
lives, role allocation within households, or rather, seeking to change a pre-
existing role allocation, is among one of the hardest of life’s tasks. It can 
challenge some very deeply held aspects of one’s identity and the identity of 
other household members.  


It is particularly important for communities to be able to access some 
community group environments in which members can explore these complex 
issues. Households need to examine their own individual roles and any 
consequences from these role allocations which might increase their 
vulnerability. The data in this research showing the dilemma some women 
experienced, between staying with their husbands to defend their properties 
and leaving with children is one such exploration household members may 
choose to engage in, either in their own households or in a community group 
setting. 
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Resources 


Resources are scarce at the brigade level and the community education level 
thus, paradoxically, making the issue of interdependency between domains 
even more important. The resource scarcity suggests that it may be difficult for 
community education staff and volunteers to respond to each community 
question in the detail community members may desire. At the same time, each 
community question might be a hook or a medium for other questions and 
issues to be addressed.11.  


The resource scarcity is also a reminder that there may be other community 
members with capacity and willingness to assist with the community safety 
messages and tasks. The means need to be found to value and develop these 
relationships, and together with these community members, conceptually carve 
out roles and tasks which would be appropriate, satisfying, recognised, and 
useful in contributing to greater community safety.  


These are community development functions and processes and themselves 
will require resources.  We would argue that community roles in community 
safety should not be thought about as necessary only because there are 
problems with operational brigade and community education resourcing. They 
should be regarded as policy directions which have at their core, the 
recognition that people invest more in matters they have collectively played 
some role determining (Cheers, 2002). This understanding or belief lies at the 
heart of the much aspired to community self sufficiency, as it does at the heart 
of shared responsibility. Further developing ideas about community self 
sufficiency and shared responsibility and what they each mean in practice , in 
local contexts, is important work requiring dialogue at the local level.  


Residents’ trust in the CFS 


The fact that many interviewees had very positive views of the CFS as a 
trusted source of information adds weight to our emphasis that a more 
integrated service across the various functional areas, would build on the 
strengths the public associate with the service.  


Of course this vesting of trust is not a straightforward and uni directional 
phenomena. There are a number of readings one can make about the positive 
comments about the volunteers. One is the very positive regard for the 
sacrifices volunteers make – not just of their time, but the risk to their safety, 
and their absence from their own families at particularly critical times. That 
residents wished to use the opportunity of community meetings after the fire to 
thank the volunteers, testifies to the dynamic of positive regard. Their role as 
responders to community need was appreciated, even if the organization as a 
site for organizational politics was for some a negative factor.   


While there might be many reasons people choose to volunteer, one clear 
reason for many is that they do it for their local community as well as for 


                                                 
11 There were examples in the research of unintended impacts of contact with the 
brigade, where one interviewee reported that after being involved in some ‘audit’ of 
water supplies available for fire fighting in the area, he went and bought a pump. It may 
be that those doing the ‘audit’ for brigade purposes also took the opportunity for some 
awareness raising of participants – but this was not how the story was reported. This 
points to the importance of ANY contact between the public and the brigade as an 
opportunity for transmission of information, and also the importance of openness of 
boundaries, for the public to be able to approach volunteers with questions and 
comments. The handling of these comments and questions require more discussion.  
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themselves. This is a delicate area of interaction between volunteers and 
community members, and one which warrants more sensitive research and 
organizational attention.  


The fact that the volunteer is also a trusted source of information in the eyes of 
many members of the community, adds weight to the argument that two of the 
key functions of the fire service, the operational fire fighting and the community 
education role, need to be as closely integrated as possible, or indeed, to be 
prepared to operate side by side. A current CFS Community Education project 
is exploring the possibility of formally revisiting and extending the operational 
role to also include a community education role12.  


Supporting the capacity to ‘imagine’  
The importance the fire service places on the existence of community based 
groups, such as Community Fire Safe, is critical for the opportunities which are 
provided for people to be able to access specialised information, and to listen 
to each other and explore the challenges they face to become ‘fire ready’.  


Inviting community members to take fire safety seriously also poses the 
problem that roles must be found for all parties to contribute. Community fire 
safe facilitators, community members, brigade captains and members, regional 
and head office staff must all be fully involved, as must residents including 
family members, and staff and members of other relevant organisations.  


It is important that these interactions are managed in ways that ways which 
maximise interchange and open up the field for exploration, and interrogation. 
While the notion of assisting thoughts to surface may sound too abstract, it 
finds resonance with the idea put to one of the researchers by the Chief Fire 
Officer (CFS): that a key challenge is to find more ways to help people 
‘imagine’.13  


In this discussion the Chief Fire Officer was emphasising the importance he 
gave to the issue of ‘imagination’ in the context of his interest in supporting 
some documentary film making about fire. This  documentation, which had 
South Australian content, might help people ‘imagine’ that fire could happen to 
them, and to anticipate how they might respond. Our research would support 
the idea that ‘imagination’ is an important mechanism for anticipating the threat 
of fire. Its importance also suggests that we think of the circumstances under 
which we can ‘imagine’. What sorts of environments most facilitate the capacity 
for imagination? What environments have the most potential to trigger the most 
‘acute’ or relevant or meaningful imaginings in this field of community safety?.  


One issue we know to be relevant to this issue is that of identity. Are the people 
one is ‘observing’, either in a film, or reading about, or thinking about, or 
hearing discussed at a meeting like ‘Community Fire Safe’, ‘like me’? Do they 
look like or sound like or live like me? In what other ways are they similar to 
me? In part the idea of generating ‘South Australian’ material is theoretically 
supported by this idea of ‘identity’. It is a common occurrence for some people 
to identify with the State they live in, and (at least some of) the residents of that 
state. This is one means through which people engage with a message.  


                                                 
12 This project is known as VOICE – Volunteers in Community Education; 
http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/education/voice_volunteers_in_community_education.jsp; 
accessed 5th May 2009 
13 Discussion between Helen Goodman and Euan Ferguson, Chief Fire Officer, CFS 
Head Office, May 08 
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So finding materials and opportunities to evoke issues of identity to facilitate 
imagination are important. The CFS has since produced a DVD which features 
the voices and experiences of South Australian residents14.  


The ‘Them and Us’ dichotomy  


Barriers to imagining include the organizational contexts in which we find 
ourselves. In every walk of community life and every organizational context, we 
have divisions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. In this study, some residents saw an ‘us’ as 
the ‘community’ and the brigade as a ‘them’. Some saw the ‘brigade’ as an ‘us’ 
and the ‘Regional Office’ or ‘Head Office’ as a ‘them’. We might see our 
research group as an ‘us’ and the University administration, or the fund 
administrators, or the Commonwealth Government Research Policy 
administrators as a ‘them’. These ‘splits’ are ubiquitous in all settings15.  


There is relevant theory which provides some understanding of the dynamics 
which cause these splits, which will not be elaborated on here. But one 
structural idea which can minimise the effect of such splits, is to develop ‘safe 
spaces’ for discussion of complex and difficult ideas. It is in this space, if ‘safe’ 
enough, that there is potential to recognise the dynamics which cause or fuel 
these splits, and then to work to break them down. Both with the structure of 
the creation of an adequate space, and the particular elements of dialogue as a 
practice, these together can operate as one of the few means available to us to 
increase our capacity to imagine, to imagine what it might be like for ‘someone 
else’, or imagining what pressures someone else is under, or is trying to 
address.  


We particularly emphasise the importance of these ideas to the task of 
imagining, as without them it is easy to close down our thinking and be lead 
into dogmatic or ‘instructive’ thinking. One example of this would be the 
erroneous belief that fires can always be controlled and people can be 
protected. Another would be that we could keep community members safe if 
only they did what they were told. The environment of bushfire preparedness is 
particularly frightening and it is in these circumstances that people will, 
understandably, seek unrealistic or didactic reassurance. Accordingly the 
temptation to agencies to be didactic is also understandable. However it goes 
against the principles of how adults actually learn. We will focus our final 
comments at the agency level, while recognising that similar arguments can be 
made for discussion at the community level.  


Managing the Split Resources argument  
This seems to be an appropriate place to raise an important issue in the 
context of resource allocation.  


There is a common approach to requests for increases in resources which is 
essentially along the lines of:  “well if you want more of x what parts of y do you 


                                                 
14 CFS DVD entitled: Are You Bushfire Ready; 
http://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/news_media/campaigns/bushfire_ready_dvd.jsp; accessed 5th May 
2009 
15 A field of study known as systems psychodynamics provides considerable 
insights into organizational dynamics. It is an interdisciplinary field which 
attempts to integrate the emerging insights of group 
relations theory, psychoanalysis, and open systems theory (Gould et al, 2001). 
See http://www.ispso.org/Symposia/symposia.htm; accessed 5th May 2009, for archival 
symposia 
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want to eliminate?”. In our experience this fundamentally bureaucratic 
argument is deceptive, in that it relies on unfounded assumptions about the 
nature of public funding. Moreover, and more importantly, in our experience this 
argument is almost always associated with an attempt to create discord and 
division amongst groups that would otherwise be natural allies. We have used 
the term “splits” above to refer to the ‘us and them’ dichotomy, we use the term 
‘splits’ again here to refer to this argument. Recognition of the destructive 
nature of this argument does not mean that there are not legitimate resource 
allocation questions to be addressed and answered. 


In the current context  one such potential ‘split’ is the ‘big red trucks’ (or in 
South Australia, the ‘big white’ trucks) versus the dollars spent on community 
education.  We think that while it is legitimate and appropriate to seek more 
community education resources, the community would be most vexed, we 
believe, if the resourcing question was publicly put to them, as an ‘either or’ – 
either more trucks or more community education. The threat of annihilation by 
fire is very real and the symbolism represented by the fire trucks is clearly a 
source of reassurance against the fear of annihilation by fire.  This adds 
complexity to the task of dealing rationally with the question of resource 
allocation. This study is one component of the answer to that question, and 
another, indispensable component is that the issue be addressed in an 
appropriately democratic process.  


Functional redundancy in information delivery  
We introduce here the term “functional redundancy”. This term is not in every 
day use and may require some explanation. Functional redundancy– first used 
in biology - refers to the capacity of a system to perform successfully even 
when one or several component parts have failed. It is an essential feature of 
robust system design and an attempt to make strengthen system properties.  


This research demonstrates that the public informs itself in a range of ways 
about the threat of fire. In these circumstances, functional redundancy is 
achieved by ensuring that key pieces of information are located, ie repeated, in 
many places. Functional redundancy here also requires that the information be 
accessible in different locations and sectors. This requires a greater level of 
communication between the ‘parts’ of the organization which hold ‘bits’ of the 
picture.  


In addition to the intra organizational communication required, the 
communication also needs to be community wide, as some bits of the 
community also hold bits of the puzzle. In this research, in terms of information 
dissemination, the person who runs the Community Newsletter, the Kangarilla 
Voice, who advertised a notice about Community Fire Safe, which some 
residents had been, held a bit of this puzzle. However here we concentrate to a 
large degree on internal fire service structures and communication processes. 
The basis of increased intra organizational communication between the various 
sections of the fire service would need to be resourced for this communication 
to occur.  


This communication would also need: 


 a high degree of mutual appreciation and knowledge of each others’ 
current roles 


 more resources to facilitate this communication and to increase the 
reach of what can be achieved 
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 a widening of roles where there is the willingness and capacity to do this 
at the operational level  broadening into more community awareness 
roles, and 


 a willingness for Community Education staff to examine developing 
leadership roles in community members and delegating some of the 
community awareness functions.  


If it could be achieved, this last initiative would leave those with the expertise 
both to support those community members in leadership roles, and to allow a 
more in-depth exploration of how the most marginalised community residents 
can be included in general community awareness activities.  


Finally, for this section, it is worth restating that it is still early days in the 
journey towards understanding  the tasks and requirements of the various roles 
in raising effectively community awareness about the threat of fire. 


Summary of 1.6 Discussion  


 The challenges faced by people in responding to a fire event are immensely 
complex and include many factors that can be neither controlled nor 
anticipated. Accordingly, prescriptive approaches have limited value and 
the most effective preparation entails developing in residents a high degree 
of awareness and knowledge of all aspects of fire preparation and 
management. This is best achieved with 


o a diversity of program types 


o a range of environments 


o a diversity of modes of presentation 


o a range of levels of detail and sophistication in information 


 Research confirmed that, while every aspect or source of information had 
value, those that stood out as being critical included: 


o the Community Fire Safe program 


o the role of the Community Education Officer 


o community or group meetings, particularly those that enabled contact 
with neighbours 


o activities that involved contact with Brigade members 


 Overwhelmingly residents found informal contact with Brigade members 
valuable in one or more of a diverse range of contexts. 


 The on-going nature of bushfire threat and preparation strongly indicates 
the appropriateness of community based rather than prescriptive 
approaches to bushfire management. 


 For most residents, as well as simply imparting information, community 
meetings were welcomed for also prompting: 


o information exchange among neighbours 


o recognition of areas of vulnerability in their own properties and those of 
neighbours 


o an increased confidence to seek specific information from Brigade 
members 


o a wish to have their own properties assessed 
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 The importance of community networks to bushfire safety is such that 
relevant agencies can appropriately foster enhanced community networks 
in ways that may not necessarily involve bushfire directly. 


 The role of conventional education processes in bushfire safety is both 
sufficiently important and sufficiently onerous that agencies should examine 
ways to facilitate greater involvement of appropriate members of the 
ordinary community in this task. 


 There is enthusiasm from some residents for increased non-operational 
roles for volunteers, most often in education. While this is attractive, caution 
is needed, as without appropriate additional resources, volunteers may be 
overstretched. 


 Flexibility is required in comprehensively recognising the diversity of 
elements that go to make up the social infrastructure of a community, and 
each element deserves attention for its potential role in bushfire safety. 


 There is a potential dilemma between self sufficiency and neighbourliness 
in bushfire preparation. A partial solution might be informally to promote 
some well prepared residents as community champions and encourage a 
knowledge exchange with their less prepared neighbours. 


 It is important to recognise that many of the pressures operating on 
emergency management in general will also operate in the bushfire context. 
It is also important to recognise that the on-going nature of bushfire threat 
distinguishes it from most other disasters. 


 The principle of subsidiarity should be recognised as desirable in the 
context of bushfire preparation and management. Accordingly it is 
appropriate to consider which roles can be fulfilled at a community level and 
which must be carried out by those formally responsible for a particular 
function. 


 The application of the principle of subsidiarity also prompts us to reiterate 
our view that in the context of bushfire management there is more potential 
for leadership at a community level than is being realised currently. 


 A recurrent finding was the combination of the importance of the role of the 
Community Education staff together with recognition of the limitation that 
they faced in terms of their numbers and resources. 


 While there are understandable reasons to want to maintain tight control on 
the detail of the message being communicated by the professional 
education staff, there is, in our view, scope to examine expanding the range 
of people charged with this responsibility. This expansion would require 
appropriate additional resources. 


 The difficulty in defining the diverse and sometimes diffuse social influences 
on community organisation in the bushfire context has lead to a 
concentration on the technical aspects of fire management that has tended 
to exclude many other important considerations. 


 A key factor in community preparedness for bushfire is recognition of the 
importance of the interplay of both cooperation and interdependency in 
community networks. These aspects are complex and difficult to 
summarise, but understanding can be gained from the application of more 
general community models. 
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 An important component of preparation for bushfire was articulated by the 
Chief Fire Officer when he stated that: “a key challenge is that we have to 
find more ways to help people ‘imagine’.” Stimulating imagination is a 
mechanism for reducing the temptation for people to think that “it can’t 
happen to me”. We call this last view ‘insularity’. 


 The risk of insularity is also reduced if people are able to identify with those 
portrayed as bushfire victims in film, in other media, or in personal 
presentations. 


 The issue of identity also raises the question of the ‘them and us’ 
dichotomy. Examples of this dichotomy are a ubiquitous feature of 
community life. In the context of bushfire this dichotomy is significant for its 
role in encouraging insularity. 


 Agencies need to recognise the danger to community cohesion that would 
result from communities being put in a position requiring them to make 
resource allocation choices that would impact negatively on particular 
sectors. 


 A desirable degree of functional redundancy in information delivery can be 
achieved by ensuring that key pieces of information are located, ie 
repeated, in many different locations and sectors; this requires a high level 
of specific communication.  
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Part Two: Results in Detail  


2.1: Decision making in relation to the threat of fire 


Pre fire event thoughts and decisions 
Stay and Defend or Leave Early 


Prior to the fire, of the 18 households: 


 12 households had formed a view that they would stay in the event of a 
fire although 3 of these were conditional 


 2 indicated they would leave 


 one had partners with opposing views 


 one who had no apparent view, and  


 2 cases were unclear16, 


Of the 12 cases who had a plan to stay and defend 


 9 described their ‘stay and defend’ decision as ‘unqualified’ – that this 
would be their decision regardless and 3 of these had  written plans 


 3 we describe as conditional. All of these 3 had previous fire 
experience, one, a farmer, said that his decision would depend on an 
assessment at the time.  The other 2 said that they would stay unless it 
was a firestorm. They were the only two interviewees who used this 
word ‘firestorm’. 


Of the 2 who planned to leave, at least one of them, while saying they had a 
plan to leave, also expected that they would be told when to leave. The other 
had a plan to come home from work, collect animals, and leave.  


In the household where the two partners had opposing views, one wanted to 
stay and one wanted to leave. 


We have described 2 as ‘unclear’. An example of this lack of clarity comes from 
one of the households in which the resident, in relation to her husband said: 


We’ve discussed this but….. I’m quite sure that he wouldn’t be so stupid 
as to stay if it was just there ……    


Actual responses during the event: those who had planned to 
stay 
All the households who had planned beforehand to stay did so, except for one 
household who had to modify their plan because of their circumstances on the 
day of the fire, for reasons which pertained to the location of their vehicles due 
to holiday plans. This couple left the property in separate vehicles, and the 
husband stopped to assist neighbours and then went home to defend the 
property.   


                                                 
16 One was unclear because of loss of data through technical difficulties, and the other 
due to one member of the household need to leave the interview before we had 
finished clarifying issues around ‘intent’ re the stay or go decision.  
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Actual responses during the event: those who had planned to 
leave.  
Neither of the two households that had plans to leave actually left during the 
fire. Nor did the two households who we designated above as ‘wait and 
see’, actually leave. Of the two about whose decision making intent we were 
uncertain, one went to assist others, as she deemed her home not to be 
under threat. The second one in this group wanted to leave with non 
resident visiting younger family members. However, she felt torn about this, 
as she also did not want to leave her husband, and in the event, she and 
visiting family ended up staying and assisting the husband actively defend 
their property.  


In the body of this report we offer some observations on the range of factors 
that influence these decisions, and some evidence around the role of programs 
in influencing these decisions.  


House Preparation 
In other work (Goodman and Rowe, 2008) we have distinguished between 
‘house’ preparation and ‘household’ preparation. By the former we mean 
activities which pertain to the property preparation and the latter, the work 
with household members, pets, etc – the more ‘human,’ ‘interactive,’ 
‘relational,’ aspects of planning. Our data on the house preparation is the 
least detailed in this research, as we were asked to focus particularly on the 
factors influencing members in their responses together as a household. 
The data on house preparedness are filtered through nearly all part of this 
Results section. Here we offer only a brief summary. 


Eleven households had fire pumps to ensure a supply of water when the 
power cut out.  Many people had sprinkler systems on the house and/or 
gardens and fire hoses.   


The majority of people ensured that they kept grass low near their house 
and many people keep stock for the primary purpose of keeping paddocks 
around the house well grazed. Several people had planted with fires in 
mind, avoiding natives near the house. 


One resident used flood irrigation to keep a paddock near the house green 
during summer.   


 


2.2: CFS Education and awareness programs  


Introduction 
The CFS hosts many different education and engagement activities, aimed 
at communities to educate and promote awareness, interest and safety in 
relation to bushfires.  These activities emanate from different sections of the 
organisation.  For example 


 the Incident Management Team in a regional context during a large 
fire event is responsible for generating information for warnings 


 the Media Unit of Head Office manages this information and liaises 
with the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) the official 
broadcaster 
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 the Community Education Unit runs a range of programs, including 
Community Fire Safe, Bushfire Blitz and hosts other information 
events 


 regional staff engage in both planning and community engagement 
functions within the Region, and 


 volunteer members at the brigade level host a variety of community 
level awareness raising activities.  


There are other programs which we don’t have any information on which 
would also have some community impact, such as the Cadets program.  


This research brief emanated from the Community Education Unit, and this 
accounts for the initial focus of this report on an exploration of the extent to 
which different approaches to community education and engagement had 
influenced people’s level of awareness, preparedness, and response to the 
actual fire event. Interviewees were asked what they could recall about 
media campaigns, CFS publications and different types of community 
meetings and the impact of these approaches. In this report we have 
differentiated between three types of community meetings:  


 Community Fire Safe Group meetings – meetings of residents in a 
local area organised by a CFS Community Education Officer that are 
hosted by one of the residents a series of and typically entail about 
five meetings. 


 Preparedness meetings – providing information about how to 
prepare for a bushfire at a community meeting held at a public 
venue, often the local brigade offices. These are usually ‘one off 
meetings’ such as Bushfire Blitz. 


 Community Briefings – public meetings convened either during or 
shortly after a fire to inform communities about a specific fire event 
and to get feedback from the community about a specific fire. 


 Community Education: Agency account of activities  
Community Education Officers advised us that the events as described in 
the following table, have been held in the Mt Bold area.  
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Table 5 Community Education, Awareness and Engagement (EAE) Activities 
(Mt Bold) 


Event Type Location Date Held Description 


Community 
debrief 


Kangarilla 11/01/2007 Community briefing 
held during fire 
event 


Community 
debrief 


Echunga 11/01/2007 Community briefing 
held during fire 
event 


Community 
debrief 


Kangarilla 
residents 


23/01/2007 Update and debrief 
about fire 2 weeks 
after fire event 


Community Fire 
Safe 


Kangarilla Started 2002 4 meetings held in 
total, last meeting 
held 18/01/03. No 
Community 
Education Officer 
assistance since 
2003 


Bushfire Blitz Echunga CFS 
Station 


2003/2004 - 
Season 


 


Workshops Meadows 2004/2005 – 
Season 


Rural Workshop 


Workshops Community 
meeting 


2004/2005 – 
Season 


Community 
Meeting 


Brigade 
Challenge 


Kangarilla 2007/2007 – 
Season 


 


Brigade 
Challenge 


Clarendon 16/11/2006  


Land 
Management 
Program – 
Bushfire Lecture 


   


 


Table 6 below sets out data from this study on the various EAE activities we 
detected in our research sample.    


Essentially in our sample of 18, we found no Community Fire Safe Groups 
operating at the ‘top’ level of the model, being groups operating beyond the 
first season.  We found 2 examples of what we are calling an early and 
interrupted Community Fire Safe process; 4 examples of attendance of 
preparatory meeting or activity; 10 examples of attendance at a briefing 
meeting, during or directly after the fire; 15 examples of recalling awareness 
raising advertisements, 4 examples of utilising websites for preparation 
information prior to fire, 3 examples of utilising websites during the event for 
fire information, and 8 accounts of the utility of radio coverage. 
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Table 6 CFS Education, Awareness and Engagement Activities  


Community Fire Safe Groups beyond 1st season 


CFS provides support and opportunity for 
residents to maintain own direction. 


Groups participate in working bees, develop 
warning systems such as telephone trees, 
Incorporate other members of community into 
group, build repour with local Brigades and 
develop community response plans.  


 No examples in this case study. 


Community Fire Safe 1st season 


CFS Education Officers facilitate group 
meetings. Process utilise adult learning 
techniques and aims to build individual 
knowledge as well provide opportunity and 
setting for the development of community 
capacity/resilience   


Throughout learning process emphasis is placed 
on individuals developing and rehearsing a 
household bushfire action plan.  


Other CFS activities 
that could also be 
considered as 
collaboration 


Examples are 


Property inspections 
CFS burning off for 
training purposes 


Cadets 


2 examples of an early and 
interrupted Community Fire Safe 
process. 


 


Bushfire Planning Workshops/Brigade 
Challenge nights.  


Utilises CFS Community education personnel to 
develop and deliver information often in 
conjunction with other agency staff and 
programs and CFS  


Incorporates fire planning with other issues eg 
natural resource management, fire fighting 
equipment, recovery planning. 


 6 examples of attendance of 
preparatory meeting or activity 


 


Bushfire Blitz /community hall meetings  


Targets at risk communities’ eg street corner 
meeting in high-risk suburb or area, or high risk 
demographic eg nursing home staff and 
residents, tourist going into high risk locations.  
Didactic approach 


Public meetings during incidents   


  


 


10 examples of attendance at a 
briefing meeting, during or 
directly after the fire. 


 


Media advertisements /CFS Booklets, Website 
(pre or post event) 


Provides a clear and consistent message, 
utilises high impact image or high profile 
personnel to promote message  


2006/2007 CFS planning guide media 
campaign.  Ads promoting importance of 
planning 


 15 examples of recalling 
awareness 


raising advertisements 


4 examples of utilising websites 
for preparation information prior 
to fire. 


One case recalled information 
from the council. In another 
example the interviewee had 
known a CE officer 
personally/socially  


Bushfire Information and Warning messages 
including website during event. 


Specific information relating to situation and 
target audience.  


 


 3 examples of utilising websites 
during the event for fire 
information  


2 examples of radio coverage 
reported as useful 


6 examples of radio coverage 
reported as not useful;  1 
example of information not 
available.  
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Some interviewees were aware 
that the reintroduction of using 
the siren as a warning device 
was under discussion.   


Community Meetings: Researchers’ account of 
community interest 
While Table 6 above provides an outline of differing levels of engagement, this 
detail perhaps clouds a broader issue we wanted to comment on before we 
discuss the programs and activities. This is that interviewees (and no doubt 
community members in general) are ‘differently disposed’ towards meetings in 
general in relation to fire safety. Table 7 below provides a snapshot of our 
broad categorisation of interviewee’s interest in meetings in general .  


Table 7: Interest in meetings in general 


 


A: Interested B: Not Interested C: Conditionally interested  


Interest already 
demonstrated. Would 
like more 


1 Leave it to the 
younger ones 


1 Difficulty with time 2  


General 
preparedness 


3 Farming has 
prepared us 
for fire17 


3 Only if meeting topic 
relevant to me 


1  


Briefing 2   Only if ‘information 
only meetings’ no 
interaction wanted 


1  


To specifically 
increase knowledge 
of neighbours 


1   Only offered with 
opportunities for social 
interaction as well 


1  


Willing to share what 
they have learnt 


1      


Need to voice 
distress at briefing 
meeting 


1      


Totals 9  4  5 18


 


                                                 
17 One interviewee also put the view that she had ‘learnt in the past that the CFS don’t 
listen if you’re not involved with them’. However we have only recorded one reason for 
her response to meetings and that was the one we regarded as ‘dominant’.  
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A: Interested in meetings 
Those whom we categorise in A as interested in fire safety meetings are 
discussed at some length later in the results section. 


B: Not interested in meetings  


We identified 4 households who voiced a lack of interest in attending bushfire 
safety meetings.  These accounts however cannot be taken as being ‘frozen in 
time’. As in many complex social issues, these views on interest in meetings 
may vary over time, vary from person to person within the household, and may 
show some variation within the one person’s voiced views. One woman said 
this to us about her husband:  


[He] has always taken the farmer’s attitude that he doesn’t have to 
go to meetings and all that kind of thing. If anyone needs help he’s 
there with his backpack and his water sprayer, and that’s the way it’s 
been, always been.  


Despite this, this farmer did attend one of the community briefing meetings, 
perhaps indicating that meetings during a fire event are seen as potentially 
valuable to those who otherwise would not usually attend meetings in relation 
to fire safety. This would seem to be true, given the large numbers of 
community members who typically attend briefing meetings, at least in this 
South Australia and Victoria.  


Another reason offered for not attending meetings was being past the age of 
active community membership exemplified by attending meetings.  


You get to the stage where you really don’t want to go to meetings. Both of 
us have spent a lot of our professional lives at meetings – been there, done 
that, might suit other people who are younger. We are both in our 
seventies. Younger people can go to meetings and wear themselves out  


For members of three households, there was the feeling that they did not need 
additional knowledge about fire safety. The following sentiments were 
expressed by two women with farming experience: 


I’ve been a country girl all my life and I didn’t go to them [fire education 
meetings] because, well, you deal with it when it happens… I think I’ve got 
a pretty good picture of what we need to do.  


I think in my own situation I’ve been here long enough and I’ve got enough 
common sense to know, and have a plan.  


The male in the third household had had past fire fighter training in another 
state.  


One of the interviewees already quoted above, (“I’ve been here long enough”) 
also felt that she had learnt in the past that her views would not be heard.  


I knew what would happen, I just knew that there was no way that 
people were going to take any notice of us residents who weren’t 
involved in the CFS, because it’s happened before.  


C: Conditionally interested 


We categorised 5 households as being ‘conditionally interested.’  


Two of these five households provided a condition which, if met, might 
encourage them to attend a meeting. In one case a farmer said he might 
consider attending if the topic was of interest, and the other if the meeting was 
structured in such a way that would limit community interaction and discussion.  
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Two other households expressed that they would have an interest in meetings 
in relation to fire safety but would probably be unable to attend due to time 
commitments. Both these households however had used and were using other 
means of accessing information.  


The final householder in this group had been frustrated with community 
meetings in general, and felt community members can take too narrow a view 
of the issue at hand. He had spent a considerable part of his past professional 
life having to manage the public in meeting situations. This person described 
himself as a ‘big picture’ person. However, we placed him in this ‘conditionally 
interested’ category, as he would be more attracted to community meetings if 
they also provided opportunity for social interaction.  


Community Fire Safe group meetings 
In the foregoing we have looked at perceptions in relation to meetings in 
general, in this section we examine the perceptions of residents specifically to 
Community Fire Safe meetings. 


Two of the 18 households interviewed recalled specific detail about attending a 
Community Fire Safe meeting a few years prior to the Mt Bold fire. One person 
had experience as a CFS volunteer and the other person had hosted a meeting 
at his residence that had been attended by about 12 people from around eight 
households.  People were invited because they lived nearby. The meeting was 
organised by a CFS Community Education Officer who presented information 
at the meeting together with a local Brigade Captain. Only one meeting was 
held, and as there was no follow up contact between those who attended it is 
arguable as to whether a ‘group’ had formed.  


The meeting was based at a local resident’s home. The meeting content 
recalled included a property inspection where both the good and the 
problematic in terms of fire preparedness was identified and discussed.  Both of 
the interviewees (separate households in our study) who had attended, 
reported learning new things about how to improve their level of preparedness. 
The person who had hosted a meeting identified gaps in his knowledge which 
prompted him to seek further information and attend other community 
information events run by the CFS. 


 


One interviewee noted:  


I listened with interest to what this woman said … about what you 
should do,… about making a safe area around the place and being 
prepared…We walked around …It was sort of a practical look at where 
you should go to and how you should get rid of things and what you 
should clean up and that basically was the first time I knew about it.  I 
would suggest that some of the people who were there were caught in 
this fire because the fire came straight through that area there. They 
might have learnt. It might have saved their properties, it might have 
even saved their lives.  I took it up myself because I thought it was 
useful. I came home and said we need to have …overalls, a fire bag, 
the radio …that’s when I came home with that idea …We talked about 
it, we actually came up with a fire plan. When the fire was here we 
pulled the hoses out and plugged up… we did a fair bit….  


The other interviewee who had attended the Community Fire Safe meeting 
described the benefit to him and his family as follows:  
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We thought there was going to be some benefit for us in having it here 
cause they can use the examples that we have around as, both the 
good and the bad …We did a bit of a theory question and answer, went 
for a walk and had a look at some of the features here. Other people 
related their own particular circumstances to what they saw. There were 
questions about trees that people had right next to their house and 
whether they had to chop them down.  


The person who had hosted the meeting observed that some of the people 
at the meeting were clearly knowledgeable and active in their bushfire 
preparation, while for others the meeting was a starting point for thinking 
about preparedness.  He found the meeting had been reassuring and had 
also identified gaps in his level of preparedness. 


…To that point we thought, oh it’s probably risky here, but we were 
quite reassured after the CFS had been here and gone through all 
the points…After the session we had here, I think the indication was 
that we probably need to go and find out a little bit more to make 
sure that we get it …We didn’t have a plan.  I knew what I should do 
but there was nothing written down. 


Following the Community Fire Safe meeting this person attended other CFS 
community information events that were very helpful in developing a more 
sophisticated understanding of how to improve levels of preparedness. He 
developed a plan together with members of his household. A teenager in the 
household typed up the plan which was visible in the kitchen during our 
interview.  


The person who had hosted the Community Fire Safe meeting was 
approached by the Community Education worker about a follow up meeting. 
However, this follow up meeting did not go ahead, although the reasons for 
the lack of follow up were unknown to the interviewee.  There was also no 
follow up on developing a telephone tree which had been discussed at the 
original meeting and considered a good idea by residents who were present.  


The other 16 households had not been to a Community Fire Safe group 
meeting and most had not heard of the Community Fire Safe program.  
When the program was briefly described by interviewers a few people 
remembered having heard about the program when attending a local Forum 
where a local CFS Brigade Captain had spoken about bushfire 
preparedness and the Community Fire Safe program.  We were shown a 
newsletter called the “Kangarilla Voice” in which this particular Forum was 
mentioned. This most recent Kangarilla Voice newsletter had been 
distributed not long before the interviews for this study were conducted.  


When Community Fire Safe groups were discussed during interviews some 
people thought that the program sounded like a good idea and expressed 
interest in attending a Community Fire Safe group meeting.  Several people 
expressed interest in the idea of setting up local telephone trees (which 
some people had heard of at the Community Briefings and are discussed in 
the next section). One person had expressed interest to the local CFS about 
being involved in a Community Fire Safe group. However, at the time of our 
interviews, this had not been followed up. This person was interested in the 
idea of establishing a telephone tree and acknowledged that he could have 
been more active; however he felt that it was important that this be done 
under the guidance of the CFS.  
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…It [the telephone tree] seemed to have a lot of merit behind it and I 
guess I could have been a bit more proactive. I’d probably go along 
and offer support to putting that sort of thing together but I don’t know 
enough about the terrain or locality, certainly nothing alongside what 
any of the local CFS guys would know. And if they can just get a map 
of the area and say well, we reckon there’s an area there, and just 
draw around it with a texta, and another one, and if there has to be 6 
or 16 groups, then it’s a matter of trying to find a person in each of 
those groups, whether they are CFS or not doesn’t matter. Preferably 
not CFS, cause if there’s a crisis they won’t be home.  


Another interviewee said she would like to have professional advice of the 
safest place to shelter in the house in the event of a fire. This content is 
usually covered in the Community Fire Safe meeting. 


I would like to see more of the Community Fire Safe groups, I’d like 
to see it organised by somebody else apart from the brigade 
because they’ve got enough on their plate.  


One interviewee qualified his interest in education meetings with the 
following comment:  


People tend not to listen to somebody from the government, 
whereas somebody from the community has got local knowledge.’  


The Community Fire Safe group which was experienced by participants in 
this research had involved the local captain as part of the presentation to the 
public. This may have addressed the concern of this resident who thought 
someone with ‘local knowledge’ would be better received. That both 
approaches (‘local’ and ‘specialised’) can be accommodated within the 
Community Fire Safe group structure and processes is an advantage.  


Summary: Community Fire Safe Group Meetings 


 Only a few interviewees had experienced the program called “Community 
Fire Safe”, although some others remembered hearing about it when 
mentioned by us.   


 The interviewees who had experienced the program “Community Fire Safe” 
did find the program useful and reported learning new things about how to 
improve their level of preparedness.  


 The person who had hosted a meeting identified gaps in his knowledge 
which prompted him to seek further information and attend other community 
information events run by the CFS.  


 Having local representation available to a Community Fire Safe group 
meeting such as a member of the Local Brigade was also considered useful 
and desirable.  


 Brigade support in organizing the infrastructure for Community Fire Safe 
meetings was raised as problematic by one interviewee. While a follow up 
Community Fire Safe meeting had originally been discussed, this did not 
occur, and the reasons for the lack of follow up were unknown to the 
interviewees.  


 There was also an expressed interest in setting up a phone tree but in the 
absence of facilitation this was not followed up.  Some other interviewees 
indicated an interest when the idea was broadly outlined by us, particularly 
having professional advice of the safest place to shelter during a fire event.  







 
GOODMAN ET AL  MT BOLD CASE STUDY 


 


68 
 


Community Education Meetings: Preparedness Meetings 
As noted above, of the sample of 18 interviews, 6 people recalled attending 
meetings about preparing for bushfires prior to the Mt Bold fires. These were 
in addition to those 2 households who specifically recalled the “Community 
Fire Safe” who have already been discussed above.  


One of the preparedness meetings was attended by a household member 
while visiting a family member in a fire prone area of another State. Two 
households had attended a local Forum held prior to the Council elections 
where a local Brigade captain spoke about bushfire preparedness and the 
Community Fire Safe program.  Another resident who had not attended this 
Forum had received a newsletter that reported on the Forum, including the 
bushfire preparedness information. Information on preparedness meetings 
were not specifically recorded in 4 of the interviews. 


Ten households had not attended meetings that were specifically about 
bushfire preparedness prior to the Mt Bold fire, but one had attended such a 
meeting after the fire.   


Of the 6 interviewees who recalled that they had attended a meeting about 
preparing for bushfire prior to the Mt Bold Fires, one person reported that 
the preparedness meeting she attended was generally useful and sensitised 
her to the need to be better prepared.  The meeting provided an opportunity 
to ask specific questions related to individual circumstances.  She 
commented:  


I became more sensitive to being better prepared [in terms of] hazard 
reduction, decision making around staying or going, having an actual 
plan, thinking about the order of doing things …On a hot day I think 
well, I should make sure I’ve got a full can of petrol there and the 
pump full, that sort of thing….having documents ready or securely 
stored.  


One person who had attended a Community Fire Safe meeting recognised 
that he needed to learn more and subsequently attended other meetings. 
He recalled one such subsequent meeting.   


…It was far more structured (than the Community Fire Safe meeting) 
and quite a few people turned up. It was like a course if you like, 2 or 
3 hour structured training course where you had 3 or 4 different 
sessions and you rotated between them. One was on equipment, 
one was on your choices, one was on fuel load and planning…By 
that stage I knew 50% of the picture of what they were trying to say, 
but just filling in the gaps, it was very useful for that …There was 
another session on the plan and they had you start the drafting of a 
plan. It was basically to focus on stay or go and make that choice 
…That was more of a question and answer session I guess. There 
was a short talk…There was quite a large turn out for that one. They 
presented for a while and then invited questions and quite a number 
of questions came up, some of them were focussed on the ability of 
communications (warnings)  


The following account contains information generated through the 
participant attending meetings after the fire, but it is documented here, for 
the insight it provides to the connections between post fire programs and 
their role in future preparedness. This particular householder reflected that 
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to her, the value of meetings was related not only to the educative content, 
but also to their role in bringing people together.  


I think there were 2 parts to the meetings…One was the knowledge 
and information, and one was just a community feel, being part of 
the community and knowing that there are other people around you 
… That was a bit that I undervalued, and after the fire I realised the 
most important source of information I had were my neighbours,  and 
I didn’t have mobile phone numbers for some of them, I had 
landlines. So that was another thing that in a bushfire plan, I should 
have had those telephone numbers. 


Another person who had attended a community education meeting after the 
fire felt that attending the meeting deepened his understanding of what was 
involved in bushfire preparedness. He reflected on the importance of 
attending meetings and speculated on why some people may not attend:  


I have great difficulty in understanding how people can gain this 
proper appreciation unless they do attend something like 
this…Somehow people have got to get to find out more of what you 
should have and at times the only cure of that is to progressively get 
more people to become involved in attending these sorts of 
information sessions. Possibly because they think they know it all; 
that’s why they don’t come. 


One exceptionally well prepared household had attended at least one 
community meeting. This household showed us the extensive property 
(house) and household protection work that they had carried out. A lot of 
discussion ensued before the taping commenced, so our reporting is 
unfortunately less clear on the sources of influence on this extensive 
preparation. However we know that this household was asked to talk to a 
meeting of other community members to share information with them on the 
preparation they had carried out.  


The fact that this family’s expertise was recognised and elicited in this way 
points to the difficulty of adequately categorising meetings, as we cannot 
assume in every case that attendance at meetings is for the purpose of 
education of the community member. That is to say, we cannot assume a 
unidirectional information flow from ‘educator’ to ‘community member.’ As in 
this case, it may be that attendance of the community member at a meeting 
is to share what they know with others in the community.  


This family was seen as a resource, rather than solely a ‘recipient’ of fire 
awareness information. The home was a new property and had been built to 
minimise bushfire risks. Features included, but were not limited to, a fire 
proof cellar external to the house, closed eaves, a built in ladder that could 
be pulled down to allow ready access to the roof, a system that would flood 
gutters quickly by backfilling from the tank, fire fighting pumps and an 
external sprinkler system. What was most noteworthy, other than the 
extensive preparation, was the degree of family interaction in developing 
and documenting the plan. The fire planning and action documentation was 
pulled together by the young adult daughter of the household. This family 
planned to defend the property. They had also prepacked valuable items 
such as photographs and legal documents to store in the cellar. We discuss 
this household again in ‘other sources of influence’ below.  


Those who had attended preparedness meetings often reported that these 
meetings are not well attended.  Several people could not remember 
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hearing about these meetings and one person pointed out that flyers 
advertising impending meetings are not distributed to those without letter 
boxes, thereby reducing information dissemination. Several of those who 
had either attended or been to a preparedness meeting reported that they 
found out about the meeting from a flyer in their letterbox.  


Some people reported they would have attended had they known about the 
meetings or had not had prior commitments.   


Summary: Preparedness Meetings  


 Those who attended fire awareness events reported they found them useful 


 In several cases people reported both having what they knew affirmed and 
also gaps in their knowledge and preparedness highlighted, including the 
importance of having neighbours mobile and landline telephone numbers 


 One household was asked to attend a meeting to share their knowledge 
with other community members, suggesting we need data categories which 
allow for sharing information laterally (or horizontally)  at the community 
level, as well as the usual model of education coming from the specialist 
provider to the community member 


 Our interviewees reported that meetings were not well attended and 
queried the extent of advertising of the meeting, though those who had 
attended reported receiving a flyer in their letter box.  


 Those without letter boxes do not receive flyers distributed through the Post 
Office.     


Community Briefings during or soon after the fire 
The Community meetings held during or soon after the Mt Bold fire (called 
here Community Briefings) was the meeting type most attended by 
interviewees. Ten of the 18 households interviewed had attended a 
community briefing meeting, 7 had not attended a briefing, and the matter 
was either not discussed or not recorded during one interview.  


It was difficult for us always to be sure, when discussing ‘community 
briefing’ meetings, which briefing meetings were the subject of interviewees’ 
comments. One briefing meeting was convened solely by the Community 
Education staff and two by Community Education staff in conjunction with 
Head Office and Regional Office staff. Another meeting appeared to have 
been convened by one of the brigades. One meeting (a Bushfire Blitz 
meeting) had been scheduled before the fire, for a date which turned out to 
be during the fire event. The meeting went ahead, but with an altered 
content and emphasis, given the intervention of the fire event.  


So in this brief description there were possibly four different meeting 
subtypes of the general type called “community briefings”. Also, it is difficult 
for people to recall exactly when they attended meetings during or soon 
after the fire. All these reasons made it difficult in all cases to pin down the 
meeting type under discussion. Sometimes in giving the account facts 
emerged which clarified which meeting was being discussed, such as those 
accounts where the presence of the Chief Fire Officer is noted. This locates 
the meeting as being that convened by Community Education and Regional 
and Head Office held at Kangarilla. The meeting convened by Community 
Education staff only was held at Echunga.  







 
GOODMAN ET AL  MT BOLD CASE STUDY 


 


71 
 


The variation in meeting types is probably relevant to the fact that we found 
that views about the meetings seem to be quite polarised. Some thought the 
meetings were extremely useful while others had quite negative views about 
what occurred at the meeting. In addition, the meetings were a time of 
considerably heightened emotion and fatigue, which would create perhaps a 
unique or particular dynamic.  One participant provides insight into how 
some community members used the meeting he attended.  


I didn’t feel that anybody was particularly angry, but they were 
obviously anxious because they had been stretched, but then they’d 
hear someone else’s plight and they think, we’re not as badly off as 
them.  


Other interviewee feedback suggested the meetings provided a vehicle to 
express anger and distress, an opportunity for self assessment, and the 
opportunity to express gratitude to the fire service.  


One clear purpose people had in attending the meetings was to look for 
information about what was happening with the fire: 


We went to the initial one purely because we still didn’t know what 
was really happening ‘cause we could still see smoke … it was still 
burning…and it was still clearly,  sort of looked out of control.  


Another participant observed that community members were  


asking lots of questions and I imagine that’s something that the CFS 
would have got a lot of value from, or the local CFS from these local 
people. Some expectations were a bit tall I think, of individuals 
…They were unrealistic. They couldn’t expect the CFS to do all 
these new things. 


A key issue raised at the meetings was the siren.  


And they wanted to know why they don’t ring the siren…That was 
the only criticism, that they never knew there was a fire; most of 
them never knew there was a fire until it hit them.  


Another interviewee understood that the decision to sound the siren was a 
decision which could be made locally by the local brigade. 


Interviewees also raised their concerns about the delay in the ABC 
broadcasting the fire alerts.  


At the meeting the next day at Kangarilla everyone was up in arms 
about that, ‘cause we all depend on the ABC and the ABC just got so 
nicely out of that.  


For others, the chance to express gratitude was a motivating factor in 
attending the briefing. A couple advised us that in their view, the vast 
majority of people attending “couldn’t praise the CFS enough” on the way 
the fire was handled. One interviewee noted that his impression was “that 
most of the public went to thank the CFS”. Another noted that those who 
attended who had had 


 


property at risk and they gave their experiences and they only had 
good things to say about the local CFS, and then all the teams that 
came from everywhere else. 


Another woman noted:  
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I spoke  …that night and said, I’m pretty emotional about this, but I 
want to make sure that every person in the CFS knows that I thought 
they were brilliant.  


People also recalled (approvingly) that senior CFS staff from Head Office 
had attended.  


Some were quite concerned about the CFS being criticised by some 
members of the public. Some were happy to hear criticism if it was properly 
given and taken:  


When I went to that meeting and I think it was about a week later, I 
was very keen not to have them criticised for the sake of criticising – 
if it was constructive, perhaps we saw this happen and perhaps next 
time we could be a bit more whatever – fine, that was part of the 
meeting. And again, I thought that was really a great thing…And I 
went and my neighbours both sides went along, just about 
everybody along here went to the meeting.  


Some commented on the fact that the CFS were left too exposed by the 
meetings. One expressed it this way, that it was  


… more or less let’s stick the boot into the CFS. I felt it was really 
inappropriate, after they had done all that they’d done … Quite a few 
people got really angry about what the other people were saying 
about the CFS and it was just uncalled for.  


This perspective was backed up another resident who hadn’t attended but 
had spoken to a neighbour on her way home from the meeting: 


…. She said, we left in disgust…. There were other residents who 
weren’t hit by the fire who were criticising the CFS. She said she 
wasn’t staying to listen to that; she’d said her bit that she was 
disgusted with those people who were doing that and left.  


One couple recalled that at the meeting they attended, the authorities 
present included Local Government, Police, Primary Industries and CFS 
personnel.  They were given a Police report to fill out at the meeting, as the 
fire was thought to have been deliberately lit, making people who had 
experienced losses “victims of crime”. This family also recalled that they 
were given information about recovery efforts, about how to get dead 
animals removed, and that counselling was being offered.   


The fact that the meetings brought the community together at a stressful 
time was identified as being important in its own right, aside from the 
content of the meetings.   


It was a tremendous idea that meeting, to get all the people in the 
community who have or have not been affected, because anyone on 
that side of town wouldn’t have been affected by the direct fire, but 
they would have been affected through stress and that sort of thing. 
So it brought all the community, people who wouldn’t normally go to 
the meeting. It’s the most we’ve ever seen at any meeting. - a 
tremendous idea.  


I don’t think it was grossly over-enlightening but it was certainly good 
to get together on the subject. That’s what you get out of it. 
…..solidarity and a community feeling…The fact that everyone else 
was absolutely pissed off with the ABC, that made me feel better.  
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The meetings were often reported as being very well run and the 
presentation of maps showing where the fire was, and where it had 
travelled, was appreciated.  One person remembered the CFS 
demonstrating the information available on the CFS website which showed 
where the fire was and which direction it was taking. Handouts that were 
pertinent to the local situation were also valued.  Another person thought 
that it was very good that the possible psychological impact was discussed 
at such a meeting.  


One interviewee appreciated advice about the importance of having the 
telephone numbers and RAPID numbers (a property identification number) 
of neighbours.  Another reported that since the meeting: 


I think more about connection with the neighbours, immediate 
neighbours.  


Several people commented on, and were impressed by the willingness of 
the CFS to listen to criticism.   


[ A reason for the meeting] was to gain some feedback there and 
then while it was fresh in people’s mind as to what happened. And 
the other part of it was a bit of a gripe session from the public about 
communication, the fact that there were no radio warnings until well 
over an hour… those sort of things, and the CFS wanted to know, 
they accepted even fairly pointed criticism constructively. 


I think they (CFS) took a bit of a chance with it still being a fairly 
emotional time. People were away from their home, still with a risk of 
having some danger to the homes. Our danger was largely past, 
apart from a few spot fires,  but for other people it was still pretty real 
and I think they did take a little bit of a chance that some of the 
responses might be sort of clouded and there were a lot of people 
there… I’m sure they got a lot of information. They did end up having 
to make some commitments that they perhaps ought not to have 
been forced into with regard to …we will do this and we will do that. 


Many appreciated the fact that senior CFS staff attended and that the CFS 
had been open about what could have been done better 


There was another guy, I’d know his name if you said it but he’s in 
charge of this, the hills sort of area and he was good, he was very, 
very good.…To hear what Euan said, I believed everything he said, 
and the other guy whose name I can’t think of, it was really good to 
know that two men like that are in charge and it’s not…. sometimes 
you read in the paper about the bunglings of CFS and so on. It was 
really good to know that these two guys were in charge and this is 
what they said and they admitted things that could have been done 
better, that was really good.  


One person spoke about the issue of an evacuation centre being raised at a 
meeting and the confusion that some people seemed to have about advice 
to either stay or go early. 


…I don’t think people really understand it. People still are talking 
about an evacuation centre, that was the other thing that came up at 
that meeting, where is the evacuation centre. And it had to be 
pointed out that there is no such thing in CFS policy as an 
evacuation centre.  In the case of a fire, you go where you have to 
go to, where you feel safe to go to and possibly the Kangarilla oval is 
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a safe place to go to because that’s right next to the fire station. But 
it’s not an evacuation centre, because CFS policy doesn’t say 
evacuate, cause that’s counter productive, that’s dangerous. People 
think, I’ll plan to stay, but I’ve been told to evacuate..and then they 
run straight into the fire. I think you’ll find if you talk to people higher 
up in the CFS that there is no such thing as an evacuation policy.  


Another interviewee had criticisms around the deployment of resources and 
raised questions about why particular crews did not attend certain areas, 
and why the water bombers selected particular areas and not others to 
water bomb. She felt the answers she got were ‘answers like a lawyer would 
give you’. 


One person thought that providing information about how to prepare and 
respond to a fire wasn’t useful at the time as the fire had already passed 
through the area. We think that this comment may relate to the meeting 
which was initially scheduled prior to the fire as a “Bushfire Blitz” meeting, 
but which changed its direction during the course of the meeting due to the 
fire event. In contrast, another person reported that it had been useful that 
information about how to respond to a fire was provided, for future 
reference, even though a fire event had actually occurred.  


Two households had not found the briefing meetings particularly helpful.  
One person whose spouse had attended the briefing meeting felt that the 
meeting had reassured people that agencies were putting a lot of effort into 
containing the fire, which may have been comforting for some. This person 
felt that, as he had understood that no new information had been provided, 
the reassurance had not been personally useful to him. He reported that his 
wife was unable to be clear on what she had learnt, and in his opinion her 
attending the meeting had been a waste of (her) 2 hours.  


Two people reported choosing not to attend as the fire was still burning and 
both felt that remaining at home would be the best decision because of 
potential danger to the property.  


One person who could not attend a meeting would have liked to have raised 
the issue of the need for better communication so that people planning to 
leave could do so safely, knowing which way to go and being able to leave 
early enough.  


…How do you know, they don’t know half the time, but it’s the 
communication, ‘cause people do need time to prepare in a sense 
just to leave, and I think that’s where people get caught because 
they don’t leave early enough, especially towing a horse float and 
which way to go. 


One household would have attended a briefing meeting had its members 
known that it was occurring and were disappointed that they had not been 
informed about the meeting.  Others reported hearing the briefing meetings 
advertised on the radio and seeing a notice at the general store.   


In some cases people’s expectations of how either the CFS or the 
community would respond lead them to decide not to attend.  


…They [referring to community members] get hysterical and I can’t 
be bothered with that. Some of the people around here go on and on 
and on about minor things. I get irritated with that.  
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One woman’s views have been mentioned above in the overview of reasons 
people reported not wanting to attend meetings. She said specifically about 
meetings after the fire, that she had had a negative experience at a 
community meeting following the Ash Wednesday fires in 1983.  


Two families who had not attended a briefing had heard negative feedback 
from people who had attended. One family was informed by neighbours who 
had attended that the briefing meeting had been ‘all self congratulatory hero 
stuff’,and that these neighbours had walked out during the meeting.  
Another person who had not attended reported that people she knew had 
walked out of a meeting because ‘it was all a whitewash of the CFS effort’. 
Again, given the difficulty of locating each meeting type, we cannot say if 
this referred to a formally convened community briefing or not.  


We reserve the last word for one of the most reflective interviewees, who 
argued that while imparting information in meetings during the fire event 
may be a bit late, it is better than not doing it.  


There needs to be a message and the information just steady… drip, 
drip feed….when fires do occur people will be more accepting of that 
sort of information and hey, it may prove to be a little late for some, 
but it’s going to be the only means of some people gaining an 
understanding.  
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Summary: Community Briefings during or soon after the fire 


 


 While it was difficult for us to establish confidently which meetings were 
under discussion during the interviews, we can say that Community 
Briefing Meetings held during the fire were important to the community 
for: 


o the informative content 


o bringing the community together 


o serving as an emotional support 


o providing a vehicle for the community to express their concerns 
or gratitude about the way the fire was managed 


 Some interviewees were concerned with what they saw as unnecessary 
criticism 


 It was important for some to see senior CFS figures present and also to 
observe them accepting criticism 


 Over half the interviewees attended a briefing meeting; for a small 
number, the fact that the fire was still active was a deterrent.   


 Some were not aware that the meetings were being held.  In most 
instances people would have attended these meetings if they had been 
able. 


 A smaller number of residents also felt that these meetings were a 
waste of time, although these reports were sometimes second hand, 
that is, from interviewees reporting the response of other residents and 
their neighbours.  


 


 


Pre – event  Media campaigns and publicity materials 
awareness 


Introduction 


Bushfire preparedness information recalled by interviewees came from a 
variety of sources. Some could recall messages from a particular 
publication, but many people could not recall the sources of specific 
information.  


People recalled information from television, radio and/or newspapers, both 
advertisements and general media coverage about bushfire preparedness 
or bushfires as they were occurring.  Some people remembered specific 
CFS campaigns. People recalled receiving CFS publications delivered 
through the post, being given written information at CFS initiated meetings 
and information sessions, picking up or reading publications at the general 
store and receiving publications from the local council.  One person had 
found brochures at the library.  


In some cases, publications or media coverage prompted people to seek 
further information from the CFS website which was described as useful and 
easily accessible.  Use of the website was reported by both younger (20s) 
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and older people (60s) and by people new to the area as well as those who 
had been local residents for decades. 


One family who were new to the area recalled a brochure and poster that 
had been left for them by the previous owner of their property. 


Specific CFS initiatives 


We will set out the interviewees’ responses to different means of publication 
under the following headings: 


 Printed Publications 


 Campaigns  


 Media 


 Website 


 Hotline 


However, we recognise that these categories are not mutually exclusive. For 
example, a ‘campaign’ such as the Pencil and Paper campaign, includes a 
publication which is recognisable as a more general document of encouraging 
people to make a plan, which forms one of the more general publications.  


Printed Publications 


Printed information is available in pamphlets and brochures under the slogan 
‘Bushfire Ready’ with information pertaining to,  Living through a bushfire, 
Preparing for bushfires, Bushfire restrictions, Protection your family, farm and 
animals 18. 


For some people the brochures served to assist in the discussion of a 
bushfire plan.  


We had one of the pamphlets when we sat down and talked about 
what our bushfire plan was.  


This interviewee however, also reported that her husband had been the one 
who took up the family role of doing bushfire preparedness, and had 
attended a preparedness meeting or meetings, so for them as a household, 
the brochure she mentions was not the only intervention. 


For some, the printed material served as reminders. The fact that, in the 
sequence of this conversation, this person also added that the ‘radio one’ is 
good too, might suggest some mental association with a stream of 
messages.  


We get flyers through the mail …I think it just pricks everybody’s 
memories and just gets them to think about it. I think the radio one is 
really good too.  


One interviewee (who had not been to any meetings) commented on the 
approach to planning set out in the brochures. 


I think the brochures are actually quite good in that they take you 
through a coherent and logical decision making process, to stay or to 
leave and not to leave at the last minute. So I think it’s quite a good 
process, but the thing is getting people to actually do it.  


                                                 
18 A new publication is in this 2008 fire season 
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Checklists of preparations to be carried out prior to the fire season were 
generally considered helpful. Even those who had high levels of 
preparedness also thought that the checklist was a useful prompt. 


… It’s a good prompt…, I’m always surprised when I read things like 
that thinking, hey, I forgot about that.  


One person was able to quickly find a CFS publication from at least 10 
years ago that had a preparedness checklist, which had been found to be 
useful.  


Critique of publications 


While the step by step process in some publications as one means of 
guiding people to a decision about whether to stay or go in the event of a 
fire was reported as useful, a couple of people felt that some of the advice 
was too simplistic or dogmatic.  For example, the advice about having a 20 
metre clearing around the house was not possible for some people who 
planned to stay and defend their properties in the event of a fire. This 
person didn’t want to remove trees and bushes that were relatively close to 
the house. 


A 20 metre clearance around a house? Well, we wouldn’t have a tree in 
the whole of the Adelaide hills would we? You look at houses that are 
built in a built up area - there’s not even 20 metres between a house. So 
you have to take a risk and say, I’m prepared to have the trees, I think 
I’ve planted sensibly, they aren’t natives around the house, they are 
deciduous, because once again I’m trying to live a fairly sustainable life 
where I don’t have air-conditioning, I don’t have heating apart from the 
wood stove, so therefore you have to say, because I want to cut down 
on the usage of electricity, I need shade …from trees, then I need the 
sun, so you work out those sort of things.  


This same resident expanded on how she uses the printed material, and 
then adapts the message according to her own circumstance. She spoke of 
it like this: 


I have got my bushfire plan which I intend to stay incidentally, and 
defend the home as well as I can. But because of my physical 
disabilities, I can’t climb up on the roof, and the power goes off, so I 
can’t get water, only by buckets, and I’m incapable probably of doing 
a lot, but I’ve got my plan.  


She had decided that she would prepare her property and stay in the house 
until the fire front passed. But recognising her physical limitations, if she was 
unable to stop any spot fires and the house caught fire, she would walk with 
the dog into a burnt out paddock for safety, as the front would have passed 
by this time.   


Other participants talked of how they mould the ‘instructions’ or advice on 
publications to their own circumstances. One wished the publications were  


a little bit more practical, to take into consideration all people, not just 
age, cause age really has nothing to do with disability or inability. 


Others talked of how they made considered decisions in relation to the 
“trade-off” of reducing fuel loads and supporting local fauna. Others drew 
attention to the limitations on planning, emphasizing the need to assess the 
specific circumstances on the day when deciding what action to take. 
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I agree that in theory that sounds very good but once again it all 
depends on where the fire comes from and what’s happened on the 
day. 


The complexity of making a bushfire action plan and then deciding what to 
do when a fire actually occurs is discussed further in a separate section in 
this report, as is the observation that different household members made 
different use of the available educative materials, such as the women who 
made extensive use of publications she downloaded from the web, while her 
husband found no use in these at all.  


Campaigns 


Other resources that are utilised to engage the community are media 
campaigns.  Two recent campaigns were most commonly referred to 
throughout our interviews. The two campaigns mentioned were the Pencil and 
Paper Campaign and the Sticker campaign. 


06 – 07 Pencil and Paper Campaign, which included the slogan ‘to survive a 
bushfire, your going to need one of these’ referring to an enclosed pencil. The 
campaign included a bushfire action plan guide and a checklist of what is 
needed to be done.  


07 – 08 Sticker Campaign ‘Is your family bushfire ready’. The campaign 
includes a booklet with information on the decision to stay and defend or leave 
early and what this entails. There is also an accompanying sticker to put on a 
letter box, fence or gate to show that the property is well prepared and bushfire 
ready.  


The most recent campaign, the Sticker campaign, had been posted to residents 
shortly before this research was conducted.  Knowing that they were soon to be 
interviewed about bushfires, many people had a copy of the brochure at hand 
(although not all had read it in the few days since it had arrived).  


For the few interviewees who had read the Sticker campaign material, they 
queried its purpose and significance. For these it seemed to create 
confusion and concern rather than motivation to prepare or talk to their 
neighbours.  Some commented that they didn’t have a letterbox, and one 
woman who did have a letter box said she would not ‘deface it’ with the 
sticker. One person while happy with the brochure provided felt that the 
sticker was just a public relations waste of money. 


….Do you know what the sticker is about? …Do they act on the 
sticker?... What is the point of the sticker? …Do you only go into 
houses where the sticker is?  


Several people recalled the brochure that had been distributed with a pencil 
to encourage people to develop a written bushfire action plan.  Some people 
had kept this brochure.  


Another household commented that they were aware that the Tasmanian Fire 
Service uses a sticker to denote ‘undefendable’ properties, whereas the CFS 
sticker was to convey the opposite message. We didn’t ask if there was an 
implicit criticism here of the conflicting nature of key messages if one took a 
nationwide perspective on community awareness efforts.  


Media, including newspapers and radio 


Several people commented on the importance of having information on the 
radio, either as an ‘advertisement’ or as part of the content of a program.   
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What the CFS do at the moment ….. There’s messages on TV and 
radio I think are great. They need to continue doing that because 
even if it doesn’t have an impact until you’ve been through it, you are 
at least aware that you’re in a bushfire zone.  


I guess the more people hear and see those things the more aware 
they’ll become, or the more they’ll take in.  


Information in the general media and having trusted people deliver 
information were identified as important. 


…The Advertiser was good….Every year the Advertiser says this is 
going to be the worst fire season and this is what you should do and 
this is what you shouldn’t do, so there is a lot of information around 
which is very good ….The ABC will interview … Euan Ferguson,  
and I always listen to it and take on board what he says, so there’s a 
lot of information around.  


Website 


Two households reporting using the CFS website as a source of information 
before the Mt Bold fire. While we did not ask specifically, we conclude from the 
context of the interviews that what was downloaded from the website were the 
information brochures. One referred specifically to a ‘checklist’  she got from 
the CFS website.  


Barriers to Dissemination of publicity materials 


Some people tended to listen to only ABC radio while others listened to 
commercial stations.  Some people commented on articles in the Advertiser 
while others referred to the local paper, however there are some supply 
issues with the local paper, and some not reading a daily newspaper.   


One person avoided advertisements on television by pre-recording 
programs to the hard-drive of a set top box and then skipping through the 
advertisements without watching them.  A couple of people reported that 
they had not received CFS publications and one person said that 
publications that came through the mail were likely to be treated as another 
piece of junk mail.  


New ownership brought reduced hours of opening at the general store, 
resulting in some people taking their post office boxes to another town.  In 
addition the new owner is reported as circulating less community information 
than the previous owner.  


We have already referred to people being ‘time poor’ as one barrier to receipt 
of information.  
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Summary: Media Campaigns and publicity materials (pre event) 


 Most interviewees had some familiarity with or were aware of 
publications, campaigns, media; such as newspapers or radio 


 Fewer were aware of websites and the CFS hotline 


 People mostly felt that publications and some materials such as the 
Pencil and Paper campaign were useful as these products provide a 
source of information that can act as a prompt or reminder 


 Some interviewees had criticism with aspects of the fire safety material 
suggesting that it was too simplistic or dogmatic 


 The Sticker campaign raised questions and confusion about the 
purpose and useability of the sticker 


 Generally people didn’t mind that they were receiving information that 
they already knew and reported finding it a ‘confirmation’ of their current 
understanding 


 Having multiple sources of information was seen as positive, as at a 
minimum they raised awareness of the risk of a bushfire 


 Repeating information was also considered important 


 Several people had kept information for considerable periods of time 
(for example, 10 years) as a guide that they could refer back to 


 People use a wide range of commercial and non commercial media 
sites 


 Dissemination of materials is dependent of other factors also such as 
the disposition of the General Store owners.  


Bushfire Information and Warning Messages: during an 
event. 
Here we will discuss the formal means of communication, and therefore 
exclude from comment those who had more direct (local) forms of 
communication, such as CFS volunteers who had pagers, received alerts in 
this way, and passed on information to other members of the public. We also 
exclude the use of media such as weather reports from which some members 
of the public could deduce risk information. We concentrate therefore here on 
official reports including information from the radio, websites, and the CFS 
hotline.  


Radio 


Most people were aware that the ABC was a formal provider of bushfire 
information. Thirteen households reported obtaining information from the radio.  
Six of these 13 households found the information they obtained to be useful.  
We have used only a sample of comments from our interviewees to 
demonstrate the way information was obtained from the ABC radio.   


…It was telling us every 15 minutes, it would come on with the warning 
sounds and then tell you about the status of the bushfire… I think the 
radio is as up to date as anything;  it’s good.  
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The ABC is the one for a fire; they tell you which roads have been 
blocked off and where it’s travelling to. …Every 15 minutes they tell you 
where it’s going… it was good I think; there is plenty of info out there.  


One woman, travelling with her daughter and her mother when the fire broke 
out, spoke of the benefit to her of the radio information, but she needed to 
weigh this up against the fact that having the radio on was distressing for her 
daughter.  


…Do I turn it off so that (daughter) isn’t really getting worried here,  or 
do I keep it going ?... I said to her, we need to keep it going so that we 
are kept up to date and I know it’s really worrying and she was in tears 
for some of that, so mum was trying to reassure her.  


Critique of radio broadcasts 


However, 7 of the 13 households reported that the information broadcast on the 
radio was out of date. Typical of these sentiments were the following three 
statements from three different households.  


… There was information constantly being given on the radio about 
status, which was far too out of date, it wasn’t being constantly updated 
– or if it was being updated by CFS the radio stations weren’t running it.  


Some information that was coming over the radio was very old. They 
were giving advice about the fire going in a particular direction and I 
reckon, I’m a bit hazy now, but I would suggest that at least 20 minutes 
after the wind change had come, they were still giving the old 
information.  


I was driving from my property, forward towards the fire to get to a 
vantage point so that I could see what was happening. What I could see 
was happening was the information that was coming over the TV and 
radio was lagging by at least an hour.  


Others expressed frustration that for the first two hours the cricket was not 
interrupted to provide fire information.  


I had the wireless on because we are told to listen to the wireless. I 
listened to it for over an hour watching the smoke and not one report, 
the cricket was on, not one report about the fire… So not being a cricket 
fan I lost the temper and thought the bloody cricket’s more important, 
we don’t know what’s going on. Then I tried to ring the CFS and of 
course you just got a recorded message, so I rang the police and asked 
them if they could give me an update on what on earth was going on. 
So a very nice lady went away and came back and said oh yes, it is 
known that there is a fire and the CFS are attending. I said I know that -  
I’ve been watching it now for 2 hours. 


Well you would expect the bloody ABC to tell you ‘cause they are the 
official fire radio station and if you have a fire you lose your telephone 
line, you lose your telly, you depend on your battery radio. And they 
were broadcasting cricket from Sydney.  


It just so happens that my CDMA,  which Telstra is going to kill in 
January,  will get text, but up until then we’ve never been able to use a 
digital phone here. So what the hell do we do if we don’t have our fire 
radio station? And I guess that was the angriest thing and still all these 
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months later, I’m still really angry. If I ever see Matt and Dave19 I’m 
going to really get stuck into them, but they glossed over that. They 
said, oh yes, but the ABC was right here and we did a great job.  No 
they weren’t, they were not there. It was an hour after the fire started. 


One person used the radio to monitor weather reports for information about 
wind changes:  


The main thing is that you keep a listen to the weather reports … we 
realised that the change was coming in so that there was going to be a 
swing with the wind and it was going to blow in the opposite direction to 
our place so it was only a matter of waiting until that change came in 
before we were quite safe. 


Websites 


Here we comment on the use of the CFS website. Two other websites were 
mentioned, and are discussed under ‘Influences’ below, where we refer to 
these websites as ‘influences of specialised knowledge’.  


During the fire  


One person had accessed information from the CFS website during the fire and 
reported that the website provided up to date information that was pinpoint 
accurate.   


…The emails, they tell you exactly where they are, north east and 
approaching this road. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen them, but they 
flick through all the time. They were really smack on and within minutes.  


After the fire 


Two people discovered the CFS website after the Mt Bold fires and would use it 
to get information in the future. One of these people had learnt about the CFS 
website during a community briefing meeting after the fire. He reported: 


They had a great website …You could go into it and actually see where 
the fire was and it had it at 6.08,  the fire was reported (or whatever time 
it was) and then it showed where it flared out from there, 6.20 it was 
here, 7.00 it was there, 8.00 it was there and they showed it … right 
through the whole of the area. You could see exactly where it was so 
you could see what direction it was sort of taking.  


Another person who discovered the CFS website after the Mt Bold fire rarely 
watches the news or listens to the radio. The CFS website is now bookmarked 
in ‘Favourites’ so that it’s easy to access: 


…I thought I’d go onto the CFS website and see if there’s anything on 
there and that was when I realised that they have updates all the time 
about fires around the place …So I found that quite interesting and 
different things on there that they explain and go into ...If I’m in the 
office I’ll just whiz onto there and you can get an update and read the 
media releases about fires, where and when, and that sort of thing ..I 
find it interesting to read and know.  


CFS hotline 


Two people rang the CFS hotline during the event.  For one household, their 
property was close to where the fire started and the hotline had only just 


                                                 
19 Reference to ‘Matt and Dave in the Morning’ from ABC Radio, Adelaide. 
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received a report of a fire on a specific road and had limited information 
available: 


I asked, do you know which way it’s heading and the girl said not at the 
moment, but it’s fairly windy. We live …on the next road over. She said I 
think you should go and put your fire plan into action. I’ll let you go.  


The other person who called the hotline was the person who was driving home 
from interstate when she realised, due to reports on Radio National, that her 
property was in the line of the fire. She rang seeking more detailed information 
which was not able to be provided. However she was informed that she could 
not return home: 


I wanted specific detail which was unreasonable for me to ask 
for…When I rang the Hotline basically she said, you won’t be able to go 
home. She said, I’m not saying there’s no home to go to, it’s that the 
roads have been cut off; the CFS and police are not letting anybody 
through, it’s too dangerous, you won’t be able to go home. She wasn’t 
exactly sure where [… ] Road was but from my description of where it 
was she said no.  


One interviewee who was very anxious that she would not hear about a fire in 
enough time to get home from the city to assist her school age children and 
animals, was relieved to learn from a brochure of the existence of the hotline. 
Our understanding is that she learnt about this after the fire.  


…The CFS hotline that you can ring… I found out from a recent 
brochure. That’s fantastic. It’s a number that at least I could call if I was 
at work and heard on the radio that there is a fire in this general area. 
Hopefully they would have the information.  


Other formal warning methods 


We learnt at interview that the issue of the use of the siren as a warning device 
was intensely debated at the Community Briefings after the fire. We assume 
there would be documentation on this issue within the CFS. Also, it is outside 
the scope of our research to inquire further into this contention about the siren. 
It is interesting to note however, that according to the understanding of one of 
our interviewees, the CFS did agree that the siren would be sounded in the 
future, being a decision each local brigade can make. We were told that the 
siren used to be sounded, but it was sounded for every event, including Motor 
Vehicle Accidents, and complaints about this from the community brought that 
practice to an end. This is an interesting issue of community/brigade relations20.  


                                                 
20 There has been a siren trial in the Mitcham Hills during the 2009 fire season.  
sirenhttp://www.cfs.sa.gov.au/site/community_information/mitcham_hills_bushfire_siren
_trial.jsp; accessed 5th May 2009. While we do not know the results of this trial, it is 
interesting to note that the partners in the trial included the Blackwood and Belair District 
Community Association and the Blackwood South Neighbourhood Watch.  
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Summary: Bushfire Information and Warning Messages (during an 
event)  


 Interviewees were aware that the ABC was the formal carrier of fire 
information 


 Slightly more people found the radio messages and warnings out of 
date and not useful, than found them timely and useful 


 Several residents expressed concern about the cricket coverage taking 
precedence over the fire report and in one case, anger about this had 
visibly persisted for the ten intervening months between the fire and the 
interviews 


 Only a small number of residents know of the CFS website and the CFS 
Hotline as a source of information during a fire, but those that used 
these resources found them useful 


 Interviewees reported concern that the siren was not used to alert 
people to the fire; the use of a fire siren remains a contested issue. 


Household, Neighbourhood and Community/Agency level 
influences 
This next section sets out results of influences on household members’ 
responses which were in addition to (or which existed alongside and interacted 
with) those influences of formal CFS programs as discussed. Before outlining 
these influences, there are two key issues which are relevant to all the 
influences we specify and we would like to document them first. We see these 
two issues as pertaining directly to the context in which this research took 
place. One we have called ‘community infrastructure’ and the other the 
‘passage of the fire’.  


Context: Community Infrastructure  


By ‘Community infrastructure’ here we refer to the community infrastructure 
which predated the fire, such as community newspapers, and community 
mechanisms for information transfer.  


Although services and organisations are an integral link to support and protect 
communities, it is clear in our interviews that communities also have local 
networks of communication and support which provide and create strengths 
and resources that can be utilised to promote self sufficiency. These resources 
are often quietly present in communities but we suggest that their significance 
is probably undervalued. More importantly, a lack of resource within the fire 
service as currently structured, mitigates against recognition of these resources 
and how they could be better utilized to increase fire safety. The resources that 
were identified in our interviews consisted of: 


 the post office 


 key people within the community 


 education officers and  


 existing networks.   
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General store / Post Office 


One interviewee mentioned that most of their information about what is 
happening in their local area had in the past been received by the general store 
which also functioned as a local Post Office. There is a notice board at the 
store, and there was a community newsletter that used to be distributed.   


We used to get little things put in our letterbox all about what’s 
happening in the community 


Another interviewee who also agreed that the local post office/general store 
had been a community hub, that the present incumbent in the post office role is 
managing it with little support and had narrowed its opening hours. In the time 
that we were in the district, she had further reduced the opening hours This has 
had some reported effects of reduced information flow, and some community 
members reported having moved post offices for the collection of their mail, 
thus further limiting the capacity of this resource as a community hub.  


Key Businesses / People 


In addition to the Post Office being considered a ‘hub’ of the community, it 
became apparent during our interviews that people within the community also 
have the potential to be key instigators in forming and maintaining community 
support, groups and networks.  While our experience in the district was limited, 
there was one person who was well known as convening a group (or a 
process) called the Community Forum. This Forum also has a newsletter, a 
copy of which we were shown. In addition she has formed a network within her 
immediate area. 


[Name] has organised group meetings of people; she gets the residents 
together, she’s got what she calls a phone tree. They’ve got each others 
phone numbers, if anything happens they can talk to each other, warn 
each other, help each other.  


Another key resource was a local brigade captain and his wife, who ran a local 
business.  Several interviewees recounted while transacting business, they 
would engage in conversations with the captain about fire safety issues. 


Services to manage increasing population 


While speaking of an area closer to the city, one resident questioned whether 
fire services could adequately respond to the urban developments at the 
fringes of the city. He felt the increasing population was creating a dangerous 
situation 


particularly if it’s not being serviced by the Metropolitan Fire Service and 
they don’t open new fire stations to keep up with it, which comes back 
to infrastructure   


He was also concerned about what he saw to be inadequate planning at the 
local government level in relation to fire safety. He felt this contributed to 
distrust and scepticism of local government. 


Context: Passage of the fire 


One key contextual factor impacting on the household decision making, was 
the location of their home in relation to the passage of the fire.  


As we need to maintain confidentiality of the interviewees, we cannot identify 
the residences in relation to the fire path, so we can only comment on this issue 
in general terms. The key issue was the time residents had between the point 
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of ignition and the fire threatening individual and family lives and homes. The 
fire was believed to have been lit by an arsonist at around 6pm. The fire itself 
then travelled at an average of 6 km’s per hour. It also developed on two fronts, 
and these fronts joined together at a particular time in the evening 21.  


Four of our interviewees discussed how the passage of fire influenced their 
ability to respond to the threat.  Two of these 4 cases discussed how having 
limited time to respond to the fire impacted them personally. The remaining two 
cases in this cluster of four also demonstrated an awareness in general of how 
rapidly fire acts and how little time there can be to respond.  


One family we interviewed reported that their property was impacted within 
minutes of them first becoming aware of the fire. This household had gone to 
great lengths to ensure they had a well thought out plan and appropriate fire 
protection equipment.  What they couldn’t plan for was not having the time to 
implement their plan. They lost a lot of their stock. They reflected:  


We had a plan for the animals, but just didn’t have time. It depends; you 
really need a multi-staged plan, like how many people were home, and 
which way it’s coming from, and if you have got this much warning you 
are going to do this, and if you have got that much warning you can do 
this much more. 


This household emphasised the speed of the fire in this way. One member 
recounted the conversation she had had with a neighbour, who reported that  


he was sitting on top of the hill, thinking, those poor buggers, and then 
all of a sudden he realised, shit, the wind’s changed, and my paddocks 
are on fire, and our plan is to evacuate, let’s get out of here”.  


The second case in this cluster reported that due to losing power they had no 
water. While they had a generator, they had left it too long to get this started, 
and would get this started earlier in a future fire event.  


Of the remaining 2 cases, one household reflected that, after driving through 
the worst affected areas, they now realise how quickly a fire can devastate an 
area and how scary it really is.  The final case in this cluster whose plan prior to 
the fire was to come home, gather up the animals and then leave, reflected that 
they had not put into perspective the quickness of a fire and in reality would not 
have the time to be able to carry out their plan to leave.  


The quickness, how fast everything happened, I really hadn’t put that 
into reality and perspective. I thought I’d have time to do all that. 


                                                 
21 This information was taken from the Mt Bold Field Trip on Thursday 4th September 
2008, during a presentation given by the Incident Commander of the day. This Field 
Trip was taken after the AFAC Conference, Adelaide, 2008. 
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Summary: Community Infrastructure and the passage of fire 


 


 Various ‘intermediaries’ assisted the processes of “Agency/Community 
Interaction” 


 In this study these were particularly; 


o the General Store/Post Office 


o the local newspaper 


o an active local resident who convenes Forums and runs a 
Newsletter and  


o a local captain who is accessible to the public through his local 
business 


 Community members used all of these means to access information 


 In more recent times, and following a change of ownership of the 
General Store, reduced opening house has decreased residents’ ability 
to use the store as a communication medium.  


● Even with detailed planning, a key uncontrollable factor affecting 
household response capacity is the point of ignition of a fire, the rate 
and direction of spread.  


 


 


 


2.3 Levels of Response: Influences 
Next, in Table 8 below, we summarise what we think of as three ‘levels’ as a 
framework for discussing the data on response influences. After setting these 
out, we then discuss each of these three levels in the subsequent text. 


Table 8 Three levels of response influences: Individual, Neighbourhood and 
Community/Agency  


 


Individual Household 
Level 


Neighbourhood level Community/Agency 
Level (including CFS 
levels of Central, 
Regional and Local 
Brigade level) 


Beliefs, attitudes Capacity for community 
to draw on and build 
networks around fire 
safety 


Community interaction with 
the CFS (this is covered in 
the next section) 


Life Stage and Life 
Choice Issues 


 Organizational 
environments external to 
CFS – eg Local 
Government; Public Land 
and Water Management 
agencies 
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Personal/family 
communication 


 Influence of brigades 


Awareness of the 
function of emotions 


  


Impact of children   


Impact of animals   


Local or specialised 
knowledge 


  


 


Individual Household Level 


Beliefs, attitudes  


Table 9 below sets out what we see (broadly) as three beliefs or attitudes 
toward the threat of fire which influenced responses. Nine households (one 
case appeared in more than one category) expressed some attitude or 
belief that either did, or would, if relevant in a particular fire, influence their 
response. We have identified 3 main themes that were apparent to us in the 
data and have created categories A, B, and C, as represented below.  


Table 9 Beliefs/Attitudes 


 


A ‘Laid back’ about risk 4 


B Decisions about where to shelter.  4 


C The type of fire which would influence decision making 2 


 
Category A, a cluster of 4 cases, all expressed to us that they had been 
pretty ‘laid back’ about the risk of fire prior to the Mt Bold event.  The first 
case in this cluster discussed how they did not take the threat of bushfire 
seriously until after the Mt Bold fire. 


[Husband] ……. was more serious about it than me.  I think I just 
thought, I didn’t think consciously that there was ever going to be a 
fire or just subconsciously I think it wouldn’t happen to us. So I don’t 
think I thought of it seriously.‘  


Since the bushfire experience, this woman is much more aware of, and has 
taken concrete action, in relation to the reality of bushfire.  The 3 remaining 
cases in this cluster reported that bushfire was not a high priority in their 
minds. A man, speaking for himself and his wife, said that they 
acknowledged that they had, in their minds, minimised the risk of a fire 
threatening their property, despite having lived in the area for over 20 years.  


…I think we were pretty gung ho about the whole thing, a bit laid 
back about the risk….  


In addition to being ‘laid back’, this man also commented that while the risk 
of fire was on his mind, it was ‘a long way back’ in his mind.  The other 2 
cases in this cluster also indicated similar beliefs or attitudes, that while 
bushfire was a concern, it was not at the forefront of their mind, as other 
lifestyle and more current factors dominated their thoughts.   


Category B is a cluster of 4 cases. Two cases in particular made reference 
to the issue of where to shelter in or around home during a fire front. One 
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put this as a question to us as something they would like to understand 
better, and the other put this as a statement of belief. The woman raising the 
issue as a question, said that having someone to advise on the safest part 
of the house in which to shelter would make them feel more confident in 
using their house as a refuge.   


I would rather have a professional come in and say.., you know, have we 
done the right thing? ….., We’ve covered the house in water, the 
surrounding area is covered in water, would it be safe for us to stay in that 
area down stairs, where it’s all concrete? 


The second case of the first 2 told us that if worst came to worst, they 
planned to drive to the middle of a grazed paddock while the front passed.      


… Because you wouldn’t have to worry about anything catching up 
afterwards; it would just be smouldering short grass and that would be it, 
and that’s just going slow and you could drive through that. We’ve got 
diesels so we don’t have to worry about petrol cars or anything like that, so if 
it came to that, then, I’d be comfortable to do that. 


The other 2 cases in the cluster believed the vegetation, in particular the 
trees around their house, made their house an unsafe place to shelter in. In 
one household the trees and scrub near the house were the dominant 
reason for deciding the house was not the safest option for sheltering in and 
their best plan would be to leave. The second household were worried about 
the increased risk posed by the large trees near their house, but this had not 
led them to a decision to leave, but it was reported as something that 
increased their anxiety about sheltering in their home. They were 
constrained however about having the trees removed, due to the expense 
entailed.  


Category C is a cluster of 2 cases that reported that the only circumstance 
which would trigger them to change from their plan to stay with the home was if 
the fire was a ‘fire-storm’.  Interestingly, these two comments were made by 
men with some experience of fire (one through farming and the other through a 
past involvement with a fire service) These men were the only interviewees to 
use the word ‘fire-storm’. 


Summary: beliefs attitudes and circumstances 


 Several interviewees did not attend to the possibility of fire as a possible 
threat prior to the Mt Bold fire; their attention has now become more 
conscious 


 Some households were either unsure about the house being the safest 
haven: 


o One believed it would be better to try to drive to a grazed 
paddock in a car 


o One believed trees posed a problem to their home, leading one 
to decide that their best plan was to leave 


o One expressed anxiety about trees but was concerned about the 
cost of removing them 


 Two men with past fire experience, believed that they would decide to 
leave the home in the event of a ‘fire-storm’.  
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Life stages and life choices  


Here we outline a group of ideas we have loosely described as ‘life stages and 
life choices,’ relating to interviewees circumstances that influenced their 
responsiveness to fire.  We have identified 4 themes that were apparent in the 
data and have created categories A, B, C and D as represented in the table 
below. 


 


Table 10 Life Stage and Life Choice 


 


A work and commitments 8 


B Age 2 


C Wants to be self sufficient 1 


D Absentee landholders 1 


 
Category A is a cluster of 8 cases that reported that busy work commitments 
would impact on their ability to engage in preparedness activities.  One case in 
this cluster indicated that they did not feel they had time to look at pamphlets 
and other received media material. Information of this type would most likely 
end up in the ‘junk mail’ pile.  The remaining 7 cases in this cluster reported 
having work commitments.  Of these  


 One indicated that attending to work commitments would usually have 
higher priority 


 One was often away for extended periods of a time which made it 
difficult to attend meetings 


 Five work significant distances away from the area in which they live.  


Category B is a cluster of 2 households who reported that age influences their 
responsiveness.  One of these two households indicated that they were not 
interested in attending meetings as they spent most of their working life 
attending meetings. 


You get to the stage where you really don’t want to go to meetings. Both 
of us have spent a lot of our professional lives at meetings:  been there, 
done that. [It] might suit other people who are younger. We are both in 
our seventies. Younger people can go to meetings and wear 
themselves out.  


The second case in this cluster reported that as she now lived alone and was 
getting older, she felt ill-equipped to maintain the property and actively defend it 
in the event of a fire. She reported she was considering moving from the area.  


Category C consists of one case (on whom we have already reported) who 
acknowledged that despite being aware of fire risk, her decision to plant trees 
near the house is based on a desire to be self sufficient. Her trees were 
deciduous exotics and accordingly may have been less fire-prone than natives, 
although this was not discussed. 


This interviewee reported that 
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I’m trying to live a fairly sustainable life where I don’t have air-
conditioning, I don’t have heating apart from the wood stove, so 
therefore you have to say, because I want to cut down on the usage of 
electricity, I need shade, and I need shade from trees, then I need the 
sun, so you work out those sort of things.  


Category D consists of one case of a report from one of our interviewees who 
lived next door to absentee landholders. The house was only occupied by the 
owners and then only  intermittently. Accordingly the owners were less 
available for community safety planning activities than other residents.  


Summary: Life stages and life choices 


 


 Several interviewees felt that barriers to household preparedness 
included either needing to give higher priority to work commitments or 
having to spend lengthy periods away from home due to work 


 These factors: 


o decreased the possibility of getting to community meetings or 
events in relation to preparedness activities, and 


o impacted on the likelihood of one household member  being 
away from home at the time of a fire 


 Two people specifically cited age as a factor in effecting responsiveness


 In one case age was mentioned as a disincentive in attending evening 
and other community meetings  


 In one case age was a factor affecting physical capacity to both respond 
and defend 


 Some residents make considered choices about their lifestyle, and 
acknowledge that they are engaged in a ‘tradeoff’ – between for 
example amenity of surrounding ‘treescape’ and fire risk.   


 In addition absentee owners decrease opportunities for neighbourhood 
fire planning.  


 


 


Emotional response  
Self reports of ‘panic’ or ‘calm’ or ‘panic and calm’ during the fire 
event  


A number of people spoke about their emotional reactions, and offered 
suggestions about the impact of these reactions on their decision making.  


Table 11 Self reports of mixed emotional responses.  
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A Panic/Anxiety 4   


B Calm 6   


C Both panic/anxiety and calm 3   


Thirteen interviewees reported either a level of panic, anxiety, calmness or a 
degree of both during the Mt Bold fire.  We have created three categories A, B 
or C to show the clusters of how people reported these emotional responses to 
the fire.   


Category A is a cluster of 4 cases that indicated that their initial reaction to the 
Mt Bold fire was one of panic. Interviewees highlighted particular circumstances 
on the day in their retelling. One family who had young children in their care 
(who were not usual residents, but family members) reported  


…It was very close, so we had everything packed to leave, and I was 
really scared that day…It’s awful …It was near me, but for the people 
that experienced it being right there in their backyard or front yard, it 
must have been horrific for them. I think I’d be an absolute mess to be 
honest.  


While ostensibly telling a story of how difficult it was for others, the vividness of 
the painful memories for this interviewee was palpable.  


The second case in this cluster suggested that due to shock she was unable to 
think rationally about what she needed to do. 


…I don’t know, your mind goes into shock, and you sort of just run 
around on adrenaline and that’s why I didn’t think about changing into 
more sensible clothing. My main objective was the animals, and to try 
and protect my stables, and stuff like that.  


One of the remaining 2 cases found themselves in a circumstance that they 
had not prepared for. This household had always planned to stay and defend, 
but on the day their vehicle was packed and contained most of their valuables. 
As they had not anticipated such circumstances in relation to the threat of fire, 
they felt at risk and anxious and were unsure what to do.  


The final case in this cluster was on holiday at the time when they had heard 
about the fire. Being some distance away caused this family increased anxiety, 
as they were unable to ‘do’ anything, and had to rely on the support of 
neighbours and friends for information and to tend to their animals. This 
reliance on the neighbours had a positive outcome, as this household has since 
been more attentive to knowing and interacting with neighbours, which we 
discuss elsewhere.  


Category B is a cluster of 6 cases who indicated that their initial reaction to the 
Mt Bold fire was one of calmness.  This state appeared to be due to the 
household either being confident and prepared, or that they were less aware 
than some others of the proposed risk. The opportunity to use the retelling of 
the story to also gain some greater control through the retelling may also have 
been a factor.in their account.  . 


One case in this cluster reported that they didn’t panic; they determined that the 
fire was coming towards them and that ‘it didn’t look good’. They explained that 
they felt they both have enough life experience so that if they are in a situation 
where there is nothing they can do, they take the stance that they can’t ‘worry 
about it’. Another 3 cases in this cluster reported that they felt prepared and 
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confident enough to manage the approaching fire. Of the remaining 2 cases in 
this cluster one case reported that they were not affected by the fire and sat on 
the veranda, had a drink and watched the fire.  The second household in this 
group were not overly aware of the risks associated with the fire and therefore 
remained fairly calm. 


Category C is a cluster of 3 cases who reported both anxiety and subsequent 
calmness during the fire.  In most circumstances panic was felt by at least one 
household member, while the other reported that they were confident and felt 
relatively calm.  The first case in this cluster consisted of a couple; the wife 
reported that she was ‘dithering around’ about what to do as she was feeling ‘a 
little panicky’. The dithering was of short duration. This couple then reported 
thinking  


‘Well, we had better do something now, it’s coming our way; this is 
finally going to happen.’  


In the second case in this cluster, the husband reported that his wife felt 
confident to manage in his absence with the assistance of her father in law. 
However their daughter, who was absent from the premises at the time, was 
anxious about the welfare of her family, and made it clear that she didn’t want 
them to stay at their (fire threatened) home over night. The family acceded to 
the daughters strongly put views.  


The final case in this cluster also had conflicting feelings of being confident and 
anxious.  The wife in this household who, while agreeing to stay and defend, 
was anxious due to wanting to protect her children from an awareness of the 
fire danger.  The owner in the household (mother in law) felt reasonably 
confident.  


I can operate the pump and things like that, so I wasn’t worried. I had 
the confidence that something would happen because breezes change 
and…that sort of thing 


Summary: Self reports of panic or calm or panic and calm 


 


 Emotions were triggered by a range of factors including 


o the proximity of the fire 


o the desire to protect children from anxiety 


o the conflicted decision particularly for women as to which family 
member’s needs took precedence, and 


o reliance on others to carry out tasks one would normally carry 
out for oneself in the proximity of the fire 


 Being prepared appeared to be a ballast against anxiety for some and 
the capacity to work as a team was steadying 


 The panic that our interviewees reported acted as a barrier to thinking 
clearly, which affected the ability to act during the fire 


 Some moved seemingly quickly through this state of panic into more 
focussed action. 
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Emotional Responses post fire 


Broadly speaking ongoing emotional impacts can, at least in the first instance, 
be grouped as ‘problematic’ or ‘positive’.  


Table 12 Ongoing emotional impacts 


 


A Problematic 4   


B Positive  3  


 


Seven cases spoke about the ongoing emotional impact that the fire has had.  
Four of these 7 cases indicated that this impact has had a problematic effect on 
a member of the household (Category A). The remaining 3 cases indicated that 
the impact of the fire has had a positive affect particularly on their sense they 
could manage their property if another fire was to occur (Category B).   


Category A is a cluster of 4 cases who reported that a member of the 
household has experienced an ongoing emotional impact since the Mt Bold 
Fire.  These responses were variable in their self-reported severity.  One 
household member indicated that she was shocked by the fire and was very 
scared for the well being of her family, particularly visiting adult children and a 
grandchild. The emotion appeared to contain elements of the shock of the 
speed of somatic change from ‘relaxed’ to ‘highly stressed’. She also felt the 
additional burden of responsibility for visiting family members, particularly a 
baby. This emotion was still evident during the interview. This speed of change 
was verbalised in the following way.  


It was a Wednesday night and a group of us were going to the pub. It 
was just being in that casual relaxed moment, to being panicky, from 
relaxed to stressed within a matter of minutes.   


The remaining 3 cases in this cluster reported other ongoing impacts. In one 
case the researcher arrived for the interview at the same time as the mother 
and teenage daughter returned to their home in their vehicle. The mother 
explained part way through our interview, when it was clear the daughter was 
remaining in the car in the garage: 


Why my daughter probably is not coming out, is she hates me talking 
about the fire. 


While the researcher did not seek to explore this, the mother suggested one 
reason for her daughters’ distress may have been due to the loss of treasured 
childhood items and some pets. The mother had tried to prepare her daughter 
for this when she first brought her home to the property after the fire. However 
her careful preparation seemed not to lessen the impact of the shock and 
sense of loss.  


The second interviewee in this group, a single woman, reported that she was 
considering selling and moving from the area as she no longer felt competent 
to live alone and to be able to defend herself or her property adequately in the 
event of a bushfire.   


The final case in this cluster reported that due to the distressing events during 
the fire she has since lost interest in attending to her property.  
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I go to the occasional [specific interest outing] but I haven’t done that for 
months and months….I mean…basically since the fire, I’ve done 
nothing with the [animals].  I’ve neglected the garden, I just lost all the 
initiative. There never used to be a weed in the lawn or a weed in the 
flower beds. I used to do it all ; I’ve just lost all that initiative to do it.  


Category B is a cluster of 3 cases who reported that the impact of the fire had a 
positive affect on their confidence if they were to experience another fire threat.  
One case described how since the experience they now know what to expect. 
However they recognised the need to remain vigilant and not become 
complacent.   


[Husband] We sort of figure now that since we’ve been through it, we 
know what to expect, we know what to do.  


[Wife] Then again, that’s where you get cocky and get caught.  


[Husband] I’m not saying that, but I wouldn’t do many things differently 
to what we did probably.  


The second case in this cluster reported that they were almost pleased to have 
a chance to practice their plan, as it illustrated that they have the confidence 
and ability to stay and defend and would have no hesitation staying in any 
future fires. This has decreased their concern, a positive outcome contributing 
to their mental health. 


Things went so well that I actually even appreciate having had a chance 
to practice it, because I think we will be OK, and I have no concern 
about staying here and when the fire front has gone through, going out 
there and getting rid of all the embers and so on. No, got no problems 
on that now.  


The final case in this cluster also reported an increase in confidence that they 
can defend themselves and their home, a positive outcome.   


Certainly we’ve come out of it with probably more confidence than we 
had before it happened. 


This person also noted that even though they feel more confident, this does not 
mean that the fire did not cause them distress, especially as there are still 
visual reminders of the impact of the fire.  


There is clearly a range of expectations and response to the likelihood of the 
fire threat. For some, life experience such as farming is affirmed. For others 
their efforts to invest time and resources to prepare for the event of fire were 
affirmed. Other people found that the risk of bushfire is an anxiety that 
influences lifestyle choices, both their own and/or those of their neighbours.  
Some interviewees have had conversations with neighbours about the 
possibility of leaving the area.  


I know a number of people who have talked about leaving, selling up 
and going somewhere else since the fire, some of it is just not wanting 
to be in an unsafe situation anymore. 


One rationale for this way of thinking suggested to us was that for some 
residents, the fire was a reminder that living in the area was not as easy as it 
initially may have appeared to be. Such demands as managing the land, 
organising horses and other livestock, can prove to be more time consuming 
and taxing than originally anticipated. However, other interviewees suggested 
that people are resilient to loss and devastation.  It takes time to rebuild and 
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recover but people are able to do this. This viewpoint is summarised by 
phrases used by interviewees, such as ‘it just takes time’ and ‘the experience 
makes the community wiser’. 


 


Summary: Ongoing emotional impacts 


 


 Post fire emotional impact was apparent in our observations and 
interviewee self reports 


 Some of these impacts appeared to be both enhancing of and 
detrimental to interviewees’ states of mind. One interviewee was 
strongly considering moving out of the area 


 One resident reported a loss of life interest in usual pleasures 


 One resident reported that the speed of the fire and ongoing 
unanswered questions has left an ongoing sense of vulnerability 


 Several residents reported that they were reassured that their plans 
worked, and they expressed an increase in confidence in managing in a 
future fire event.  


 


The “Act” of Taking Action  
The Table below sets out some responses to the fire event which on face value 
could be seen as actions which increase risk. Eight accounts of what are 
usually regarded as risky activities are set out: 4 have to do with packing the 
car, and 4 are other activities including: fighting the fire with inadequate 
resources, trying to get home, and helping others to the detriment of their own 
property. 


Table 13: Reports of action taking under threat 


 


A Packed Car 4  


B Other Action 4  


 


Category A is a cluster of 4 cases who reported that during the fire they packed 
the car although this activity was not part of their plan prior to the event. It is 
common to hear reports in fire events, of people packing the car. We have an 
open mind about how best to interpret this, as it may not always be what it 
seems. On face value, it is usually portrayed as evidence of ambivalence at 
best, and at worst as evidence of an intention, perhaps subconscious, of fleeing 
at the last minute. In our view, some of these actions could also be seen as a 
way to keep occupied during a stressful event, rather than having an intentional 
purpose beyond the immediate activity. In the event, none of the 4 cases in 
Category A actually left during the fire, although two cases did report that they 
might have done so if their partners had been prepared to do this.   


Category B is a cluster of 4 cases who reported various actions taken that may 
be considered as risky behaviour. The first case in this cluster verbalised the 
need to do something, which in the event, was to squirt the flames with a low 
pressure gravity fed hose, even though he knew it was ineffective. 
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Very humiliating, to take out a garden hose and go to the edge of the 
fencing – flames coming at you about 12 feet high, roaring up the hill 
and the water was trickling out. But you still do it, even though it didn’t 
do a damn bit of good. But you feel that you have to do something. 


Family members in the second case reported their observations of one aspect 
of the husband’s fire response, a response which was required most of that first 
night and in the follow up days. 


 He was up the other side of the dam looking at a smoking stump, and 
we were standing watching him and he was spraying it with his 
knapsack  …. We could see a CFS truck going down the corner ……He 
was busy concentrating on his little fire there, and it came along and 
went (spraying sound) and just about blasted him out of the ground……. 
He had to do what he had to do, but they came along and helped him 
do it better. 


Of the remaining 2 cases in this cluster one household reported that they spent 
their time trying to get through road blocks trying to get home. There seemed 
some dissonance in the picture painted of this family’s strenuous effort to get 
home, despite their plan which had always been to leave the home in the event 
of a fire. Having spent considerable time and effort getting through two road 
blocks, this interviewee noted:  


I knew by then that there was no point in three women aged between 14 
and 77, ……… in us going anywhere near the fire. I was just ….trying to 
get information and I realised by then too, don’t get in their way.  


The final case in this cluster took risky behaviour by driving toward the fire in 
order to try and assist friends in removing horses from danger.   


While these four cases differ in relation to the concrete tasks they were carrying 
out, one common thread which we think connects these cases, is that the 
people concerned ‘did something’. The ‘doing something’ either seemed to 
focus efforts and perhaps kepts their minds concentrated and ‘contained’, or it 
allowed time to elapse. With the passage of time, more thoughts were able to 
surface, and time also allowed for other experiences to occur along the way. 
One example of this was provided by the interviewee who in her efforts to get 
through a road block encountered a particular emergency service official whose 
considered interaction with her contributed to her realising that she should now 
cease trying to get home, thereby increasing her chances of staying safe.  
Unbeknownst to this interviewee at the time, a neighbour was monitoring her 
home.   


Summary: The act of taking action 


 Doing ‘something’ when faced with the threat of fire, something which 
may on face value seem to lack purpose, may provide some mental 
stability which itself acts as a ballast to panic 


 Packing a car might, for some, be one such activity 


 Other examples which could be included in this general category 
include fighting the fire with equipment ill matched to the task, or 
allowing time to elapse while attempting to get home, ultimately 
‘allowing time to realise’ that this was not a good idea 


 Interpreting the meaning of people’s actions during fire needs to be 
engaged with carefully, thoughtfully, and we would argue, humbly.  
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Local and or specialised knowledge 
Six cases reported that they tended to rely on specific skills and resources to 
assist them both during the fire and in preparing for a fire.  These 6 cases have 
been categorised in the Table below as A,B and C, being three themes of local 
knowledge, weather knowledge and utilising other non CFS related resources.   


Table 14 local and/or specialised knowledge 


 


A Local Knowledge 2  


B Weather 2  


C Other Resources 2  


 


Category A is a cluster of 2 cases that reported that they used their local 
knowledge to prepare themselves for a bushfire.  One of these two cases 
reported that they had grown up within the area; and that living in the area for a 
long period of time has enabled them to understand its particular environmental 
conditions.   


If you stand outside, you know the way the wind blows, you know all of 
these things because you lived here so long 


The second case in this cluster also reported that they had lived in the area 
their whole life and understood fire behaviour 


[Name] ……. is unflappable; he just does it. He gets out, [and] gets on 
with it.  One hundred  people can ring and say there is a fire coming 
through but if [name]  says there isn’t, then I believe him, because he’s 
always been right in the past.   


Category B is a cluster of 2 cases that reported that the weather, the wind in 
particular, was an influential factor in the action they would take on the day of a 
fire. It was also a factor in how they made preparations to be fire ready at their 
residence.  One of these two cases reported that they built their house in 
accordance to wind direction, as they observed how the ‘wind loops over the 
hill’.  So their theory is  


because we are on the top of the hill we think maybe it [the fire] might 
crown over the top of us. 


The second case in this cluster monitored the weather channel rather than 
relying on CFS radio updates.  The marine related hobby of the male in this 
household requires a good understanding of weather and wind patterns, which 
helped him predict the behaviour of the fire.   


Category C is a cluster of 2 cases that reported that they utilised non CFS 
provided resources to ascertain the intensity and proximity of the fire.  Both of 
these cases used non CFS official websites to monitor fire proximity and 
intensity.  One household reported that they used Google Earth to check the 
proximity of the fire.  


Everyone was at work when they heard about the fire – didn’t think it 
was so close –[I] jumped on Google Earth and could see how close 
everything is. 
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 The other case in this cluster reported that they stumbled across a website.   


We discovered accidentally that there was a website that we could log 
on to which is not the CFS website. It’s an emergency services website 
and what it records is reports of …. fire, …… and by a series of pieces 
of data, it says how many units have been called out to attend. Now 
what that does for me, is it enables me to go straight on from hearing 
…on the radio that there is a fire at somewhere, and clock onto it and 
see that the CFS have got 2 water bombers, they called up 2 water 
bombers, not that they are necessarily there, and there are 10 units or 2 
units or whatever number of units have been asked to attend. Now if 
you see 10 units and a couple of water bombers you know it’s serious. If 
it’s one unit attending then at that stage it’s not serious 


We have been unable to identify the website this interviewee was speaking of.  


 


Summary: Local and or specialised Knowledge 


 Those who had resided in the district for considerable periods had local 
environmental knowledge which they drew on to assess the fire risk 


 Others had a good understanding of weather patterns, one for reasons 
unrelated to land tenure 


 Others used internet resources which were not the usual ones 
highlighted. (such as Google Earth) 


Community members capacity to recognise risk 


Thirteen of the 18 households interviewed reported that they visually monitored 
the progression of the fire. Some reasons given for the need for visually 
monitoring the fire were due to the radio reports received not being up to date 
enough. [This will be discussed in a different section]. As one household 
reported 


We kept an eye on it, literally, it went so quickly 


Regarding the radio broadcasts, he continued: 


It’s hard to get information on which way it’s heading, and this one we 
watched 


Five of the 18 cases reported that initially they were notified of the fire by 
others, as visibility from their properties was poor and they would have been 
unable to detect a fire coming from a far distance away. At least 3 of these 5 
cases including one case in the previously mentioned group, organised a mode 
of transport to drive to a vantage point to gain a better perspective of the fire 
intensity and direction.  


I got on the [motor] bike and went straight up the top of the hill to see 
where it was going. When I got up there I could see it was heading in an 
easterly direction, so I rang the CFS straight away.  


One household needed to visually monitor the fire to counter information 
coming from the radio. The radio information was leading family and friends to 
call her for reports of her safety, but the radio information was dated, and she 
was not in the direct line of the way the fire was actually progressing.. The final 
case in this cluster reported that they could see smoke all around but were 
unable to see the actual fire. 
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Summary: Community members capacity to recognise risk 


 Visual monitoring – Residents visually monitored the fire, or had 
neighbours in more elevated geographical positions who did this for 
them 


 Some reported doing this due to broadcasts being out of date.   


Intra-household communication: Relationships and 
Technology  


Intra-family relationships 


Some family members had worked together in relation to fire planning and 
preparation and were able to put the understandings reached into action in a 
coordinated way. Some family members were separated at the time the fire 
started, and could not demonstrate how they might have worked together.  


We describe only one family’s experience of planning together, as it was a 
family where two generations worked together to plan, where all were present 
at the time of the fire, and where their strong capacity to work in together to 
develop the shared plan, paid off ‘in the moment’.  The parents in this 
household positively affirmed the commitment made by their adult daughter, 
who kept asking that they develop a plan together that she and other family 
members could follow in the event of a fire. The daughter was mindful that it 
may be her alone with an elderly relative if a fire was to break out during a 
weekday. This daughter also was explicit that she needed guidance on how to 
operate the sophisticated equipment which her parents had in place, and the 
sequential nature in which activities needed to be carried out..  


Family members demonstrated a high tolerance for the length of time it actually 
took the family (over several sessions) to get the detail documented to 
everyone’s understanding and satisfaction. This very much seemed a team 
effort, where the parents had put a lot of effort into the more tangible aspects of 
preparation, and the daughter seemed to play a key role in integrating this work 
into a whole, a significant contribution in itself. There were other examples of 
this high level of tolerance for detailed planning over time.  


Technology 


Several households had to manage in the fire event without their usual 
communication aids of mobile phones and landlines. Several households 
reported having the ‘technology’ but not the actual mobile numbers of 
neighbours, something they would have liked to have had. This is discussed 
further under community connectedness. 


Summary: Communication: relationships and technology 


 The ability to communicate well as a family unit enhanced residents' 
capacity to plan together and shoulder the frustrations that detailed 
planning imposes 


 Some interviewees lost their capacity to use their mobiles and landlines, 
and some who retained the use of their phones did not have numbers of 
neighbours, something they regretted during the fire event.  
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Influence of the presence of children.  


The presence of children impacts on household decision making. The Table 
below sets out those households in the research who had children, the ages of 
those children, and whether they were at home at the time of the fire or not.  


Table 15 Presence of Children 
 


Age Category 
Children 
at home


No of 
Households


Category
Children 
Not at 
Home 


No of 
Households


Total 
No. of  


Children


Up 
to 12 


A 5 4 B 2 1 7 


12-
19 


C 2 1 D 2 2 4 


20-
21 


E 2 2 F 1 1 3 


Total  9 7  5 4 14 


 
Of the 18 families interviewed, 9 households either had children living at home 
permanently or at their residence on the day of the fire.  Five families had 1 
child, 3 families had 2 children and 1 family had 3 children, totalling 14 children. 
The above table provides categories of children by age and whether they were 
home or not on the day of the fire.  We have included a smaller age bracket of 
20 – 21 as we felt these cases were important to discuss. To enable us to 
easily reference these clusters we have divided the above cases into 
categories A,B,C,D,E and F. In 2 families, only some of their children were at 
home during the fire. Due to this, these two families are represented in each of 
two categories and are therefore referred to on two separate occasions below.  


Category A consists of a cluster of 5 children under the age of 12, who were 
home on the day of the fire.  These 5 children relate to 4 separate households.  
From these 4 households, 2 families had their adult son or daughter visiting. 
The adult son and adult daughter both had relatively new marital partners and 
these partners were not Australian born, and in both cases had young babies in 
their care.  In the remaining 2 cases, 1 family had 2 children who lived at the 
property on a permanent basis.  The remaining case in this cluster has two 
children, [although the older child, not represented here, forms part of cluster 
D].   


Category B consists of 2 children under the age of 12 who were not at home on 
the day of the fire.  These two children form part of one household.  At some 
stage during the course of the fire, the children were taken home, which would, 
if this could be visually represented, shift them to Category A.   


Category C consists of 2 children between the ages of 12 and 19 who were at 
home during the fire.  These children form part of one household. This 
household has 3 children of whom the eldest (a young adult) forms category F.   


Category D is a cluster of 2 children from 2 cases between the ages of 12 to 19 
who were not at home during the fire.  From these 2 cases, one family was on 
holiday and were driving home when they first heard about the fire.  The 
remaining household has two children, although these two children were not 







 
GOODMAN ET AL  MT BOLD CASE STUDY 


 


103 
 


together during the fire. The younger child in this household who is not 
represented in this category forms part of cluster A.  


Category E is a cluster of two young adults between the ages of 20 and 21 who 
were at home on the day of the fire.  These 2 young adults relate to 2 
categories. In one of these two cases, the young adult left the premises during 
the course of the fire, which could also place him in category F. The remaining 
young adult in this cluster remained at home and played an active role in 
assisting the household in defending the home from the fire.   


Category A. 


The two households that had visitors and a young baby staying at their home 
during the fire, discussed how the presence of having a young baby in the 
home influenced their decision to stay or go.  Of these two cases, one woman 
felt that having a child in the house did change the way she responded to the 
fire.  She had always planned to stay but having a young baby in the house 
made her consider leaving.  In addition to thinking alternatively about her plan, 
having her sons’ partner who had no experience with bushfire at the property, 
caused her some concern, as during the course of the fire she sent her son to 
get some supplies. On reflection she felt this was a “terrible thing”, given the 
daughter in law was at home without her husband, in unfamiliar circumstances, 
and with a young baby. Our interviewee did not get the opportunity to explain to 
her that in her opinion her husband would be alright.  


The women in the second household, who also had visitors and an infant 
present, felt that having a baby in the house influenced her decision to want to 
leave. She conveyed to us, both verbally and non-verbally, that the presence of 
the baby heightened her level of anxiety about the fire. ‘I guess it’s because I 
had the family here as well, you know like the baby, and it was pretty scary.’  In 
the event, she did not end up leaving the premises, as her husband did not 
want to leave and she was unwilling to leave her husband.    


The third household in this cluster have two young children who were both 
present on the day of the fire. The children were in the care of their mother who 
was trying to keep them as unaware of the fire as possible. The mother told of 
the young boy being fascinated by all the helicopters, and that he did not 
express any fear to her. However, in contrast, his sister was described by the 
mother as ‘hysterical’ and needing comforting and reassurance during the fire.  
Despite loading the cars with valuables, pets and children, the mother and 
children did not leave. This family expressed strong feelings of the importance 
of staying together; either all staying or all going. Someone did ring and offered 
to take the children.: 


I did have friends ring up and say, do you want me to come and pick the 
children up but I don’t think they wanted to leave me and I wasn’t 
prepared to leave [her husband]’.  


The final household in this cluster was a young family who have two children. 
This family had done extensive house and household preparation.  The older 
child and the father were away during the fire but the younger child was home 
with her mother.  The mother reported that she did not feel at any time that she 
or her child were in danger and would not consider leaving the house during a 
fire, an approach she and her husband had planned carefully.  


I feel safe in this house. Even when the fire was there, I didn’t feel 
threatened by the fire really; I felt as if it would be safe.  
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This family discussed foreseeable issues that they may encounter as their 
youngest daughter got older.  In the recent fire the wife was able to place the 
child in her play pen which enabled her to put the fire plan into action.  However 
if another fire occurred now, she would be able to climb out of the play pen. 
The parents discussed various options they had considered as to how they 
would manage with the daughter depending on her developmental stage. 
Among these options were picking her up and carrying her while they engaged 
in their preparedness and response activities, or if necessary leaving her 
temporarily in a secure room.   


Category B. 


The only household in this category had members who were not at home at the 
time they first became aware of the fire.  The father of these children had 
picked them up and taken them to their grandparents who were close by.  The 
parents had decided to leave the children at their grandparents place as they 
felt that the children would be less concerned away from the fire.  


We had left them there because we did not want them to be upset and 
afraid of what was happening because they would be unsure when they 
saw all that going on. 


While the children were with grandparents, this household assisted others with 
removing valuables from friends’ homes and relocating distressed animals, As 
this family’s home was not under direct threat from the fire, the father of the 
children picked them up from their grandparents and took them home. 


Category C. 


The household in this category has 3 children. Two of the younger children 
were home at the time the fire occurred.  When the family first heard of the fire, 
the mother contacted the eldest child who was not home at this stage. After 
confirming with him that he would prefer to stay where he was, a decision his 
mother concurred with as the location was safer than his home. This family 
expressed several times during their interview that they placed most 
importance in getting the kids and animals to safety.  


For me I have always known that my priority was to get the children and 
animals out. We can always rebuild. I’d try and get as many valuables 
out as possible… but if it came to the crunch, it would be the kids and 
animals first; everything else is replaceable.’   


In the event the family did not end up leaving the premises. After the animals 
and kids were packed, they watched weather and fire reports to ascertain how 
close the fire was, and expected they would be notified by the CFS if they were 
required to leave. 


Category D. 


The two children from this cluster are from two different households. Both were 
teenagers and were away from the family home at the time the fire occurred.  In 
one of the two households, the family had been on holidays and were driving 
home when they first became aware of the fire.  As they were several hours 
away from their home at this time, they relied on telephone contact and radio 
broadcasts to keep them informed of the fire activity. We have reported already 
on the decisions made by this mother in trying to juggle her own need for 
information, and the daughter’s wishes to turn the radio off. We have also 
already commented on the apparent depth to which this daughter was affected 
10 months on. 
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The other teenager in this cluster was also very distressed about the fire.  
Before the fire occurred this teenager was very involved with typing up the fire 
plan and ensuring that the plan was reviewed on a regular basis.   


… She was pretty active in getting involved in doing that. She actually 
typed it up and took all the notes, sat there and scribed and typed it up 
on the computer. 


This young person was not at home when the fire began, and she became 
distressed when she could not contact her mother (who was at home and 
under threat) due to the phone lines being down. After the initial threat of the 
fire had passed, the family left the home, as the teenage daughter was 
adamant that she did not want them at the house overnight.   


We decided to leave, not really because we particularly wanted to, or 
felt we needed to, but [name] … made it clear she felt a lot more 
comfortable if her mum wasn’t here that night.    


Category E.   


Although not classified as ‘children’, the two families in this cluster both 
included a young adult under the age of 22.  We felt it necessary to include 
these cases in this section as both of these young adults were present during 
the fire. In one of these two households the young adult son left the premises 
during the course of the fire, prompting the disapproval (conveyed to us at 
interview) of another adult in the home, about this course of action.  


I was very disappointed, I mean to me, something, whatever it is, you 
grab a rifle and you go shoulder to shoulder and you fight to the death, 
you don’t bloody run …………But I shouldn’t be knocking the younger 
ones, he’s got his own [strengths].’ [which this adult then outlined to us] 


We were told this young man was quite distressed during the fire and that 
before he left, he begged his mother to bring the domestic animals and to leave 
with him, which she did not do. 


The other young adult in this cluster played an important role in her family’s 
planning and preparation prior to the fire.  We have commented on her role in 
‘intra family relationships’ above.  Her father expressed that he felt his daughter 
remained very calm during the fire, especially in comparison to another young 
person who passed by their property, who was described to us as ‘very rattled’ 
and did not know what to do.  


…He’s a young lad, just a couple of years older than [his daughter]. Put 
him next to [daughter] ….. and there is no comparison. She knew 
exactly what she was doing.  


An indirect impact of having children was the extent to which connections were 
created within ordinary community life by having children. This is distinct from 
the impact of having children on community life in a disaster, although we 
argue later for the close relationship between these two types of 
connectedness. Several people identified the local school as a source of 
community information where people find out about meetings or events some 
of which may be related to bushfire safety.  One person mentioned the CFS 
cadets program and the importance of education about bushfires for children. 
She remarked that kids are good at pricking their parent’s conscience when it 
comes to bushfire preparedness.  
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Summary: Influence of the presence of children 


 The emotional response driving responsibility for parents, particularly 
women, to protect children from bushfire, may lead families to make 
risky decisions such as changing a plan and risking leaving late. 


 Households found themselves with non residential adult children and 
young families at the time of the fire, and the presence of these visiting 
family impacted in specific ways.  


 The presence of young children caused residents to rethink their plan 
toward the possibility of leaving the property, although in the event, 
none did this 


 Some women expressed responsibilities divided between getting young 
children out of the district and staying with their husbands who were 
defending the property 


 Having extended family to care for children released one couple to 
assist community members with their fire response 


 Two teenage girls and a young male adult were described as 
particularly distressed by the fire event, in one case causing the family 
to change their plan 


 For some, having children increased their vulnerability, for others it 
enhanced their capacity to plan and respond in pre-fire community 
networks 


 The presence of children generally increased people’s access to one 
another as neighbours and community members.  


The influence of animals on decision making 


The influence of animals on people’s planning and response to the fire was 
identified as one of the focuses of this study.  All of the households interviewed 
had pets and/or livestock.  Seven had cattle, five had sheep, three kept horses, 
and many had dogs, cats, chickens and other animals.  In some cases people 
had a couple of sheep or cows for the primary reason of keeping the grass on 
the property well grazed as a fire safety measure.  Others were farmers or had 
a business breeding pets.  One person had moved to the area specifically so 
she could keep horses.  


People talked about planning for pets and livestock and the action they took to 
keep animals safe during the fire.  In some cases interviewees took action to 
care for animals that potentially increased their own risks, while others were 
clear that they would not put themselves at risk to save an animal.  Some 
people reported being under-prepared in relation to their animals and in some 
cases were not sure of the best course of action for keeping animals safe.   


Of the 18 families interviewed, 17 households referred to the issue of animal 
safety.  The Table below outlines 7 categories of A to I.  In these categories we 
have clustered households whose responses were similar when it came to 
ensuring the safety of their animals. 
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 Table 16 Risk taking in relation to care of animals 


 


 Category Plan  Category No 
Plan 


Category Other 


Risk A 4  B 2   


No Risk C 2  D 1 E 1 


Neighbours 
took Risk 


F 1  G 2   


Not 
Specified 


H 3  I 1   


 
Category A is a cluster of 4 cases where interviewee responses suggested that 
they were willing to increase their own risk in order to look after their animals.  
These cases identified that prior to the fire they did have a plan in place to 
assist the animals.   


Category B is a cluster of 2 cases where the data suggest that action taken 
would potentially increase interviewees own risk in order to look after their 
animals. However these cases did not identify having a plan for their animals, 
prior to the fire. 


Category C is a cluster of 2 cases where interviewee responses suggested that 
they would not put themselves at risk to look after their animals.  These cases 
also indicated that prior to the fire they had a plan in place to assist their 
animals.   


Category D comprises 1 household where the members suggested that they 
would not put themselves at risk to look after their animals. They also 
mentioned that they were unsure how to plan for larger animals. 


Category E comprises 1 case where interviewees indicated that they could not 
understand how people could risk their own life for animals. 


Category F comprises 1 case where interviewees reported that their neighbour 
took some action in relation to rescuing animals which the interviewees 
reported potentially increased their (their neighbours) risk.. This household also 
reported that these neighbours did have a plan prior to the fire. 


Category G is a cluster of 2 households who reported that their neighbours put 
themselves and the interviewees’ households at risk due to the action the 
neighbours took to try and look after their animals.  Such action by neighbours 
impacted on households seeking to assist them, as the neighbours were 
unprepared and did not have a plan for their animals. 


Category H is a cluster of 3 households where we understood them to have a 
plan for their animals. It was not established if this plan would increase the 
potential individual risk.   


Category I comprises 1 case where our understanding was that this household 
did not have a plan for their animals. 


Category A 


Two of the 4 households in this cluster felt that the safety of their dogs would 
be the primary reason for coming home during a fire if safe to do so. In one of 
these cases the dogs are old and would need assistance.  In both instances 
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these households felt that they could call on their neighbours for assistance if 
they were unable to reach home safely.  One of these two households had an 
explicit agreement with the neighbour to look after each others’ pets, if one or 
the other is not at home at the time of a fire.  The other case in this cluster had 
not discussed this issue but were confident that their neighbours would help the 
pets if they could.   


The remaining two households in this cluster indicated that their plan was to 
come home, collect the animals and leave.  One of these 2 case’s first 
response when they heard about the fire was to try and get home as their 
primary concern was the welfare of their animals. This interviewee said she 
started speeding.  


 ….To know if my animals were safe. I suppose I wanted to know if the 
house was burnt to the ground too, but that was secondary to the 
animals. 


While this family tried various ways to get home during the fire, it was after they 
were reassured by the neighbour that the dog and other animals were safe, 
that their anxiety at waiting to be allowed through road blocks decreased.  


The other case in this cluster had made prior arrangements with a racecourse 
that horses could be taken there if they needed to leave the property. The 
horses were put in floats ready to leave if necessary.   


Category B 


One of the two cases in this category was very concerned about horses being 
trapped on properties (not their own property as they believed they were not 
directly at risk) and drove towards the fire with a horse float trying to evacuate 
horses from other people’s properties. The other household in this cluster lost a 
horse in the fire. The household reflected that in future they would keep ropes 
and halters in a more accessible position, as this might have helped save the 
horse.  


Category C 


The two households in this category discussed the plan they had in place for 
their animals during a fire event.  One of these two households would bring the 
cat inside if they were at home at the time of the fire.  This household indicated, 
however, they would not come home specifically to ensure the cats’ safety, as 
they felt that it would be able to find a safe place to shelter on its own initiative.   


The second household in this cluster had a detailed plan for their stock but 
didn’t have time to carry it out. This family specified that although the animals 
were considered more than just stock, protecting family members and the 
home must and did take priority. 


 


Category D 


The one case in this category identified that they would not risk human life for 
animals.  During a previous fire this interviewee recalled thinking about leaving 
the gates to the paddocks open so the horses could escape. However she 
decided not to let them on the road in case they caused an accident  


I thought, no, I won’t do that because if the horses get on the road and 
there is a CFS truck coming, that could result in them being killed or 
injured, so I won’t risk human life for the animals.  
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In this current fire this household was unsure of how to plan for horses and the 
difficulty of predicting animal and bushfire behaviour.   


Category E 


The one case in this category thought that going back to collect animals during 
a fire was extraordinarily risky and unwarranted behaviour. 


Category F 


The one household in this category mentioned that their neighbours had horses 
agisted on their property. Their neighbours called the owners of these agisted 
horses and arranged for them to be picked up, as the fire did not directly 
threaten this property and there was time to get the horses out.  


I went down and they’d organised their agistees to come with horse 
floats to pick up their horses and take them away. This included their 
own horses, so through the night, they were in fact loading horses and 
taking horses away.  


Our interviewee indicated that in his opinion it was late and risky to be doing 
this during the night, with the fire still active.  


Category G 


The two households in this category both spoke of neighbours whose actions 
potentially increased their risk in order to protect their animals.  Our 
interviewees spent time assisting the neighbours who did not have a plan and 
were concerned with the welfare of their animals.  One interviewee described 
the experience: 


…They were unprepared and one of them was panicking … He wouldn’t 
go because his ‘baby’ was there, his dog. I went down and got the dog 
and put it in our car…but then he got in the car, ….opened the door…it 
jumped out and ran back…. and that didn’t help. 


Category H 


The three cases in this cluster indicated that they had made a plan for their 
animals.  It was not clear during the interview if these households would take 
action that may be considered as potentially increasing their own risk.  
However we record these comments as they emphasise the importance of 
animals in the lives of our interviewees. One of these 3 cases mentioned that 
the first action in their plan is to bring the cats inside and lock the cat door.  
Another case in this cluster mentioned that they would move the cattle to a safe 
area, then leave with the dog.  The third case, although without animals at this 
time, in previous years would rug up the horses to keep the embers off, keep 
animals inside, keep animal leads close by, and, if possible, move them to a 
safer area. 


Category I 


The one case in this category felt unprepared during the fire in relation to the 
safety of their animals.  They felt that the chickens and cows would have to be 
sacrificed, as they did not know what else they could really do with them. 


Other observations 


Interviewees made some further observations that pertained to the presence of 
animals in a fire event. One interviewee recounted an event from Ash 
Wednesday. His experience then in relation to animals was how people herded 
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goats, sheep and cattle down the main road. This created real problems, with 
animals blocking vehicle access.   


Several households reported that during the fire, animals seem to have an 
instinct that alerts them to danger.  One family who sheltered in their home as 
the fire passed through, commented on how amazing it was to see their sheep 
clustered together in a small area of bare ground after the fire had passed:  


I couldn’t believe the sheep. There was just a little patch out the front 
here, and they were all standing on it 


One person felt that the cat would be fine, as animals are smart and have an 
ability to find a safe haven in bad weather.  Another person commented that 
animals are aware of fire and have the ability to move out of danger.  This 
observation was shared by an interviewee who believed that cattle know about 
fire before they do. He noted that their cattle moved away from the fire to the 
highest point up by the water.  Another person commented on the movement of 
wildlife  


Our neighbour first knew there was something going on when the 
kangaroos all started coming out of the scrub 


Several people expressed concern for wildlife, in addition to concerns about 
pets and stock, but we did not explore this particular issue further at interview.  


Summary: Influence of animals on decision making 


 All households had some pets or livestock 


 Some animals were kept , at least in part, for property maintenance in 
terms of fire safety 


 Half the households who talked of their decision making in relation to 
animals would put themselves at risk to save their animals 


 Several households had a plan for their animals 


 Some reported that they found it particularly difficult to know how best to 
care for their larger animals as there was uncertainty how their animals 
would respond 


 Questions included what the safest places would be to move them to, 
and whether gates should be left open for them to be freer to escape 


 Other residents, in relation to leaving gates open, expressed concern in 
terms of the safety of those on the road, as well as safety of the animals 


 Some residents had plans with neighbours specifically in relation to 
animals 


 Two households who assisted a neighbour reported that the 
neighbours’ distress about his animals hampered their efforts to assist 
him, increasing the risk to all parties 


 Animals that were aged and would need human assistance were a 
particular concern 


 Some acknowledged the innate ‘sense’ of some animals’ self protective 
behaviour and indirectly, that their behaviour, if ‘noticed’ by their 
owners, in the early stage of a fire event, can serve as a warning 
mechanism.  
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Community level relationships: the presence, the 
potential and the barriers.  


Planning with Neighbours (prior to the fire) 


We have data on 11 cases in relation to planning with neighbours prior to the 
fire event. The identified 11 cases have been separated into three different 
categories – those who indicated that they had made a plan with their 
neighbour before the fire (Category A), those who have spoken to their 
neighbour about fire preparedness (Category B), and those who have not 
spoken to their neighbour about any sort of fire preparation (Category C).   


 


 
 
Table 17 Planning with neighbours (prior to fire) 


 


A Have a Plan 5 


B Do not have a Plan 4 


C Have not spoken to Neighbours 2 


 
Category A 


This is a cluster of 5 cases who reported during their interview that they have 
spoken to and have prepared some level of planning with their neighbour.  
These 5 households had made varied arrangements indicating a degree of 
thinking on a community level.   


One person had swapped telephone numbers with neighbours so that they 
could alert each other if they became aware of a fire.  Another family had a 
mutual arrangement with their neighbours that if one of the houses was 
unattended, whoever of them was at home would turn on the sprinkler system 
and look after the dogs. This household also had a good water supply that they 
had discussed sharing with the neighbour if the need arose.   


Another family had a close relationship with their neighbours and had frequent 
discussions about planning and preparation.   


We have already briefly reported under issues prompted by attendance at 
‘community meetings’, that one resident was likely to be home alone if a fire 
started, and had made plans with two other nearby neighbours to shelter 
together, and return home after the front had passed. The home chosen as the 
one to shelter in was the one with the best water supply and fire fighting 
equipment. Their plan was to return to their respective homes after the fire front 
had passed to put out spot fires. The three households consider themselves as 
a support group that would check on each other to ensure that they were all 
OK.   


In the other three cases there was an awareness of the plans of at least some 
of their neighbours.  


Category B 


This is a cluster of 4 cases where discussions had been held with neighbours 
about planning and preparation for bushfire but where cohesive plans had not 
been developed.   
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The first case in this cluster hosted a Community Fire Safe group at their home.  
Although it was not established if this household had discussed fire preparation 
with neighbours outside of the conversation within the Community Fire Safe 
Group context, some level of neighbourhood interaction had occurred at least 
in this context.  


The second case in this cluster reported that their neighbour made the follow-
up offer to them when they first moved in:  


When there is a fire, during the day, if [partner’s name] is at work, and 
you are home by yourself, you come down to our place, you park your 
car, ……and you go into our hay paddock and we’ll put the bore on.  


This offer was not taken up and the household to whom the offer was made set 
about to establish their own plan and fire preparation system. We did not 
explore if the neighbour’s offer and this household commencing their own 
planning was linked.  


The third case in this cluster had spoken to their neighbour about what they 
would do in the event of a fire.  This household reported that their neighbour 
was adamant that they would leave the property despite our interviewees 
attempt to explain that if you are well prepared there is a good chance of saving 
your house.   


The fourth case in this cluster has had some interaction with their neighbour 
about fire and other issues. They felt confident that they could rely on them 
giving some assistance if a fire occurred.   


 


Category C 


This is a cluster of two households who had not had discussions with 
neighbours.   


One couple had lived in the area for a long time and believed that there is no 
real need for discussion. “You know what to do and you do it”. They said they 
had faith that others have read the information provided and that they also will 
know what to do.  Another interviewee had not had a conversation with 
neighbours regarding bushfires, but commented that they speak to their 
neighbours in regards to other matters, and that while they wouldn’t 
purposefully strike up a conversation about bushfire, if it was topical at the time, 
it may be discussed. 
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Summary: Planning with neighbours (prior to the fire) 


 


 The ways neighbours mutually assist each other range from: 


o ensuring they have each others’ contact numbers 


o assisting turning on each others’ sprinkler systems, and 


o looking after pets, through to  


o planning to shelter together in a fire event 


 Others have discussed fire response issues with neighbours generally 
but have not developed any plan together 


 One interviewee said discussions were not necessary as he knew what 
to do and expected others did too.  


 


 


Contact with significant others during the fire event 


Fifteen separate cases reported that they had some level of contact with 
neighbours and other friends and families during the fire event.  These forms of 
contact can be divided between supportive contact and contact that can be 
perceived as problematic.  These differing types of contact have been created 
into two categories A and B as presented in the Table below.  


Table 18 Contact with significant others 


 


A Supportive 10  


B Problematic 6  


 
Category A  


This is a cluster of 10 cases that reported contact with other people (not 
household members) during the fire event which interviewees reported in a 
way which clearly denoted appreciation for the contact. The types of contact 
included face to face contact with neighbours, ‘out of area’ friend and family 
contacts who tried to get through to assist with protecting properties, and 
phone calls.  


Six of these cases reported that during the fire they had some contact with 
their neighbours. This contact included phoning to check if others were 
alright, visiting each other to ensure that they were prepared and to discuss 
what to do, and also assisting each other with protecting properties.  As 
there are many examples of contact with others during the fire we have 
selected only a handful of cases to illustrate the importance interviewees 
attributed to this intervention.  


Many interviewees reported contacting neighbours to check that they knew 
that a fire had broken out and were alright.  One person checked on an 
older neighbour to see if she needed any assistance.  He was also in 
contact with another neighbour several times during the night as from his 
vantage point could see that the fire was getting pretty close to his 
neighbour’s father’s house.  
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Another person had a neighbour who kept them up to date on the 
movements of the fire: 


[Neighbour] was keeping me updated ‘cause our phone line was 
down at the time… He was ringing me on my mobile and saying if 
you are going to go, now is the time, cause [husband] by this stage 
was down in our corner paddock because it had already got to our 
place and he was down there by himself fighting it in our place. 


One case reported that a neighbour rushed over to their house during the 
fire. He was out helping a friend further up the road and remembered the 
couple (our interviewees) and came to check on them.  While the visit was 
only brief, the couple reported that even the neighbours fleeting presence 
was very reassuring.   


One couple reported receiving a phone call from their neighbour informing 
them of the fire.  Based on what happened in a previous fire, the interviewee 
was not surprised by this, and described the neighbour as a ‘very hands on 
type, who watched everything that goes on around the place’.  There was a 
sense that the interviewees were grateful for this intervention and felt 
comforted by the knowledge that they had somebody close by who was 
seen as knowing ‘what to do’.  


In one instance a family was returning from a holiday when notified of the 
fire. They described as ‘fantastic’ the help they received both from the 
neighbour who looked after the family dog and stayed up all night patrolling 
for spot fires, and from a friend who helped with cleaning up the next day. 
They believed their neighbour’s actions helped to save their home.   


The remaining 4 cases in this cluster reported that family members or friends 
came over or attempted to come over to their properties to assist with fighting 
the fire. In 2 of these cases, the daughters of the families were unable to get 
through due to road blocks.  The other 3 cases found the contact from family 
members or friends reassuring. One of these cases reported being assisted by 
friends with fire fighting experience whose property was not threatened and 
who lived in the next town.  These friends came over to help, despite protests 
that their property was in the direct line of fire and that they shouldn’t come.  
The assistance provided by these friends was particularly valued by the wife 
who was at the house alone while her husband was out fighting the fire on their 
property. Speaking of one of the two friends who came, the wife said:  


He just gets out and does it, no hassle, no strings. Just having them 
here was great 


The final case in this cluster reported that a family member was able to reach 
the property and assist with defending the property as the wife in this 
household was home alone with her daughter.  


Category B 


This is a cluster of 6 cases where reported contact with other people during 
the fire that can be perceived as problematic.  In these 6 cases contact with 
neighbours and others during the fire impacted on our interviewees’ ability to 
prepare their own properties.  This impact was most clearly expressed in 3 
of these 6 cases, where time spent with neighbours detracted from 
interviewees’ ability to focus their efforts.  The first case in this cluster 
reported how a young neighbour came over and that he was unprepared 
and in a panic.  
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He came over thinking he was going to help because they had 
nothing set up, but they were new, it was their first year in, and it just 
shows that someone in absolute panic gobbles up so much of your 
time. And if you haven’t got it, you just don’t want them around here 


Both the second and third cases reported assisting a neighbour (in fact the 
same neighbour). In the end they had to ‘leave them to it’, as they felt they 
had spent time unproductively and they needed to prepare their own 
properties.  The first of these two cases reported that 


…our biggest worry was [ reference to neighbours] down the end of 
the road and they probably concerned everybody ….because they 
didn’t know what they were doing ….Too much time was spent trying 
to get them out……It got to the stage where we couldn’t worry about 
them because we were too busy having to worry about what we 
were doing.   


The second case in this group reported similar sentiments.  


At that stage of the game I gave up on them and I concentrated on 
what I had to do over here…..I wasn’t going to go back and chase 
after them.  


While attempting to leave the area himself, this interviewee also assisted 
another neighbour who hadn’t been sure about what to do with his animals 
that were fenced in on his property.   


…[This] is the worst type of thing we could have done…We were 
walking back towards the fire, and circumstances saved us, because 
the wind change came and blew the fire towards the back of his 
house and past where the [animals] were  


While the remaining 3 cases in this cluster of 6 were less explicit in 
expressing the problematic contact that they had with their neighbours, it is 
evident in their accounts that assisting their neighbours did cause them 
some concern. The first case in this group of 3 reported that when they told 
their neighbours about the fire, they were very blasé.  


It was their choice…..They were over here watching us pack 


The second case in this group assisted friends in the area by driving to their 
houses, getting animals out, and collecting valuables from the house of a 
friend who was away at the time of the fire.  Although this household did not 
feel that their property was threatened by the fire, it is evident that the time 
they spent assisting others was significant.  


The final case in this group reported that their neighbour kept wandering 
down as he didn’t know what to do.  


The neighbour kept coming down to see what was happening ‘cause 
we had a better view – a good vantage point. The neighbour wasn’t 
sure of what to do, so kept coming down to have a look. 
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Summary: Contact with significant others during the fire event. 


 


 Residents affirmed the importance of community connections in a 
variety of ways 


 In some cases people were first notified about the fire by neighbours 
and were kept informed by neighbours or others in the community 


 There was considerable mobile phone and landline phone traffic 
between distant family, neighbours, and friends from the first awareness 
of the fire 


 People did not ignore neighbours who were at risk 


 Even without prior discussions, people helped out neighbours as they 
were able including 


o checking on people who they thought might be vulnerable 


o looking after each others pets and stock 


o assisting both with fire fighting around homes and properties, 
and with  departures 


 Family and friends of several residents made efforts, both successful 
and unsuccessful, to get through to properties to offer assistance 


 Unsuccessful attempts to make contact, and even fleeting contact as a 
demonstration of concern, were both experienced as supportive and 
meaningful 


 There was some evidence of an increasing community expectation at 
the household level that all households engage in some preparedness 
activities, in order to maximise the value of assistance from other 
community members in a fire event 


 Two households interviewed might make their future offers of 
assistance to others conditional on those others having engaged in 
some preparedness activity 


 In two of the more prepared households, there was a sense of self 
sufficiency 


 Some of those who were more focussed on doing what they knew 
needed to be done, reported some frustration at receiving calls that 
distracted them from preparing or fire fighting 


 Some reports suggest those who don’t know what do to may gravitate 
to others’ households.  


 


 


Fire as a trigger to create community connections: post fire 
experiences 


We have data arising from five interviews where reference was made 
specifically to an increase in contact with and planning with neighbours after 
the fire. This contact was informed by the mutual experience in the community 
of the fire event. We do not highlight here those interviewees who reported  
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positive relationships with neighbours which were already in place prior to the 
fire, although this is an important finding, and very relevant to the task of 
sustaining community connectedness.  


Three households reported that due to community members experience with 
the fire, new relationships were developed following the fire, and a fourth 
thought that more people would work together in the future.  A fifth interviewee 
made particular mention that after the fire, the community formed together to 
assist a family that had been badly affected by the fire. In the sixth case 
interviewees reported that they have since spoken to their neighbours in 
general about the importance of having a plan together, a conversation they 
had not had before the fire.   


We comment here just on the first four cases.  


One interviewee went ahead with a planned BBQ where one particular 
intended activity at the event was that neighbours exchanged telephone 
numbers, as the fire had highlighted the need to be able to contact each other.   


The second household decided to organise a BBQ with people from the 
immediate area who were affected by the fire.  Although they had spoken about 
the fire with concerned friends and relatives from outside the area, they found it 
particularly helpful to talk to people who had been through a similar experience.  
Interviewees commented that getting together provided an opportunity to 
exchange experiences, photos and stories. They highlighted how the fire 
assisted with a particular level of meaning which conversations were able to 
take on due to the shared experience. One mechanism which assisted this 
heightened sense of meaning was that explanations of what had happened 
were not required. In addition to the sense of relief implied in this ease of 
communication, the social gatherings also promoted stronger relationships 
amongst the neighbours which resulted in having more contact with them.  


 The third interviewee was involved in what local participants called a ‘Fence 
Party.   


We’d take drinks over there and help them. We…. were helping the 
neighbours chop down trees that were still smouldering and things like 
that. And we’d just sit on the gate with a beer or something, which was 
really good.  


In addition to helping each other, this fence party was also used as an 
opportunity to exchange contact details. The response of the fourth household 
was interesting as they were the more ‘independent’ farmer types. However 
one of these more independent household members noted: 


I think now a lot more people are thinking about it only because it’s 
happened …..I think now a lot of people will work in together more 
and work out a bit of a plan together, rather than just separately.  


As already discussed in the section on community meetings, there were 
high attendance levels at the community briefings organised during or soon 
after the fire and many people found that being with others, and sharing 
stories was one of the most important aspects of the meetings. 


 


Interviewees differing experiences of ‘community’ 


Among the 18 households, members in 6 households provided some insight 
into their experience of ‘the community’.  As with other data in this report, these 
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can’t be taken as views which represent all household members – only those 
with whom we spoke directly.  While we have other comments about the 
importance of neighbours in relation to the fire event,, the comments below 
about different experiences of community seemed to us to pertain particularly 
to the wider community - as distinct from  immediate neighbours - and existed, 
or had their roots in, experience prior to the fire.  


Of the 8 cases we have identified, 3 response categories were apparent. We 
labelled these broadly as negative, neutral and positive views of the experience 
of community. We were not explicitly seeking views about prior experiences of 
community life during our interviews, but we deemed them appropriate to 
record here for the insight they provide into the challenges and opportunities 
which any community intervention, program or activity faces in connecting with 
community members.  


Our first category (negative) consists of 3 cases.  


The first case in this cluster recalled that when they first moved to the area over 
three decades ago, they felt as if they were regarded as outsiders.  Our 
interviewees attributed this experience of exclusion to the fact that they were 
not Australian born. Despite living in the area for this period, our interviewees 
said they remained fairly unconnected to several aspects of community life.  


The second case in this cluster also had less than positive view of the 
community. This household referred to the members of the community as 
‘rednecks’ and indicated that they found they were more comfortable mixing in 
another community within the region. A male in the third household said when 
he approached the local brigade and offered his availability, the offer that was 
never taken up. This appeared to have been experienced by this person as a 
personal rejection.  


Our second category (neutral) consists of 2 cases.  


The first case in this cluster made reference on the one hand to their 
community as having a lot of “Rundle Street farmers” in it. They also referred to 
these new neighbours affectionately and commented that ‘it’s done wonders for 
our social life.’  However there was a sense from this household that they did 
prefer the previous ‘farmer style community’, saying they hankered for the ‘old 
days’.  


The second case in this cluster reported that she kept mostly to herself.  While 
maintaining a few social contacts within the community, she kept these limited, 
and said that for her this was a lifestyle choice.  


Our third category (positive) consists of 3 cases.  


The first case in this cluster reported coming to this community to pursue her 
passion, being horses, and felt quite connected to members of the community 
both due to this, and also to this community through the nature of her job in 
town.  


The second case in this cluster reported that he and his wife liked the 
‘community feel’ and that living in the area allowed him to ‘play farmers’ which 
was something he had always wanted to do and is the reason to why he is 
living in the area.  


The third case, a newer arrival, felt very pleased with how they had been 
accepted.  
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The people who live next door are farmers from the area. There has 
never been any discussion of we’re a new arrival, never, and they have 
always been really helpful and just fabulous. 


 


Summary: Fire triggering community connections and interviewees 
experience of community. 


 


 Opportunities to meet with others who had experienced the fire were 
valued highly: to ‘exchange experiences, photos and stories’ 


 Phone numbers were also exchanged 


 Events such as BBQ’s initiated by community members provide one 
means for these exchanges 


 There were also examples of neighbours assisting each other after the 
fire in different ways, including assistance such as providing 
psychological support and stock feed 


 There were three cases that reported developing new relationships with 
others in the community after the fire and one report of the community 
working together to assist a family badly affected by the fire 


 Community members in this sample represented different segments of 
community including: 


o farmers 


o vignerons 


o salaried blue and white collar workers 


o retirees, and 


o business executives 


 Interviewees generally demonstrated some ‘pre fire’ connectedness 
with non friendship groups (neighbours), and a desire to increase that 
connectedness post fire 


 A few noted a disinclination to mix with more diverse community 
members, and expressed more of an inclination to limit social contact to 
a few people, or to mix with like minded others in an adjacent 
community. 


 


  


Influence of informal contact with the Brigade 


We have quite a bit of data which inform questions of the influence of informal 
contact between the brigade members and the community on aspects of the 
community’s response to the threat of fire. We have held this over in order to 
discuss it more fully in the next section, entitled “’Agency Level Experiences”. 
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2.4 Agency Level experiences  
This section draws together a spectrum of different opportunities for, and 
examples of, association between the fire service and community members, for 
what these associations tell us about impact on community awareness and 
response to fire. The section looks at three issues in the following order:  


 Informal contact between community members and members of the fire 
service (who are of course also typically community members) 


 Expectations community members had of the CFS in terms of how they 
might be assisted by them during a fire 


 Their actual experiences of the CFS during the Mt Bold fire.  


Informal contact between community members and with 
members of the fire service - pre fire 
Informal contact with CFS members was a common experience among the 
people interviewed, and it is commented on here as one of the many means 
through which community members can and do increase their fire awareness. 
In some cases this contact was with neighbours or friends who are members of 
the CFS; several people mentioned having discussions about bushfire safety 
with a brigade captain (and or his wife) who run a local business. Some had 
relatives in the fire service. Two people mentioned that the CFS had attended 
their properties to conduct CFS training events.  


One interviewee uses his family relationships as a vehicle to ‘talk fire’.  


My son in law is in the CFS at [… ] and we often talk about things 
[related to fire].  


Several interviewees spoke of the local captain as a source of information, and 
in fact, in the words of one interviewee, an ‘icon’.  


I see [the local captain] a lot, he has the local [business], and we have 
long chats about this and that and [neighbour] up the road, he’s a CFS 
man. 


Everyone knows [the local captain]; he is a positive icon in the 
community; lots of experience. And he is the person you think of when 
you think of fire.  


Another interviewee talked of the two likely sources of information for his 
household as being a brigade captain and the local store.  


…The usual communication of anything that’s local is via [brigade 
captain] ....[while at his business]  or down the store when you’re getting 
mail; they’re the most likely sources of us obtaining information or 
asking information about something. That’s a bit of bush telegraph in 
that, it’s interesting what sort of stories you hear. Sometimes they are, 
well, that’s probably what happened. 


During a training event run by the CFS on his property, the interviewee 
discovered that he did not have a large enough turning circle for the CFS 
tanker. He has since removed vegetation to provide a turning circle.  


Neighbours down road, they are CFS and in regular contact with 
them….. CFS said they needed a training night and got rid of the 
rubbish.  They know how to get into the property and we know now that 
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a tree has to go, because it was hard to get the big truck through.  Now 
we know.  


We did not establish where or when the following resident took the opportunity 
to talk to the CFS about the likely impact of wind direction during a fire in 
relation to the position of his property. That he had done so was obvious 
however.  


…The CFS have since [the Mt Bold fire] told me that’s the most likely 
thing that will happen, if the wind is anywhere in that quadrant, it will hit 
the gully and get blown up the gully and it depends on where the wind is 
as to how quickly it comes up the side. It could be relatively slow 
compared to the main fire front.  


One family was contacted by the CFS soon after moving into the area. This 
contact was one of the factors that contributed to this household rapidly 
developing a sense of the high risk of bushfires and the need to be prepared.  


Had a call from local CFS soon after moving in. They knew the property 
but didn’t know that there were new owners. [They] took details of who 
was living there, updated records which they do every year …[and they] 
talked out how to reduce fire risk.  


This household was also told about Information Nights by the CFS during this 
visit. 


Another interviewee reported participating in an audit of water resources in the 
district, conducted by the CFS. After this experience, he made a decision to 
purchase a pump and followed through with this decision. He showed us where 
he had located the pump.   


Summary: association between informal contact with the fire 
service and community fire response – pre fire. 


 


 Interviewees contact brigade members: 


o socially 


o as neighbours, and  


o through local businesses 


 This contact provided opportunities for raising questions and discussing 
concerns about fire safety 


 CFS phoning community members in order to update their brigade 
records provided educative opportunities 


 Other CFS activities, such as a training event and a water audit, had 
unintended outcomes of triggering a specific and important fire safety 
action by a household member.  


 


 


Building processes and the CFS 


Two people commented on the additional building requirements that flowed 
from being in a medium to high fire risk area, and on the advice they 
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received when the CFS attended their property as part of the approval 
process.  


Expectations of CFS assistance during a fire event 


We have reports from 11 interviews on what households expected in terms of 
assistance from the CFS. As community education staff and others seek to 
convey to the community the key message that residents should aim to be self 
sufficient in a fire, it was seen as important to gain some feedback from 
interviewees as to whether they were ‘hearing’ this message.  


The Table below summarises data from reports from these 11 cases.  


Table 19 Expectations of CFS 


 


Category Expectation Cases 


A Would not expect to see CFS 7 


B Mixed messages in policies 2 


C Would expect to see them 3 


 


Category A 


This is a cluster of 7 cases that indicated that during a fire event they would 
not expect to see the CFS at their property.  Within these 7 cases, 3 
households reported that they felt that the CFS would do their best to control 
the fire within the wider region and would deal with their priorities first.   One 
of these three cases commented:   


Basically …I expect …they would do their best to control it….. I’m 
not talking about for my house, I’m talking about for Adelaide.   


The second case of three reported that  


I just kind of trust that they’re dealing with priorities as they see 
them.  And so I understand the hierarchy of planning and disaster 
response that’s there.  


The third case of this group suggested:  


There’s only a couple of trucks and they can’t be in the same place 
at the same time …It’s perfectly logical; they can’t promise, they 
don’t have a pecking order; there’s probably some targets around 
the area that they would see as a priority to protect.  


Of the remaining 4 cases in this cluster of 7, 2 households recognised that 
the CFS goes into ‘asset protection’ (where the CFS concentrates on 
protecting houses rather than fighting the fire per se)  


If it’s a major fire and the fire is such that it can’t be controlled, the 
CFS goes into asset protection which means they go to all the 
houses, although it depends.  


The second case in this group also understood this approach, as 
exemplified in the following comment:  


They were in asset protection by this stage. They were only saving 
houses and moving out, which is what you expected. 
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Of the remaining 2 cases in this cluster of 7, both households indicated that 
you can’t expect to see the CFS and you need to be self-sufficient. One of 
these two cases in this group explained that  


since the fire, people have been saying, don’t rely on the CFS to 
save you, because they are volunteers for starters, and they have to 
protect themselves… so you have to be self-sufficient.  


The last of the 7 cases also suggested that people need to start looking 
after themselves and being self sufficient.  


A lot of people are doing that now (getting a pump and fire fighting 
equipment) to look after themselves rather than depend on the CFS.  


Category B 


The two cases in Category B indicated that they believed there were mixed 
messages in policy and guidelines.  One of these 2 cases indicated that 
these mixed messages pertain to the idea of an ‘evacuation centre’. The 
phrase ‘evacuation centre’ was mentioned at a community meeting during 
the fire, as people were wondering where the nominated ‘evacuation centre 
was’. This household member suggested that the CFS need to be clearer in 
their policy messages, that there is no such thing as an evacuation centre in 
CFS policy.  The second case in this group also indicated that the  


CFS can be coy about saying we can’t help you… they have started 
to. But I think they back off from it. It’s a hard thing to say to people. 


Category C 


This is a cluster of 3 cases who suggested that they would expect to be told 
when to leave a property during a fire.   


One of these 3 cases was new to the area and from their short time in the 
area had had a fair amount of contact with the CFS. This household 
suggested that  


If it was close to us here, there would have been some sort of fire 
truck or someone from CFS saying how close the fire is… I’d seek 
advice from them about: do you think we should go now? They have 
an actual time when they will come in and forewarn people.’ 


The second case in this cluster had previously lived in a fire prone area and 
commented that … 


I’d probably wait for either police or CFS confirmation about whether 
to stay or whether to go, ‘cause I think they are pretty good like that, 
they go around, from what I’ve heard with the Mt Bold fire, they get 
around to everybody.  


The third and final case in this cluster who had been living in the area for 
some time reported that they would rely on either their neighbour or the CFS 
to notify them of when to leave.  


If there had been any further danger we were fairly confident that if it 
had broken out again, which we didn’t think was likely to happen, 
somebody (either the CFS or a neighbour on higher ground) would 
ring us up and tell us to clear off.  
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Summary: Expectations of CFS assistance during a fire event 


 Seven cases reported that they would not expect to see a fire truck in 
the event of a fire 


 Two of these seven were familiar with the meaning of ‘asset protection’ 
as a response strategy 


 Three households believed they would be warned by the CFS or the 
police when to leave their property 


 It is emotionally difficult for some members of the fire service to be 
explicit with members of the public, about the likelihood that they may 
not receive assistance from the fire service in the event of a fire.  


 


Impressions of the CFS response to the Mt Bold fire 
Where comments were recorded on this matter, we group them 
systematically below, in the following order:  


 Observations of the overall response effort 


 Observations about the specific assistance received 


 Praise and defence of the CFS 


 Criticism received 


Observations of the overall response effort 


Seven of the 18 households interviewed commented on their observation of the 
overall response effort of the CFS on the day of the fire. (There are other 
comments on more specific means of assistance offered in the subsequent 
section).  We identified three main categories derived from these observations: 
observations of the resources utilised, their positive comments on the degree of 
coordination, and on the results which were obtained in the fire response effort. 
We have created the Table below to represent these clusters, labelling the 
clusters A, B and C, with three references to each category.  Comments from 
only 7 cases were recorded. However, two interviewees made comments that 
pertained to two separate categories.   


 
Table 20 Interviewee observations of the response effort 


 


Category Type Cases 


A Extent of resources utilised 3 


B Degree of co-ordination 3 


C Results obtained 3 


 
Category A  


This is a cluster of three interviewees whose comments on the extent of fire 
response resources used were reported with some feeling of what seemed like 
both relief and admiration.  
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One household noted that they had brought in fire trucks from considerable 
distance away and were surprised that the trucks could get to the fire so 
quickly.  


The second case in this cluster also mentioned that sheer volume of fire trucks 
that where present at the fire.   


Coming home we got held up by about 50 CFS trucks and tankers 


 This household reported very positively how active the CFS were.  


The third case in this cluster commented on the number of helicopters and 
planes that the CFS had made available,  


The planes were wonderful, the planes and the helicopters were just 
wonderful. 


Category B 


This is a cluster of three interviewees who emphasised in their comments 
the degree of co-ordination between trucks, aerial fire fighting operations, 
and other on ground supports.  


The first case in this cluster commented on the co-ordination of the aerial 
fire fighting operations.  


I was impressed… watching the coordination with the aircraft flying 
over…..It was a sight to see. They had the big helicopter up high and 
seeing all of the small aircraft going into the smoke and how they 
weren’t hitting each other, how coordinated, it was fantastic.  


The second case in this cluster was equally impressed with the coordination 
in general:  


It was the way they did the whole thing; it was so coordinated and 
organised. 


The third case was similarly impressed with the overall coordination, and 
added that the support from the Salvos was a wonderful effort.  


They had the Salvos set up in hours with meals; they fed something 
like 1,500 fire fighters… I mean, how do you do that with 3 hours 
notice? 


Category C 


This is a cluster of three cases where the dominant theme of the positive 
comments was the results achieved. The first case in this cluster commented at 
how impressed they were at the CFS ability to save everybody’s house.  


We were flabbergasted how bad it was and how they saved 
everybody’s house…….It was amazing the job they did. Some of these 
places weren’t cleared – you could see that by the debris that was left, it 
was amazing.  


The second case in this cluster commented that without the CFS they would 
not have been able to manage.  


We couldn’t have managed without them. They just never stopped. 
They kept going all night;  they were wonderful. 


The third case in this cluster commented more globally on the ‘fantastic job’ in 
the face of a ‘huge fire front.’  
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Summary: Observations of the overall response effort 


 


 There was expressed, in these interviews, a sense of: 


o gratitude 


o appreciation, and 


o relief 


 Interviewees were impressed with: 


o the extent of resources which were summoned 


o the degree of coordination between the various arms of the 
response effort, and  


o the results achieved 


 Overall there was appreciation of how little property was lost, given the 
size and speed of the fire.  


 


 


Direct CFS Assistance at the household level  


Six households reported that during the Mt Bold fire event they received 
some sort of assistance from the CFS.  Three of these 6 received advice 
from the CFS, while 3 cases were assisted by the CFS controlling fire on 
their property. These types of assistance identified during the course of the 
fire have been depicted in the Table below and placed in two categories.    


Table 21 Direct assistance from the CFS 


 


Category Assistance Cases 


A Advice given by CFS 3 


B CFS appliances active on property  3 


 


Category A  


This is a cluster of three households who received advice from the CFS.   


One of these cases reported that they were told by the CFS to get out of the 
area they were in.  At this time the interviewee was not near her own home, 
but was assisting someone on a farm, with the fire front heading towards 
them.  


The 2 remaining cases in this cluster were advised by the CFS on safety 
procedures.  One interviewee was advised (after the fire front had passed) 
to check her roof for embers. This person  reported that once the CFS was 
assured that household members were capable of following out this task, 
they moved on.   


The guy came in a said …. Make sure you get up into the roof and 
check for any spots… He said to me, can you do that, and I said 
yeah, easy… He said well, do that; we are going to move on.’  
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This household reported that they understood they needed to take 
responsibility to ensure that they were as prepared as possible, without the 
assistance of the CFS.  While they were reassured by seeing the fire trucks, 
they understood they were in asset protection mode and could not offer any 
further assistance.  


..They were only saving houses and moving out, which is what you 
expected. You won’t hear us say anything but real good things about 
them, and it’s very reassuring to see those trucks I tell ya… 


The third case in this cluster were advised by the CFS to stay out of the 
scrub, as there may be roots burning underneath and the scrub may 
collapse.  This household also reported that they were grateful for the way 
the CFS were manning the roads.  


The way they spoke to me I thought was with enough feeling to say, 
this person is worried about their home, but strong enough to say no, 
you shouldn’t be going up there.  


Category B 


This is a cluster of three households who experienced CFS intervention in 
managing fire on their property.  


After the fire front had passed, one of these two cases had wanted to leave 
the premises due to certain circumstances.  This household reported that  


By 9 they’d arrived ..…They had a look around and said, we’ll stay 
here….. They put an appliance here and were more than happy to 
protect the house…. They said… we’ll stop it going through your 
place…..  


The second case in this cluster reported how after the fire they were dealing 
with burning stumps,  


he (a household member) was pouring water over this stump, the 
CFS truck came up and blasted water over it. 


The third case reported a positive encounter with the CFS, even though the 
trucks only came to this family’s property briefly. 


Another case of reported CFS intervention on the property pertained to an 
attempt to save a prized animal. This intervention was not successful and 
was criticised by the householder.  
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Summary: Direct Intervention of the CFS 


 


 Residents were offered advice and expressions of concern by the CFS 
during the fire event 


 Topics mentioned, all of which were appreciated by residents, were: 


o information about the approaching front 


o advice about embers in roofs 


o advice about road closures 


o advice about the likelihood of burnt tree roots collapsing and 
creating a hazard, and  


o general expressions of concern and support 


 Three households reported appliances working directly on their property 


 In two cases this intervention was appreciated and in one was criticized. 


 


 


Praise for and defence of the CFS 


Among the 18 households, we identified 3 main themes in the comments to 
do directly with praise of the CFS, as well as accounts where those we 
interviewed felt obliged to support the CFS in the face of criticism from other 
community members. These are represented in categories of A, B, and C in 
the Table below.   


Table 22 Praise for the CFS 


A An irreplaceable service; ‘only good things to say’ [In 
relation to this fire event and other fire events] 


4  


B Indirect support offered by defending CFS 2  


 


Of the 18 households interviewed we recorded 6 explicit and unqualified 
examples of praise for the CFS in relation to current and past experience, in 
relation to their response ability.  


Category A 


Some of the comments in this cluster were general – such as they were 
‘great guys’, and ‘only good things to say about them’.  One of these cases 
wrote a letter to the CFS thanking them for their efforts.  Another case in this 
cluster was also recorded indicating that they would not want to be without 
the CFS.   


We need them, we love our CFS; they’re great guys…. We wouldn’t 
want to be without them…. I say the same; I think they are all 
wonderful guys, just wonderful.’ 


A few interviewees also reported that they were not only happy with how the 
CFS handled the fire response (discussed above), but were also happy with 
how they have observed the CFS respond to other events. While these 
interviewees did have other more critical comments about the CFS which 
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we discuss below, these more critical comments were not to do with their 
response ability.  


One specifically commented on how they were pretty satisfied with the way 
CFS handles the containment of grass fires within the area.  


…..Every summer there is the odd grass fire that is put out quickly by 
CFS. CFS are pretty good here. We’re happy with how the CFS 
responded… 


Another case in this cluster also commented positively on the CFS ability to 
respond to a situation. 


… The two fires that I’ve had personal… acquaintance with, they 
have been out doing their thing and I take my hat off to them.’ 


Category B 


This cluster contained two cases whose reports to us about what others had 
said about the CFS, and the reports of their own experience, indicated a 
strong level of support for the CFS.  


One interviewee said that she thought the criticism she was hearing was 
petty. 


The second case in this cluster reported that their neighbours were upset at 
the lack of attention to their property.  


The neighbours were a bit upset at first because they thought well, 
where is the CFS?. 


The interviewees reporting this did not share this criticism as they 
understood that the  


CFS couldn’t get up there because that’s where the fire was;  they 
had to wait. 


Summary: Praise and Defence 
 


 The overwhelming response of the residents was to paint a picture of 
the professionalism and comprehensiveness of the CFS response 


 In 4 instances households suggested that the CFS were an 
irreplaceable service 


 In addition to the Mt Bold fire, households commented that their 
responsiveness in attending to grass fires and other incidents was 
remarkable 


 Interviewees who had heard criticisms of the CFS from other residents 
regarded them as unreasonable in the light of what the CFS had 
accomplished during the event 


 In some cases interviewees defended the CFS in their discussions with 
neighbours and others.  
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Criticism of the CFS 


Six of the 18 interviewees voiced some criticism of the CFS.   


Five of these cases reported that their criticism was toward the CFS as an 
organisation rather than the way the fire was handled.  The sixth case in this 
cluster reported that their criticism was aimed at the CFS response effort. 
This household had suffered what was for them the huge loss of a prized 
animal in distressing circumstances, and were both critical of their own 
shortcomings as well as those they perceived as attaching to the CFS.  


Two interviewees noted that the CFS suffered some ‘internal issues’.  One 
of these two cases discussed these internal issues as ‘mentalities’ which 
pervade some CFS groups. These ‘mentalities’ this person ‘can not enjoy or 
like very much’.  However this interviewee noted that these states of mind 
are not necessarily restricted to CFS groups, but are likely to be inherent in 
volunteer groups in general.   


The second case in this cluster noted that  


they have their own internal problems, mainly political; well, they are 
personnel, rather than political 


The remaining 3 cases in this cluster also suggested similar issues, with one 
household proposing that  


anyone we know who has anything to do with the CFS have always 
got their fingers burnt …. So it’s lots of Chiefs and not enough 
Indians 


The second of these 3 cases suggested that the CFS do tend to look after 
their own if they can, while the remaining case perceived an ‘us and them’ 
attitude and wished there could be a better working relationship between the 
CFS and local residents.   


I still find there is a mentality of the CFS and the rest of us …It’s the 
culture of the CFS in this particular brigade …. It’s become a them 
and us mentality…as they have perhaps become more advanced or 
scientific or better trained, the actual CFS people, it’s as if, well, we 
know everything and the actual resident, if he or she has got their 
wits about them does know, should know more about their little area 
than somebody who has never been here before. I just wish there 
could be a better working relationship. 


In a laconic way, one household advised us that in their view, while most 
people have not really said anything negative about the CFS, a view they 
concurred with,  they did feel that the perceived inadequacy of the ‘siren and 
radio warnings, were a fairly big thing.’ 
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Summary: Criticism 


 A few interviewees referred to ‘internal organizational’ issues within the 
CFS as ‘off putting’ 


 Some interviewees related stories of people being associated with the 
fire service ‘getting their fingers burnt’, due to this association 


 One resident thought that the ‘internal issues’ were probably similar in 
many community organizations, particularly ‘volunteer’ organizations 


 For one resident the concern was a divide between ‘the brigade’ and 
‘community’, an ‘us’ and ‘them’ 


 These responses from a few contribute to an inference that some 
community members would be cautious about becoming involved with 
the fire service 


 Problems with CFS initiated warning systems were specifically 
mentioned.  


 


Outside brigades lack of local knowledge 


Three households interviewed suggested that brigades who were not local, and 
may lack local knowledge, which could potentially be seen as a concern.  All 
three cases mentioned that the main concern was that non local brigades did 
not know their way around the area and they tended to become lost and 
needed to ask for directions.   


The first case in this cluster commented that  


The CFS depend on who they see on the road to find out where to 
go…[that’s] a bit of a worry.  


The second case in this cluster mentioned that as these brigades are coming in 
from other places they are getting lost.   


The third case recalled how a group of CFS brigade members came up the hill 
to their property 


One night they came up the hill; they walked up in the middle of the 
night. They didn’t know where they were, or how they got up here.. We 
had to give them directions on how to move through the property…. If 
they were really under pressure and searching for gates and tracks and 
things like that, then I think it would be far more important.’  


Summary: Lack of Local Knowledge  


 


 Three households voiced concern that non local brigades appeared to 
have had 


o inadequate directions 


o inadequate maps, or  


o difficulty following them.  
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CFS dedication after the fire 


Four cases reported specifically on the attention that the CFS paid to 
patrolling properties after the fire front had passed.   


In one of these 4 cases the household called for assistance. The three 
remaining cases in this cluster witnessed the CFS patrolling properties in 
the days following the fire.  


The first case in this cluster acknowledged that the CFS put the fire out 
initially but in some places they had to come back 


They were camping along the road for 3 days.  


The second case commended the CFS for remaining after the main fire 
event was over. 


…The CFS hang around for hours and hours after the whole show 
has really ended, so you’ve got to commend them for that … Our 
Fire Chief, …he was up here every day… .  


The final case of this cluster of 3 also commended the CFS for their 
dedication for patrolling the area for days after the fire 


….they were just patrolling throughout …they were very good… 
probably for a week they were coming through ‘cause night is the 
time to see burning stumps 


The other case in this section had to call the CFS for assistance and 
commented that  


 …we were still at risk for 2 or 3 days afterwards with little spot fires. 
Late the day following, we had a fairly major flare-up over here, and 
we had to call the CFS and they sent the bomber plane again. That 
was the following day.  


Summary: Dedication after the fire 


 The visible presence of the fire service for days after the fire was 
noticed and appreciated.  


 


Community members experience of offering help or considering 
helping the CFS 


This next section provides a brief account of residents experience of actually 
offering help (3 cases) and one resident’s more abstract thoughts about doing 
so. 


Of the 18 households interviewed 3 cases reported on their experience of 
offering help to the CFS.   


Of these 3 cases, 2 reported that they offered help during the course of the 
fire. In both circumstances neither offer of assistance was taken up. 
However in at least one of these 2 cases, the resident thought their offer 
was misunderstood.  


We went over to where the CFS station was and said to them, we’re 
here, we have a horse float, we have somewhere safe where we can 
put animals, can we help anybody, what can we do to help? I think 
when we went there they thought that we had animals in the float 
that we were trying to get refuge for, and they said,  go and park 
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over the other side of the oval and just wait. …. [After some time] I 
said to [husband] ………I think they’ve misunderstood what we 
wanted to do because we didn’t have animals in the float, so anyway 
we left ….  


The second case in this ‘cluster’ also offered help that was not taken up.  


I went down and just asked them, was there anything in particular an 
untrained person could do to give them a hand with anything? They 
were pretty busy doing their own thing and a guy said stand over 
there and someone will come and see you. And well, that never 
happened, so I figured, oh well, they are all busy.’  


This same person talked about attending a meeting well after the fire and 
expressing an interest in being involved in the development of some locally 
based group the members of which might assist each other. This person 
had been in a service club where the members had a process for warning 
each other in an emergency situation. He thought he would be contacted but 
quickly reported  


But they are busy doing things all the time and I thought that, well I 
did expect to get a call but I didn’t [get one], and they seemed to be 
busy doing things anyway, so maybe they need another member in 
there so they can do something about it. 


This resident’s issue was not knowing what geographic area would be best 
– how to draw a boundary around the group rather than his capacity to 
convene a group, Two things are noteworthy from the comment. One is that 
the resident himself recognised that resources in this field of community 
awareness raising are stretched. The second issue of relevance to the issue 
of understanding community strengthening is the tendency for ordinary 
people – those without special expertise in fire service operations - to 
diminish their own expertise.  


This interviewee was speaking of bringing together a group of nearby 
residents who might first look to being an emergency warning group and 
then perhaps move towards mounting some education sessions together. In 
this context he said he was an ‘untrained person’, and that he would not 
presume to bring people together.  


I’m not going to impose myself on a group of experts when I know 
nothing by comparison 


We regard the issues of how community members might take up a role at 
the community level as important. In particular we are keen to establish how 
barriers, both self-imposed and external, might impact on the capacity of 
community strengthening to play a role in enhancing community safety. We 
have examined this issue and the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ in the 
Discussion section of the first part of this report.  


The final case of this section reported the experience of how their assistance 
was received by the CFS. They commented that they had a vehicle with a 
water tank and pump on the back and focussed on putting out burning stumps 
along fence lines.  This person had lived in the area for a long time and was 
knowledgeable about fire fighting and how the CFS operates.  He was 
impressed with the CFS response both to the fire and to the assistance he was 
providing. 
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I’d say they measured up fully to what I’d have expected and I think they 
gave more than they needed at the time, and I was very impressed with 
them. They had drinking water for myself and threw out cold water 
bottles to anyone who needed a drink, they were well prepared for 
helping others who were helping them, so quite impressed with them. 


Summary: Community experience of offering help or considering 
help. 


 Interviewees provided two accounts of offering assistance which, in the 
event, were either misunderstood or overlooked 


 The tendency for knowledgeable and capable community members to 
put down their own experience and contribution in the face of 
perceptions that others hold more expertise, is an issue for further 
discussion and elaboration 


 The third account showed the ability of the fire service to support 
someone engaged in a demonstrable and visible response effort.   


 


Strengths and concerns regarding CFS as a ‘community 
institution’.  
In this section we examine viewpoints from interviewees about the importance 
of the CFS as a ‘community institution’, and its current and possible future 
directions. The CFS in this role is an important part of the fabric of community 
safety, both as an ideal and an everyday reality.  


The Table below sets out issues interviewees expressed as being uppermost in 
their minds of the importance of the CFS. These comments are provided as an 
addition to the critical role played by the CFS in helping people both be safe 
and feel safe, as discussed above.  


Table 23 Strengths and concerns about the CFS as a ‘community institution’ 


 


Category Theme Case 


A Positive Role Models 1 


B Capacity in ‘non fire’ emergency service roles 3 


C Source of Community Contact and Information 2 


D Assistance to Communities with property 
maintenance  


2 


E ‘Environmental’ threats’ to volunteering  3 


 
Five main themes, as described in the above table, were evident in these 
accounts by interviewees as to their views about the strengths and concerns 
about the fire service as a community institution.  These themes have been 
coded as A, B, C, D and E.  Some cases appear in more than one category.  


Category A 


The one case in category A felt that the CFS members and organisation are 
positive role models for children in the community. One particular program 
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mentioned was Cadets. This person commented particularly on the importance 
for children of the Cadets attending the school Christmas party.  


Yes, quite an important thing for them and a big thing. I guess a lot of 
their parents are CFS volunteers and things like that so I’ve always 
looked upon the CFS as being a good thing for children.  


 


Category B 


The three cases in category B referred to the wider (non-fire) roles taken on by 
CFS.  Two of these three cases mentioned that the CFS attends car accidents. 
In one of these two cases the household recalled a car accident that occurred 
near their property.  


The CFS…. first on the scene [by five hours]. They  were really good, 
fantastic.   


The other case in this cluster also discussed how in the event of a break-in the 
CFS would be the first service they would call.  


If I had a break-in here I’d ring the CFS, ‘cause the police can’t get here 
or they’d never find it, but [CFS] ….. know who we are so I’d just call 
them 


Category C 


The two cases in category C felt that the CFS is a good source of 
community contact.  One interviewee had been a CFS volunteer for many 
years in the past and commented on the value of the CFS as a way of 
meeting people.  


… It was great. They were a great bunch of people. In a community 
you have got to have a way of meeting people, either through the 
school or through sport or through a service club, yeah terrific and 
we still keep in touch.’  


The other household in this cluster were new to the area and to a rural 
lifestyle. They appreciated the time and dedication the volunteers in the area 
committed to the service, and the lengths that were taken to notify them 
personally of activities that were happening in the area.    


Category D 


This is a cluster of two cases that emphasised that the CFS were effective in 
cleaning up properties to reduce fire risk.  


One of these two cases recalled a story of an elderly resident who, two days 
after the Mt Bold fire, started a fire from his ride on mower.  Due to the fire 
there was metal and concrete litter around the property 


so they [CFS) got in after that and cleaned up the site. They couldn’t 
get the old guy to do it until he actually started a fire. 


The other case in this cluster also recalled that the CFS do quite a few 
controlled burn offs within the area including one that occurred on their 
property.   


The CFS do quite a lot of controlled burn offs. They advertise  – 
don’t panic  - cause they are doing a burn off. When we got ours 
done, they told us to ring all of the neighbours. 
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Implied here is a probably unintended outcome of a mitigation activity, being 
the opportunity for community members speaking to each other about the 
burn off.  


Category E 


Category E comprises 3 cases who spoke to us about their concerns about 
the viability of the CFS.   


These concerns ranged over a broad number of interrelated issues, and 
were expressed in terms of the high cost of volunteering, difficulties in 
finding new recruits, and the need for more promotion of the CFS and 
validation of its role.   


Two cases reported their perspective on the difficulty of attracting 
volunteers, which was due to what they saw as the ‘change of culture’ within 
the organisation. One interviewee spoke about how the CFS has gone from 
a community based organisation to a government based organisation. One 
driver seemed to be ‘accountability’: ‘you’ve got to be accountable for 
everything now.’ This interviewee also believed the CFS needs to more 
publicly promote what they do.  


‘[There should be] more public awareness of the CFS. I think they 
should be promoted a lot more than they are…… If people were 
more aware of it they would understand a lot of the difficulties that 
the volunteers face.  


The second case also discussed a change of culture, but in this case, the 
culture referred to was at the societal level, and cited the constant threat of 
litigation in today’s world.  


The litigious environment that we live in now is making people very 
wary. 


This interviewee also commented that younger people are less interested in 
joining the organisation.  


It doesn’t appeal to young people………… a lot of training that they 
need to know, where going back years ago…. you probably didn’t 
even have to be a member; you’d just go out and help. That was 
good, because there was more community and there wasn’t the……. 
hierarchical structure that exists now.  


A third household implied that to be a volunteer and make it work, it would 
have to be incorporated into a business life, such as one brigade member 
was able to do, while also recognising that the volunteering would most 
likely impact negatively on that brigade member’s business.  


The captain supports the brigade to the detriment of his business 


The third case in this category was an interviewee who suggested that the 
CFS needed to more publicly promote what they do.  Along similar lines, 
another interviewee spoke in terms of the role of volunteer as not being 
validated.  


People have to get something out of it for themselves apart from fighting 
fires. There has to be some sense of community and being a volunteer 
is a wonderful thing ……….. So yes, I think that sort of aspect needs to 
be nurtured, to say it’s good to be a volunteer 
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Summary: Strengths and concerns regarding CFS as a community 
institution 


 Exposure of community members to the CFS in roles other than 
operational fire response strengthens and widens community members 
appreciation of the service 


 Belonging to the service provides a way of meeting people 


 the service is seen as a positive role model for children 


 The CFS role in reducing neighbourhood risk by doing controlled burns 
is appreciated 


 Some saw the organizational identity changing from that of a 
‘community based’ organization, to a ‘government’ organization 


 Some were aware of difficulties with recruiting new volunteers, the 
causes of which were seen to be: 


o an increasingly litigious society 


o a marked increase in training requirements, and  


o the hierarchical structure of the organization 


 Some residents would like to see more promotion of the service in 
general 


 Some would like to explore ways of making the role of volunteer less 
taxing 


 Some thought that ways to better integrate the CFS with paid work 
should be explored 


 


 


Agency Environments external to CFS 
Interviewees also identified private and public institutions outside of the CFS 
whose policies and practices were seen to impact on community safety.  


Five cases spoke about the impact of maintenance or lack thereof, of 
properties owned either by Local Government or other Land/Water 
management agencies.  These impacts include the regulation about removal of 
trees, the maintenance of roadside verges and vegetation build up on 
Government owned land.   


Four of these 5 cases indicated that from their perception the activities 
undertaken by councils and other public land managers was inadequate and 
potentially increased the fire risk in the area.   


One case reported that the council no longer maintained roadside verges. 
While residents in some circumstances were able to maintain these 
themselves, there are many people who did not have the means to do this.    


Another interviewee in this cluster reported that public land adjoining his 
property was not maintained and he actively monitored the maintenance of this 
property as he felt it was a potential fire threat.  Two other cases reported that 
the council had strict regulations on what they could and could not clear by way 
of trees.  This report was confirmed by another interviewee who was 
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associated with the council who specified that the council could only cut down a 
certain number of trees.   


One of the five cases reported that the council had implemented water 
restrictions on the amount of water that could be removed from their privately 
owned dam. They reported that  


We have to have a licence to take water out of our dam, and they tell us 
how much we are allowed to take out, and we have to pay for that….. 
They are going to put a meter in there which we are going to have to 
pay for. Really, we’re not happy, not happy at all. This is all part of the 
conservation of water and so on ……. They tell you how much you are 
allowed to take out; it’s very encroaching.  


The impact of inadequate service by Telstra in relation to the threat of fire, was 
raised by one interviewee. She reported that in her area the phone lines had 
been down for 6 weeks and resulted in many residents not having access to 
landlines during the fire. One interviewee who could not receive mobile calls or 
text messages in her area, referred to how she is able to get text messages on 
her CDMA network, but that Telstra was going to ‘kill’ this network in January 
2008.  


Another interview talked of what she saw as a harmful policy in relation to the 
threat of fire, being the ratio of horses per hectare: 


The council say you are only supposed to have 1 horse per 2 hectares 
or 7 acres or something, which is a load of bullshit. Up here in the 
Adelaide hills where you’ve got strong growth in spring, we’d have grass 
up to our necks out in the paddock if you only had 1 horse per 7 acres 
and no cattle on the property.  


Summary: Agency environments external to CFS 


 Residents noted that a number of private and public organizations were 
reducing their responsibilities which was impacting on community fire 
safety 


 Examples given were 


o maintenance of roadside verges 


o keeping publicly owned land maintained in such a way as to 
minimise fire risk, and  


o a decrease in maintenance and coverage by 
telecommunications services 


 Some residents were increasingly vigilant about public land 
management issues 


 One resident was quite agitated about increased risk from lack of 
attention to fuel suppression 


 The regulatory environment was seen as working both in favour of and 
against increased community safety 


 Examples in favour included Local Government and State building 
regulations 


 Examples against included regulations as to how one can use water in 
dams on private property and regulations about the number of horses 
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which can be kept per hectare 


 These conflicting policy directions were seen to require further attention 
by community members and regulatory bodies 
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Appendix 1: Strahan Survey questions guiding 
sample selection 


 
Question 
# 


Written Question Possible Response 


1b Was your home or property 
threatened by the fire on 
January 10, 2007 (Mt Bold 
Fire)? 


Yes/No 
 


21 Which of the following best 
describes the property you live 
on? 


House on Residential Block 
Hobby Farm or Small Acreage 
House on Large Farm 
Other [specify] 


4a Where did you obtain this 
information? (following on 
from question 4, Have you 
received any information 
about bushfire safety during 
the past 12 months) 


[Options] 
Community or Neighbourhood 
meeting 
Mail or Letter box 
Internet or online 
Programs on TV 
Radio  
Newspaper 
Other 
[Answer] 
-Yes 
-No 
-Not Sure 


7 Over the last summer the 
south Australian country fire 
service provided information 
about bushfires and how to 
plan and prepare your 
property to residents in your 
area in a number of different 
ways. 
During the last summer, did 
you, or a member of your 
household, attend a meeting 
of any of the following? 


[Options] 
Community Fire Safe Group 
Bushfire Planning Workshop 
Fire Brigade Challenge Night 
Bushfire Blitz Meeting 
Community Hall Bushfire 
Awareness Meeting 
Other 
[Answer] 
-Yes I did 
-Yes , Someone else from 
household did 
-No one from household 
Attended 
-Not Sure 


9 During the last summer, did 
you see or hear any SA 
Country Fire Service bushfire 
safety advertisements on TV 
or Radio or received any 


Yes 
No  
Unsure 
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booklets or brochures in the 
letterbox about bushfire 
safety? 
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Abstract 
There is an increasing recognition by emergency services that the safety of the community during major bushfires 


depends on people having the capacity to protect themselves and their assets.  Householder self-reliance and 


capacity underpin the advice that people plan whether they will stay and defend or leave early.  A post-fire survey 


of people affected by the January 2005 bushfire on the Eyre Peninsula highlighted many issues related to 


developing greater self-reliance.  The descriptive study identified that the level of understanding of the risk, the 


preparation and how people responded were variable and often inadequate resulting in different configurations of 


vulnerability across sub-groups.  The paper contends that vulnerability reflects people’s reasoning and the choices 


they make in responding to the risk both prior to, and during the fire.  This reasoning is shaped by a complex array 


of factors operating at both the macro level of social and community structures and the micro level of individual 


psychology and experience that either enable or constrain particular choices.  Efforts to develop greater self-


reliance must be directed towards understanding the particular nature of the vulnerability and enabling different 


reasoning processes that lead people to make more appropriate decisions in response to risk. 


 


Keywords: wildfire, community safety, warnings, vulnerability, self-reliance 


 


Introduction 


In recent years major fires have taken a heavy toll on communities around Australia.  Recent inquires into major 


fires and reviews of fire prevention have addressed a common set of themes relating to community preparedness 


and response (Auditor General Victoria, 2003; Ellis, Kanowski, & Whelan, 2004; Esplin, Gill, & Enright, 2003; 


Mcleod, 2003).  Prominent amongst these issues has been the capacity of people to respond effectively, their 


actions during a fire and the role of warnings.  However, there are relatively few studies of communities affected 


by major bushfires that have described people’s preparedness and response to the fire.  The January 2005 bushfire 


on the Lower Eyre Peninsula of South Australia was one of the most destructive bushfires in South Australian 


history and it provided an opportunity to investigate community preparedness and response during a major fire.  


The objectives of the research were to provide a description of people’s preparedness and response and to identify 


factors that may influence the development of self-reliance. The study was one of several Bushfire Cooperative 


Research Centre projects undertaken to provide input to the inquiry by the South Australian State Coroner.  This 


paper presents a summary of findings detailed in the report provided to the coroner (Rhodes, 2005). 


  


Key Issues in Community Preparedness and Response 
There is a great deal people can do to improve their bushfire safety.  It is increasingly recognised that the safety of 


the community in major fires, in large part depends on the preparedness of householders and the community, and 


the capacity of people to respond appropriately during the fire.  The focus on community safety and risk 


management in Australian fire services over recent years reflects the growing emphasis on partnerships between 


agencies and communities and the importance of developing community capacity and householder self-reliance in 


order to deal with the threat of bushfires (Smith, Nicholson, & Collett, 1996).   


 


Given that in major bushfires, the fire service is unlikely to be able to provide adequate protection to every 


property, the safety of people and the protection of property depend largely on people’s decisions and actions, both 


prior to and during the event.  In relation to bushfires, the likelihood that people will have to fend for themselves 


for at least part of the time is reflected in advice to the community about how to deal with the bushfire risk.  


Extensive research demonstrates that well prepared and defended houses have a much greater chance of surviving a 


bushfire (Handmer & Tibbits, 2005).  Further, the most effective way to protect life is for people to either leave the 


area well before a fire arrives or to stay and defend a well-prepared house and shelter from radiant heat during the 


passage of the fire front (Krusel & Petris, 1992).  This research underpins Australian fire services’ advice to the 


public about what to do during a bushfire (AFAC, 2005).  Another major issue consistently identified in inquiries 


and highlighted again in reports on recent major fires, is the role and effectiveness of warnings.  The effectiveness 


of warnings is in part related to the level of preparedness of those receiving the warning in that better prepared 


households tend to be less reliant on official warnings (Boxelaar & Reinholtd, 2000; Drabek, 1999; Mileti & Peek, 


2000).  Although emergency services endeavour to provide information to the community, the reality of major fires 
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is that this is difficult and often people experience bushfires with limited information to guide their response.  Fire 


services stress the need for people to be aware of their local environment and to be proactive in obtaining 


information during a fire, again reflecting the importance of self-reliance. 


 


It is the contention of this paper that the logic of the fire service position is sound and well supported by research, 


but in reality large numbers of people living in bushfire prone areas are highly vulnerable and have limited capacity 


to deal effectively with a major bushfire.  A community of self-reliant and prepared households is a desirable but as 


yet unrealised goal.  The study of preparedness and response in the Eyre Peninsula bushfire dramatically illustrates 


the challenges faced by those who seek to promote greater community responsibility.  Further, the paper contends 


that vulnerability reflects the choices people make in responding to the risk both prior to, and during the fire.  This 


reasoning is shaped by a complex array of factors operating at both the macro level of social and community 


structures and the micro level of individual psychology and experience that either enable or constrain particular 


choices.  Efforts to develop greater self-reliance must be directed towards enabling different reasoning processes 


that lead people to make decisions that reduce vulnerability and enhance safety.   


 


10
th


 and 11
th


 January Bushfire on the Eyre Peninsula 
The Lower Eyre Peninsula is a relatively isolated and sparsely populated coastal region located at the southern 


section of the Eyre Peninsula.  The area is mostly flat or gently undulating with extensive agricultural activities of 


cereal cropping and grazing.  The area consists largely of grassland, crops with scattered areas of native scrub and 


forest, particularly on the hills.  Port Lincoln is a town of 14,000 people and provides a service and business centre 


for the region as well as being the centre for a large fishing and tourist industry.  There are several small townships 


along the coast and several small settlements and towns scattered through the farming district.  ABS 2001 Census 


data indicates that there are 300 dwellings in the fire-affected area with a population of 650 people, 448 aged 20 


years or older, with 52% male.  The bushfire on the Lower Eyre Peninsula was a severe fire event.  The peak 


grassland fire danger index was over 350 and the fire had an average rate of spread of 17 km/hr before the westerly 


wind change (Gould, 2005).  The fire burnt over 77,000ha. of grassland, stubble, shrubby woodland and forest 


fuels.  Nine people died and 93 homes were destroyed, numerous other buildings, vehicles and equipment and over 


46,000 stock were destroyed (Smith, 2005). 


 


Methodology 


The focus of the research was people’s preparedness and response to the fire, and the role of warnings and 


information.  The issues were investigated using a questionnaire administered by telephone to residents and owners 


of property in the fire-affected area over several weeks in May 2005.  The contact details were obtained from a 


database of households that had registered for assistance or were identified as being affected by the fire by various 


recovery agencies.   An attempt was made to contact all those on the database.  Of the 547 people on the database, 


336 households were successfully contacted and 288 completed the questionnaire (88% response).  The survey 


sought to obtain a response from one person per household.  The questionnaire was developed specifically for the 


study of the Eyre Peninsula bushfire, based on a number of post incident surveys of major bushfires by the author 


and colleagues (CFA, 2003; Odgers & Rhodes, 2002).  The questionnaire sought to investigate people’s response to 


the fire as well as perceptions, attitudes and actions prior to the fire. The questionnaire consisted of a structured 


interview schedule of questions with defined responses and a number of open-ended questions to which 


interviewers recorded summary statements.  These statements were coded for analysis. 


 


Key Findings 
The Protective Action Decision Model (Lindell & Perry, 1992) describes the decision making process in response 


to risk and a range of factors; situational, social context and individual characteristics, that influence the decision 


making process.  Although developed as a model of response to warning, a similar decision making process applies 


when people consider how to respond to risks in the environment.  This decision making involves risk 


identification, ‘does the threat exist?’; risk assessment, ‘is protection needed?; and risk reduction, ‘is protection 


feasible?’.  This model provides a useful framework through which to examine the preparedness and response of 


people affected by the Eyre Peninsula fire.  The following sections present key findings, firstly in relation to 


preparedness, followed by an examination of people’s response to the fire and the role of warnings. 


 


Recognition of the bushfire risk 


Approximately 34% of respondents indicated that they thought a bushfire was unlikely or very unlikely to occur in 


the area and over 51% reported that they thought the threat to life and property was low or very low.  Critical 


awareness of the risk reflects the level of concern about the risk as represented by the self-reported salience of the 
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issue of bushfires in people’s thoughts or conversations with others (Paton, 2003).  It might be expected that if 


people’s perception of the risk is high, they are likely to be concerned about the risk and hence report ‘thinking 


about’ or ‘talking with others’ about the issue.  However, about one in three who believed that the threat to life and 


property was high or very high, were still low in terms of their critical awareness of bushfire.  There was a strong 


tendency for people living in coastal areas, compared with those living in more rural and farming areas to believe a 


fire was unlikely, that it posed a less significant threat and to be less concerned generally about the risk of fire. 


 


Assessment of the risk prior to the fire 


In assessing whether people felt the need to take action, respondents were asked about perceived responsibility for 


dealing with the threat of fire at their property and their expectations of assistance from the fire service.  The 


majority (71%) felt they were ‘totally’ or ‘mostly responsible’ for dealing with the threat to their property.  


However, when assessing agency responsibility, 36% felt that the fire service or government was ‘totally’ or 


‘mostly responsible’ while 41% felt that the fire service or government were ‘somewhat responsible’.  Respondents 


were also asked whether, prior to the bushfire, they expected to receive assistance from the fire service to protect 


their house and property.  Nearly three-quarters of respondents (74%) strongly agreed or agreed that they expected 


such assistance.  Of those who were at their property, a smaller proportion (48%) expected to receive assistance 


during the fire.  Renters were much less likely to feel responsible for dealing with the threat of fire compared with 


those who owned the property and respondents in the 18-34 age groups also were more inclined to feel ‘not 


responsible at all’ or ‘only slightly responsible’ compared with older age groups.  People living on large farms and 


members of CFS were more likely to feel responsible for dealing with the threat. 


 


A significant minority of people in the area did not recognise the risk of bushfires in the area.  Even amongst those 


familiar with fire through their experience of using it as part of farm practice or from fighting fires, many appear to 


have underestimated the risk.  Those living in the more residential coastal areas in particular appeared to regard the 


risk of fire as low.  There was also a high level of expectation of assistance from the fire service if the fire occurred 


and amongst some sub-groups, there was a perception that the fire services and government had the greatest 


responsibility for dealing with the bushfire risk.  Such attitudes are likely to reduce the incentive to undertake 


preparation action.  Further, while the majority appear to have been concerned about the risk, in many cases this 


concern failed to translate to significant action to plan and prepare for the occurrence of a fire.   


 


Risk reduction prior to the fire 


If people recognise the risk and identify a need to take action, it is important to understand what actions they intend 


to take.  Approximately 60% of respondents indicated that they had made a firm decision or plan about what they 


would do if a fire occurred.  The responses are shown in table 1. 


 


Table 1: Intended protective action if a bushfire occurred 
Intended protective action (N=170) % 


Stay and try to protect property throughout the fire  51 


Do as much as possible to protect the property but leave if threatened by the fire   24 


Leave as soon as I know there is a fire and before it reaches the immediate area  16 


Wait and see what happens but leave if feel threatened by the fire    8 


Wait for emergency services to tell me what to do    1 


I would not be at home as I intend to leave on days of total fire ban    <1 


 


While just over half those who had made a decision intended to stay, a large minority indicated that they intended 


to take action that is contrary to the advice of the fire services, including those who intended to leave as soon as 


they knew of a fire in the area (16%), who would be likely to face significant danger if there was no warning. 


 


In terms of the actions people had taken to prepare their properties, most reported taking actions that were either 


relatively simple (e.g. clear gutters of leaves) or are commonly done for reasons other than fire protection.(have 


buckets and ladders available, or mow grass around house).  Measures that were more complex or specific to fire 


protection (e.g. cover gaps and vents, prepared protective clothing, have fire fighting hoses and pump) were less 


likely to be implemented and with a significant proportion (10-30%) of residents indicating that they would be 


unlikely to take such actions.  Although over half the respondents indicated they had made a firm decision or plan 


about what they would do if a bushfire occurred, very few had undertaken actions that might underpin such a plan, 


such as discussing it with all members of the household, considering how it might need to change in different 


situations, or having communicated the plan to others.   
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There were significant differences between respondents on large farms and those on small properties and in the 


coastal residential areas.  Those on farming properties were more likely to intend to stay and defend their property 


and were more likely to have taken more preparation measures, including those specific to bushfire protection.  


However there were no significant differences in the extent of planning about what to do. 


 


There were quite widespread misconceptions about the value of staying to defend a house during a fire.  Nearly half 


(48%) of the respondents reported that ‘there is not much people can do to protect their property in a major fire’, 


and 42% believed that ‘staying during a fire puts life at risk’.  However 86% believed ‘staying could increase the 


chance of house survival’ and 87% recognised that ‘houses can provide protection during a fire’.  Some of these 


expectations about the outcomes of various actions appear contradictory, highlighting the complexity of people’s 


decision making.  The differences in these attitudes between sub-groups were not significant, although there was a 


tendency for people living in residential settings to be less inclined to recognise that staying was a safe option.    


 


Recognition of the heightened bushfire risk – 10/11 January, 2005 


Most people (87%) reported that they knew there had been a fire in the general area on 10 January.  Of those who 


knew of the fire (N=240), the majority (39%) had seen smoke, 27% knew about the fire from friends, family or 


neighbours, 19% had heard a media announcement, and 13% knew about the fire through the local brigade.  


Despite the widespread knowledge of the fire the level of concern was varied.  A small number (6%) reported they 


‘didn’t think about the fire’ whereas 21% ‘thought it might spread but would not affect them’, while the largest 


group (48%) thought ‘the fire was under control or would not spread’.  Only a quarter (25%) thought’ the fire could 


spread and affect their property’.  Most people (78%) were also aware that 11 January was a total fire ban day 


(TFB).  By mid morning the fire had started to spread rapidly.  More than half the respondents (54%) were away 


from their house and property.  Of these only 18% had left because of concern about the fire while another 13% 


were involved in fighting the fire.  Nearly half the respondents (45%) reported that they were away because they 


had gone to work or had other things to do on the day, and a further 9% were away for other reasons.  Despite the 


fire the previous day, the declaration of the TFB and the extreme weather conditions, a large proportion of 


respondents did not recognise that there was an increased risk and continued with their normal activities. 


 


Assessing the risk 


The failure of many people to anticipate the heightened risk and the lack of official warnings during the fire meant 


that many people did not become aware of the danger until the fire was very close.  Of those who were present at 


their property when the fire approached, 69% found out about the fire less than 30 minutes before it reached their 


property. The most common means of seeking information were listening to the radio and using mobile phones to 


contact family, neighbours and friends. However, only a minority 10-15% reported information during the fire, 


such as advice about what to do, where to go or road closures.   


 


The lack of recognition of the general bushfire risk meant that many were poorly attuned to the increased risk on 11 


January, and when the fire began to spread many people were going about their normal routines, unconcerned 


about or unaware of the danger.  The severity of the fire and the lack of warnings compounded the risk, with many 


people caught unawares or who found themselves in situations they had not anticipated resulting in many trying to 


flee from the fire, putting themselves at greater risk.  The lack of warning and information prevented any re-


assessment of the risk and what was required, forcing people to rely on inadequate preparation and planning.  Even 


many of those who had taken preparation measures and decided to stay to protect their property found their 


preparations inadequate to protect their assets. 


 


Response to the bushfire threat 


More than half (58%) of those away from their property attempted to return, but most were unsuccessful, being 


stopped at roadblocks or because of the severity of the fire.  A significant minority (42%) of those who intended to 


stay and protect their property were away from their property at the time of the fire and most were unable to return 


to enact their plan.  Similarly, the lack of warning of the fire meant that many people were unable to implement 


their intention to leave early.  Of those who left their property 81% estimated they left less than 30 minutes before 


the fire reached their property.   


 


Just under half (49%) of those who were at their property at the time of the fire stayed throughout the fire and 


another 12% stayed either because the fire did not reach the house or they were unable to leave.  Overall, 83% of 


those who indicated they intended to stay actually did stay throughout the fire.  People on larger farms were much 


more likely to stay than those on smaller acreage or residential blocks and those who had taken more preparation 
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measures were also more likely to stay and defend their property.  The amount of warning of the fire’s approach 


was strongly associated with staying; 91% of those who had more than 1 hour warning stayed, whereas only 53% 


of those who had less than 30 minutes stayed.  Many people who did stay experienced significant problems trying 


to protect their property, with nearly a quarter indicating that the lack of water supply significantly hindered their 


efforts.  However the severity of the fire, wind, smoke and ash and the danger posed by the fire were considered the 


main difficulty faced in trying to protect property.  Despite the difficulties there was a clear relationship between 


someone being present during the fire and the likelihood of the house surviving as shown in table 2. 


 


Table 2: House survival by someone being present 
 No one present 


(No. of houses) 


Someone present 


(No. of houses) 


Destroyed 21 8 


Survived 35 74 


Total 56 82 


 


Calculating the odds ratio from table 2 indicates that there was 5.6 fold greater chance of the house being destroyed 


if no-one was present.  There was also significantly less damage to houses where someone was present during the 


fire; however this pattern was not evident in relation to other buildings on the property.  Finally the importance of 


active defence was supported by residents’ own assessment of their efforts.  Sixty percent felt that their efforts and 


that of others prevented the house being destroyed and a further 14% felt someone being present reduced damage to 


the house.  Despite the severity of the fire and the widespread lack of preparedness, many people showed great 


courage and resilience to protect both life and property and did make a difference through their efforts.  However if 


there had been greater recognition and understanding of the risk, more extensive household planning and 


preparation, and more effective warnings, it is likely that the losses from the fire would have been significantly 


less. 


 


Discussion 
It is precisely in such severe events such as the Eyre Peninsula fire, when agency capacity and resources are 


overwhelmed, that the community needs to be self reliant.  Although the geophysical and social context of each fire 


is different, Eyre Peninsula is similar to many other rural areas where the risk of fire is present.  Different groups 


and individuals experience the bushfire risk differently because of the particular combination of macro and micro 


level factors that shape their reasoning in response to the risk.  Identification of these factors potentially provides an 


explanation of the patterns of response identified above.  One such pattern was that some farmers appeared to be 


better prepared and were more likely to stay and defend their property.  A consideration of the processes which 


may lead to this greater self-reliance provides an example of how macro and micro factors may operate to shape 


people’s reasoning and choices. 


 


(McGee & Russell, 2003) in a study of bushfire preparedness in rural Victoria noted that farmers and those who 


were longer term residents of the area were better informed about fire, better prepared and more integrated with the 


local fire brigade.  The present study supports such observations.  Farmers have good local knowledge of the 


environment and are experienced with fire through its use in their farming practice or in fighting frequent small 


outbreaks leading to a greater familiarity with fire.  Further, involvement in networks of fellow farmers and the 


local brigades creates a context where consideration of bushfires is more salient and may help to establish norms 


about how to deal with the bushfire risk.  Social capital may be an important factor influencing the choices people 


in this sub-group make.  A farm is also a family’s livelihood and often embodies a strong attachment to the local 


area, and as such provides both financial and emotional incentive to address the fire risk, reflecting both economic 


and cultural factors that may influence decisions.  At the individual level a person’s psychological make-up and 


their life history further shape their choices through mechanisms such as understanding the outcomes of particular 


actions and confidence in their ability to cope.  Such a set of contingent conditions predisposes a person to follow a 


particular reasoning pathway in response to the risk, but it is neither the only set of such conditions, nor guaranteed 


to bring about particular choices.  Other factors operate in a countervailing manner to maintain vulnerability.  The 


heaviest losses were experienced in the more rural areas where people not only lost houses but also other assets.  


Indeed for many their livelihood was destroyed.  People in these situations are more vulnerable simply because of 


the extent of the assets exposed to the fire.  Similarly, a lack of financial resources may prevent the implementation 


of protection measures, or because of household circumstances, there may be too few people available during the 


fire to adequately protect assets.  An analysis of the patterns of vulnerability and resilience of other social 


groupings would identify different macro and micro level factors and assist in explaining their response to the risk.   
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The reasoning pathway through identification of the risk, assessing options and deciding how to respond, both prior 


to and during a fire is influenced by a wide range of factors at both the macro level of social and community 


structures and the micro level of individual psychology, experience and circumstances.  The differing vulnerability 


of particular social groupings reflects how social structures create the conditions for particular reasoning and 


choices.  Other social structures, psychological processes and experiences further influence choices at the 


household and individual level. Understanding how the complex array of factors operates for different groups and 


individuals to generate particular configurations of vulnerability also provides the key to identifying countervailing 


mechanisms that can generate alternative reasoning pathways that lead to greater self reliance and capacity to deal 


effectively with the bushfire risk. 
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Chapter 13


What should community safety initiatives for 
bushfire achieve?
Gerald Elsworth, Karl Anthony-Harvey-Beavis and Alan Rhodes


Chapter summary
Programs to increase community preparedness and self-reliance are an increasing feature of risk 
management for bushfi re in Australia. As part of the developing community safety approach, 
these programs represent a signifi cant shift in emergency management thinking. Yet at present 
there is little understanding of how effective the programs are, for which communities and in 
what particular settings they work best, or how desired outcomes are generated.


Structured concept-mapping was used in 11 workshops across fi ve Australian states to 
identify clusters of ideas that describe the changes or improvements community members and 
fi re agency personnel believe are needed to make households and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfi re. Synthesis of the individual workshop results yielded 14 general concepts which provided 
the basis for a program logic model and program theory for community safety initiatives. The 
logic model represents the concepts as a hierarchy of desired outcomes across a three-level view 
of the context within which these initiatives are developed and implemented. Concepts were also 
joined by linking phrases to yield a more elaborated program theory for community safety.


The results revealed how detailed and complex the notion of community safety was for our 
agency and community participants. Individual and household-level outcomes were seen to be 
underpinned and supported by a network of principles, processes and outcomes operating at the 
community/agency and policy/organisational levels. We argue that, to be successful, programs 
and policies that aim to achieve bushfi re self-reliance and preparedness for individuals and 
households must take into account these intermediate and higher-level contextual factors that 
defi ne the idea of community safety.


Insightful program design and evaluation are necessary to address a central challenge of the 
community safety approach – the need to develop and maintain a consistent and coherent safety 
message while encouraging community self-reliance, empowerment and ownership.


Introduction
In recent years major bushfi res have taken a heavy toll on communities around Australia. Inquiries 
into these fi res and recent reviews of fi re prevention have addressed a common set of themes 
relating to improved community safety. Agencies across Australia have generally recognised that 
when a major bushfi re occurs they do not have the resources to defend every home that may 
be in danger. In the past decade or so emergency management organisations have increasingly 
acknowledged that reducing the risk from natural hazards such as fi re will be aided by the level 
of community preparedness and the ability of residents to respond effectively. Many emergency 
management organisations, including fi re services, have adopted a risk management approach 
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with a greater emphasis on prevention, mitigation and community preparedness (Smith et al. 
1996). In the US, a shift in emphasis towards building partnerships with diverse communities 
was explicitly advocated by presenters at a national symposium of risk management practitioners 
and researchers in 1994 (Chess et al. 1995).


This shift in thinking from response to preparedness can be seen as a particular example of 
a more general policy transformation in service fi elds such as emergency management, criminal 
justice and public health towards what has been characterised as the ‘community safety paradigm’ 
(community safety approach). Defi ning characteristics include the general theme of protecting 
those at risk, securing sustainable reductions in the source of the danger and the fear of it, and 
an approach based on multi-agency and community partnerships (Squires 1997). Community-
level engagement, responsibility and empowerment are also emphasised, and community groups 
are encouraged to take co-ordinated action in their own localities in association with statutory 
agencies and the voluntary sector.


The community safety paradigm represents a critical transformation from the approaches 
characterised as relying principally on the ‘professionalisation of risk’ and the consequent vest-
ing of ‘accountability for community safety with a professional bureaucracy’ (Barnes 2002). 
Professionalised and expert-centred approaches include, for example, the full range of paradigms 
for emergency management outlined by McEntire et al. (2002). Extending from ‘comprehensive 
emergency management’ advocated by the US National Governors Association in 1979 through 
to the ‘comprehensive vulnerability management’ conception, all approaches to reducing the 
risk from hazards described by McEntire et al. seemingly emphasise top-down decision-making, 
deployment of professional expertise, and agency responsibility and control. In contrast, a central 
component of the community safety approach is active engagement with and empowerment 
of the community to investigate its own risks and develop its own solutions. In this sense the 
community safety approach in emergency management parallels the approach in public health 
that aims to realise the ideals of community empowerment and ownership of problems and 
possible solutions in the context of national, state and local government planning and provision 
of professional services (Laverack & Labonte 2000).


Refl ecting this new approach to the management of bushfi re risk in Australia, a safe community 
has been defi ned as ‘locally organised and resourced, well-informed about local risks, proactive 
in prevention, risk-averse, motivated and able to manage the majority of local issues through 
effective planning and action’ (Hodges 1999). The notion of community self-reliance is often 
cited. Increasingly, organisations are seeking ways to engage more effectively with communities 
to promote greater understanding by providing information, but also to increase community 
involvement through consultation and enabling communities to share in decision-making. Fire 
services and land management agencies now frequently advocate the importance of partnerships 
with other organisations, and with the community, to achieve common goals.


At present, however, there is little understanding of the effectiveness of the community safety 
approach to natural hazards and the specifi c programs designed to enhance it. If, indeed, the 
approach is effective it is also important to know for which households and communities and in 
what particular settings the programs work best, and how. This chapter describes an initial step 
in the development of a comprehensive framework and methodology for evaluating the broad 
range of community safety policy and programs from a theory and evidence-based perspective 
(Pawson & Tilley 1997; Pawson 2006). We describe how a workshop technique called structured 
concept-mapping was used to generate ideas about the wide range of outcomes that might result 
from the community safety approach to bushfi re, and how these outcomes were arranged into a 
program theory about the ways in which the community safety approach might work.
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Program logic models and program theories


Program logic models and program theories increasingly form the basis for 
designing program evaluations in diverse service fi elds. Typically, a program 
logic model is defi ned as ‘a picture of how your organisation does its work 
– the theory and assumptions underlying the program. A program logic 
model links outcomes (both short- and long-term) with program activities/
processes and the theoretical assumptions/principles of the program’ (W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation 2004).


The idea of a logic model grew out of an early recognition in the evaluation and public 
health literature that a program could be represented by an ordered series of objectives, from 
the idealised (long-term) objective to lower-level administrative tasks and their immediate 
products (Suchman 1967). From this perspective, program evaluation was seen as a process that 
worked up the hierarchy of objectives, determining whether each, in sequence, had been met. An 
evaluation of the entire program was accomplished by addressing the fi nal long-term objective. 
Program logic models of this form are often represented as a diagram in which boxes in a linear 
sequence representing the hierarchy of objectives (or anticipated program outcomes) are linked 
by single-directional arrows.


More recently, it has been proposed that a program itself is a theory of social change and that, 
in addition to establishing that a hierarchy of desired outcomes has been achieved, an evaluation 
should seek understanding about the way a program operates to bring about these outcomes. 
Thus a program theory might be seen as an elaborated logic model with ideas about the strategies 
and underlying causal processes through which a program generates its outcomes, together with 
the contexts that best facilitate their operation. From this viewpoint, developing a theory of how 
the program is expected to operate is a necessary fi rst step in any program evaluation:


Social programmes are theories incarnate … Programmes are only as good 
as the theories built in to them. Programme evaluations comprise tests of 
programme theories. The theories that constitute programmes are, however, 
often unstated … Before programme evaluation is possible, therefore, it is 
necessary to bring these theories to the surface and to articulate them (Tilley 
2004).


One general way to surface and articulate (reconstruct) program theories is to select from 
a variety of approaches to generating mental models or cognitive maps of program processes 
and outcomes working with program staff and/or recipients (Leeuw 2003). Rhodes and Gilbert 
(Ch. 12 this volume) describe how structured workshops and individual interviews can be used to 
develop mental models and program theories of existing or planned community safety programs. 
A small number of recent studies discuss the possible use of structured concept-mapping (see 
below) as another source of mental models. For example, Yampolskaya et al. (2004) gave an 
extensive account of the method used in generating a program logic model from a concept map 
in their study of a (US) state-wide community-based agency providing mental health services 
for children with multiple needs. They described an iterative three-step process:


•  the evaluation team fi lled out a pro forma logic model diagram using the results of a 
structured concept-mapping workshop with program staff


•  this model diagram was reviewed in a discussion with the staff and minor modifi cations 
were made


•  the evaluation team undertook a fi nal review and the result was checked with program 
staff.
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A central element of the resulting logic model was a set of four categories of service and lists 
of associated activities that were directly based on the results of the brainstorming and clustering 
activities conducted in the concept-mapping workshop.


One evident strength of the mental models approach to program logic development, shown 
in the Yampolskavo et al. study, is that the activities and implicit theories of practitioners are 
a potentially rich source of ideas and hypotheses about program processes and the ways these 
might usefully be classifi ed and linked. As the present study yielded multiple concept maps that 
were subsequently consolidated into a single list of constructs by the project team, an approach to 
program logic development was evolved that did not (at this stage) necessitate further work with 
the community and agency groups that provided the initial concept-mapping data. Additionally, 
an attempt was made to represent the nature of the causal processes implicit in the arrows 
linking the concepts in the logic model by seeking to identify the most appropriate linking word 
(or phrase) for selected pairs of concepts. In this way we were able to move beyond a simple 
hierarchy of objectives logic model towards a more elaborated program theory. Linking words 
are a critical feature of the freehand concept maps generated in one-on-one interviews with 
school students, for example, to reveal individual understandings of complex concepts (Novak 
& Gowin 1984) but they appear to be rarely used in program logic models in the evaluation 
literature. For a very interesting example, see McClintock (1990).


Structured concept-mapping
The term ‘concept-mapping’ can be applied to any process that results in a diagrammatic 
representation of the way an individual or group thinks about the content and relationships 
associated with a specifi c object, idea or issue. The method of structured concept-mapping used 
for the current research is based on the work of William M.K. Trochim and was assisted by 
Trochim’s computer program, the Concept System. This methodology is particularly suited to 
work with groups of participants developing a conceptual framework as a guide for program 
planning and/or evaluation.1


Fire agency personnel and community members who were part of local bushfi re safety groups 
took part in 11 concept-mapping workshops. Table 13.1 shows the location and the nature and 
number of participants in each group.


At the start of the workshop, participants were asked to brainstorm ideas in response to the 
statement:


Thinking as broadly as possible, generate statements that describe specifi c 
changes or improvements you think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfi res.


The brainstormed statements were printed onto individual paper slips and returned to 
participants, who were asked to sort them any way they chose into piles that ‘made sense to 
you’. Participants were also asked to rate each statement on two fi ve-point scales according 


Table 13.1 Distribution of participants across the 11 concept-mapping workshops


State Community group Bushfire agency


New South Wales 2 workshops: 6 or 7 participants 2 workshops: 5 or 6 participants


South Australia 1 workshop: 10 participants 1 workshop: 12 participants


Tasmania 1 workshop: 8 participants 1 workshop: 7 participants


Victoria 1 workshop: 10 participants 1 workshop: 9 participants


Western Australia – 1 workshop: 6 participants
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to the importance of achieving the change or improvement and the perceived diffi culty in 
implementing it.


During a break in workshop proceedings, statistical analysis of the results of the sorting was 
conducted. This analysis mapped the statements onto a two-dimensional array (the point map) 
– each statement was represented as a single point and points that were closer together were 
perceived by the group as closer in meaning. Clusters of statements similar in meaning were 
then identifi ed statistically (the cluster map). The resulting number of clusters was typically 
about one-fi fth the number of statements. Participants were given copies of the point map and 
the cluster map, as well as a list showing the statements that made up each cluster. As a group, 
they then named each cluster, suggested any alterations they felt would be appropriate, and 
were encouraged to add their interpretations to the map and to note anything that they felt was 
missing from the fi nal representation.


In order to achieve a more precise representation of the workshop results than that available 
from the Concept System program, data were re-analysed using more specialised computer 
software (Clustan Graphics: Wishart 2004). The Clustan Graphics analysis resulted in a three-
dimensional cluster map for each workshop. Each member of the research team independently 
examined all the cluster maps, naming both the dimensions and the clusters. A consensus on the 
best representation of the results of each workshop was reached in a series of group meetings 
after the individual work.


A fi nal meeting of the research team achieved a synthesis of the concepts developed in 
the workshops. Cluster names were written on sheets of paper and displayed on the meeting-
room walls. The group started by pairing the cluster names that were most similar in meaning, 
justifying each pairing as it was suggested, and referring back to the detailed content of the 
clusters where necessary. After a small number of pairs was established the group worked in 
a hierarchical fashion, adding cluster names to established pairs or forming a new pair where 
appropriate. When all individual cluster names had been included in a synthesised group, each 
was named and a fi nal revision was undertaken.


Results
Table 13.2 shows a typical list of concepts developed by one of the community groups and Figure 
13.1 shows a cluster map from the same workshop generated by the Concept System program 
with additions made by the group during subsequent discussion. Seven clusters of statements 
were identifi ed and named by participants. The group subsequently identifi ed two broad regions 
of their concept map (Education, information and advice; Preparation of your household and 
neighbouring households), suggested that Clusters 5, 7 and 6 were causally related to Clusters 
2, 3 and 4, and noted that the workshop process had not suggested any specifi c implementation 
strategies that might be used to achieve the outcomes identifi ed in the map.


Table 13.2 A typical list of statements generated by a workshop group


  1 Effective communication at times of a fire or a high fire risk (e.g. radio)


  2 Local groups that can check individual household preparation and encourage proper 
preparation (e.g. at a street level)


  3 Local resource people who can provide advice to others on practical things they can do to be 
better prepared


  4 Community are educated to understand the benefits of being fire-safe


  5 People understand the impact that not being fire-safe can have on them and the community


  6 People at local (e.g. street) level receive advice and support from fire services about how to 
make their properties as safe as possible
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  7 People need to be clear about whether they will ‘stay or go’ based on a realistic 
understanding of their own circumstances and capacity


  8 People are provided with clear information about things they need to consider in deciding to 
stay or go


  9 Households have appropriate fire and evacuation plans


10 Households that have decided to stay need a readily available list of things they need to do 
in case of a fire


11 People need to know safe places to go to in case they need to evacuate


12 People need to see how quickly things they do wrong can lead to devastating results 
(e.g. through graphic television ads)


13 People need to understand the circumstances under which they can be directed to leave 
their property and by whom


14 People have an independent water supply and means of pumping water if there is a power 
failure


15 People clear rubbish and leaves etc. from their property


16 Where guidelines are issued to households, they need to be appropriately specific about 
exactly what they need to do (e.g. pumps)


17 People should be able to get an assessment of their property and situation, and get 
recommendations specific to them


18 Councils provide information about importance of cleaning up when they inform residents of 
their collection services


19 Local brigades and planning bodies can help residents access the tradespeople and services 
they need in order to be properly prepared (a one-stop-shop)


20 There needs to be a register of people with special needs in case of a fire (e.g. elderly, 
disabled)


21 Residents know about people with special needs in their street/locality (e.g. elderly, disabled)


22 Adequate fuel reduction in all properties in a street


23 People know about the rural fire service website and are able to use it (and the website is 
kept active and up-to-date)


24 Communication during a crisis needs to be less haphazard and more locally precise 
(e.g. using local radio)


25 Need to have efficient ways for communities to provide information about fire behaviour to 
the fire services


26 Better two-way communication during a fire


27 In the case of a fire residents need to feel that lines of communication within the fire services 
are effective (and not blocked by internal squabbles)


28 Need means of contacting owners of holiday properties to notify them of needs regarding 
clean-up and preparation


29 People are provided with education in their own setting (e.g. street meetings)


30 Better understanding of what neighbours have for fighting fires


31 People maintain all the equipment that they need for fire protection


32 People maintain all the equipment that they need for fire protection


33 Agencies provide positive education (benefits of being fire-safe) rather than negative 
education (don’t do this)


34 Information/education needs to focus on practical issues that people may not know


Table 13.2 continued
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Reanalysis of the card-sort results for this particular workshop using Clustan Graphics also 
yielded seven clusters but suggested a slightly different grouping, with a new cluster involving 
residents with special needs. As well, two clusters relating to educational activities (5 and 7, 
Fig. 13.1) essentially merged into one named ‘Community education to improve individuals’ 
understanding and knowledge’. This process of reanalysis and comparison with the original 
cluster solution was followed for all workshops.


Synthesis of the results from the 11 workshops yielded 14 general concepts. Twelve were 
derived from the results of both community and agency workshops, two were derived from 
community workshops only and one from agency workshops only. Thirteen of the 14 general 
concepts were derived from the results of more than one workshop. The 14 concepts together 
with a summary of their content are listed in Table 13.3.


The ratings of ‘importance’ and ‘diffi culty’ that each participant assigned to each statement 


Education/advice
in your setting
(specific to your
very local 
circumstances)


Specific information 
and advice – practicalHousehold preparation


(for a group of households)


Knowing your
neighbourhood (register, 
know neighbours’
circumstances)


Preparation of your 
household and 
neighbouring households


Education, information 
and advice


Missing
If agencies are doing 5, 6 and 7 in order to achieve 2, 3 and 4, what are the specific implementation strategies,
e.g. item 19, street mailings, enforcement, inspections etc?  


Household plan/strategies
(whether they stay or go)


Communication in a
fire crisis


Broader education,
including media


7
10


2


6
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16


11 .8


20
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.31
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Figure 13.1 Cluster map generated during a concept-mapping workshop with a community group.


Table 13.3 A general logic model for bushfi re safety programs


Concept
number


Concept name Concept description


  1 Agency/community 
interaction


The flow of information between agencies and the public, 
before an incident occurs, with the aim of increasing 
resident awareness of the risks posed by bushfire as well as 
encouraging preparation to mitigate those risks


  2 Household/
neighbourhood planning 
and preparation


The formulation of a plan that outlines an appropriate 
response to a bushfire and preparation that enables the 
chosen plan to be implemented


  3 Deciding and planning 
for ‘stay or go’


Understanding the issues surrounding the ‘stay or go’ 
message as well as making decisions about what 
individuals or households will do when threatened by 
bushfire, based on accurate information


  4 Use of incentives to 
achieve preparedness


The use of incentives to encourage preparedness or, 
conversely, the use of penalties to discourage inappropriate 
or risky behaviour


  5 Understanding/
application of regulations 
for bushfire safety


The need for appropriate legislation to be in place and
enforced as well as ensuring community members and local 
governments understand why those laws are necessary
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their workshop generated were averaged within each relevant concept. Scatterplots of these 
average ratings for the community and agency workshops separately are shown in Figure 
13.2. There are notable similarities but also some marked differences in the ratings of the two 
groups of workshop participants. Concepts rated as having above-average importance in either 
group are located in the two upper quadrants in the plots in Figure 13.2. Concepts in the upper 
left quadrant are those accorded lower-than-average diffi culty ratings. These concepts might 
be thought of as representing areas of action where more immediate achievements might be 
possible, while those located in the upper right quadrant might be regarded as requiring more 
detailed and longer-term planning.


Both groups appeared to view the concept named ‘greater community ownership and 
responsibility for bushfi re safety’ as the most necessary change. The workshops with agency 
personnel also viewed elements of the concept ‘individuals/community have a realistic un-
derstanding of risk’ as highly important, but rather more diffi cult to achieve. In contrast, the 
community workshops accorded understanding of risk relatively low importance. The agency 


  6 Policy framework for 
agency and 
organisational roles


Ensuring that fire agencies implement appropriate policies 
and procedures to support community safety initiatives


  7 Principles underpinning 
program development 
and adult learning


The importance of creating an environment conducive to 
effective learning by adults


  8 Individuals/community 
have a realistic 
understanding of risk


The focus of the statements in this cluster is on the 
importance of community members understanding the 
range of factors that influence risk


  9 Appropriate information/
education activities


The provision of education to a range of groups using a 
number of different methods


10 Greater community 
ownership and 
responsibility for 
bushfire safety


The statements in this cluster are about community 
members taking increased responsibility for their own 
safety, planning for themselves and the communities they 
belong to


11 Agency/inter-agency 
responsibilities and 
co-ordination


Researchers identified two related yet distinct concepts. 
The first relates to agency responsibilities for the 
community. The second relates to the intra-agency 
relationship between the operational branches of an 
agency and those concerned with community safety 
initiatives


12 Effective communication 
of information during 
bushfire


Most statements are concerned with the way in which fire 
agencies deliver information to community members during 
a bushfire. Another element expressed in cluster 12 is that, 
to improve community safety, there must be systems that 
enable community members to communicate information 
to fire agencies, making use of local knowledge


13 Neighbourhood and 
community networks and 
partnerships


Most people belong in some way to community networks. 
These networks influence the capacity of communities to 
self-organise and to work effectively with fire agencies and 
other authorities. The networks also influence community 
resilience and sustainability of community safety efforts


14 Community and agency 
responsibilities to address 
specific needs


Statements are related to very specific local issues, offering 
practical solutions to identified problems


Table 13.2 continued
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workshops also rated elements of the concepts ‘household/neighbourhood planning and 
preparation’ and ‘neighbourhood and community networks and partnerships’ as relatively 
important. ‘Household/neighbourhood planning and preparation’ was rated quite difficult 
to achieve. In comparison, the community workshops rated elements of the concepts ‘policy 
framework for agency and organisational roles’ and ‘agency/community interaction’ of high 
importance. The community workshops saw a ‘policy framework for agency and organisational 
roles’ as particularly difficult to achieve. Interestingly, agency groups did not appear to place 
a high level of importance on the concept ‘deciding and planning for “stay or go”’ while, on 
average, the community groups ranked this cluster of ideas fifth in importance.


Other concepts accorded above-average importance by the agency workshops were ‘appropriate 
information/education activities’ and ‘principles underpinning program development and 
adult learning’. This appears to indicate a specific agency concern with the tasks involved in the 
planning and delivery of community safety programs.


An important feature of the 14 generic community safety concept clusters that became evident 
during their synthesis from the results of the individual workshops was that the concepts extended 
across at least three levels of desired change: individual and household; locality, community 
and local bushfire agency; and central agency and policy institution. These three levels, together 
with the time-ordered elements of an extended program logic model (context, strategies and 
outputs, short-term to longer-term outcomes) were used to form a two-dimensional matrix and 
the 14 generic concepts were sorted into the matrix cells. Next, pairs of concepts that potentially 
represented strong immediate (and more distant) causal links were selected (the causal arrows 
added by some of the workshop groups to their concept map were a useful guide). Searching 
the content of the statements that were encompassed by the two generic concepts for which the 
link was hypothesised then suggested possible linking words or phrases that best represented 
the nature of the causal relationship. The precise meaning of the linking words was checked 
against the definitions and synonyms provided by the on-line lexical reference system WordNet 
(Fellbaum 1998). If necessary, the most appropriate synonym provided by this system was chosen 
to represent the link. Finally, all members of the project team reviewed the resulting logic model 
(Fig. 13.3).


Figure 13.2 Average importance and difficulty ratings of the 14 community safety concepts.
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Implications for community safety program planning 
and evaluation
Fourteen generic clusters of desired outcomes resulted from the synthesis of 11 concept maps 
created during workshops held with bushfi re agency personnel and community groups. Mapping 
the clusters across three organisational levels and arranging them into a provisional causal 
sequence with linking words and phrases provided the outline of a general program theory 
model that clearly refl ects the community safety perspective on bushfi re. In interpreting these 
results, it is important to appreciate that the 14 concepts are the product of a structured process 
that elicited then combined the ideas of 86 agency personnel and community members from fi ve 
Australian states. All participants, in different ways, were closely engaged in promoting bushfi re 
community safety.


At present, the project team is working on the application of a theory-based approach to 
evaluating community safety for bushfi re in relation to fi ve broad kinds of initiative:


•  community education programs


Figure 13.3 A general logic model for bushfire safety programs.


Figure 13.4 A more specific logic model for bushfire community education programs.
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•  community development programs that might utilise, or seek to develop, existing 
community infrastructure and strengths


•  media-based community safety campaigns
•  regulatory initiatives, frequently requiring inter-agency partnerships
•  more specifi c initiatives for people with special needs.
A generic program theory model such as that shown in Figure 13.3 can be used as a starting-


point for more detailed theories that might underpin each of these types of initiative.
Figure 13.4, for example, shows a portion of the generic model that might usefully form a 


starting-point in the development of a theory of community education programs for bushfi re. 
Using the language developed by Tilley (2004) to distinguish the intended (STD – ‘supposed 
to do’) from the alternative, possibly unintended (OAD – ‘otherwise/also does’) causal chains 
activated, the STD pathway for a community education program might be represented by 
the following links: ‘principles underpinning program development and adult learning’ and 
a ‘policy framework for agency and organisational roles’ together inform the development 
of ‘appropriate education/information activities’ which, in turn, help individuals achieve ‘a 
realistic understanding of risk’. Realistic risk understanding subsequently activates ‘deciding 
and planning for stay or go’ which in turn activates ‘household/neighbourhood planning and 
preparation’, fi nally bringing about ‘enhanced community safety from bushfi re’, the idealised 
long-term objective of the community safety approach. Use of the linking term ‘activate’ later 
in the list suggests that risk understanding and deciding and planning for ‘stay or go’ might be 
critical causal processes in the success of community education programs.


Possible OAD pathways can also be identifi ed. For example, another result of the provision 
of ‘appropriate education/information activities’ might be that individual participants achieve 
better ‘understanding/application of regulations for bushfi re safety’ which may, in turn, activate 
‘household/neighbourhood planning and preparation’ leading to enhanced bushfi re safety. 
Finally, while the (mostly) one-way arrows in Figure 13.4 suggest simple linear chains of 
activities and outcomes, it is important to acknowledge that a fully developed theoretical model 
for community safety approaches would almost certainly involve a dynamic system with many 
feedback loops. For example, while the concept ‘neighbourhood and community networks and 
partnerships’ is represented as a predetermining context factor in Figure 13.4, active involvement 
by residents in extended community education activities may also strengthen these networks 
and partnerships, leading to further positive community safety outcomes for that locality.


When asked to rate the ‘importance’ of achieving the specifi c outcomes identifi ed in their 
workshop, participants valued changes at all levels across the spectrum of individuals and 
households in localities vulnerable to fi re; their communities and local organisations; and 
central agency and government instrumentalities responsible for both bushfi re response and 
broad policy initiatives. Both agency and community participants, on average, gave their highest 
ratings to elements of the concept ‘greater community ownership and responsibility for bushfi re 
safety’. Thus, both groups emphasised the importance of a central idea of the community 
safety approach. Agency participants generally also highlighted achievement at the individual, 
household and community levels related to appropriate risk perception, planning, preparation 
and partnerships. Community groups valued changes in relevant agencies and organisations 
and their interface with the community. An exception was the relatively low level of importance 
accorded by agency workshops to the specifi c concept ‘deciding and planning for stay or go’.


The concept-mapping revealed the rich detail and complexity of the notion of community 
safety held by our agency and community participants. We believe that it is particularly important 
to appreciate that individual and household-level outcomes are underpinned and supported by a 
network of principles and processes operating at the community/agency and policy/organisational 
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levels (see Fig. 13.3). To be successful, programs and policies that aim to achieve individual and 
household level self-reliance and preparedness must take these intermediate and higher-level 
contextual factors that defi ne the idea of community safety into account. An ever-present and 
critical risk in focusing on the household level alone is that the problem becomes individualised 
and responsibility for action is shifted completely to householders and landowners.


The concept-mapping also revealed clear support for another central idea identifi ed with the 
community safety approach – the development of partnerships across the levels of householders, 
communities and agencies. Further, while the specifi c ‘stay and defend or leave early’ message 
does not appear to have been accorded high importance by the agency groups who participated 
in our workshops, the more general idea of householder and neighbourhood planning and 
preparation was clearly supported.


These results highlight a signifi cant challenge in implementing the community safety approach. 
From an agency perspective, it is clearly important that a consistent and coherent message of 
planning and preparation for bushfi re is disseminated to householders and communities. The 
community safety approach, however, entails acknowledgment that communities will adapt and 
perhaps re-invent this message both to fi t it to their own setting and to achieve ownership of it. 
While not denying the potential value of other approaches to community safety education, this 
analysis suggests that community education programs based on agency support of continuing 
bushfi re safety community groups should represent one potentially successful model for 
achieving both message consistency and community ownership. Current programs of this kind 
include the NSW Rural Fire Service’s Community FireWise groups, the Community FireSafe 
groups in South Australia, the Community Fireguard program in Victoria and the WA Bushfi re 
Ready Action Groups.


More generally, the results suggest there is an urgent need for communities and fi re agencies, 
working in partnership, to seek appropriate ways to bring about greater community engagement 
with and responsibility for bushfi re safety in particular localities. At the same time, expert 
professional support and guidance will still be necessary to devise safety messages and strategies 
that are supported by the best available evaluation and research evidence.
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socialresearchmethods.net/mapping/mapping.htm.


Bushfire Safety_FINAL.indd 150Bushfire Safety_FINAL.indd   150 11/1/08 12:30:38 PM11/1/08   12:30:38 PM


© CSIRO 2008
http://www.publish.csiro.au/pid/5819.htm












129


Chapter 12


Using program theory in evaluating bushfire 
community safety programs
Alan Rhodes and John Gilbert


Chapter summary
There is an ever-increasing need for evidenced-based practice in all aspects of emergency 
management, and bushfi re community safety programs are no exception. Over the past few 
years the value of programs that increase awareness and preparedness among communities in 
high bushfi re risk areas has risen dramatically. There is now a wide range of programs run by 
agencies across Australia and the evidence suggests these are diversifying and occurring in greater 
numbers each year. To date, information about whether these programs are really working has 
been largely anecdotal and success has quite often been determined by quantity, i.e. how many 
community meetings have been run, rather than a deeper understanding of how a program 
works and whether it is achieving its intended outcomes. The net result can be evaluations that 
only measure simple outputs rather than exploring more complex outcomes.


This chapter describes the use of a program theory approach to evaluating complex multi-
site programs, based around a workshop or interview methodology. The rationale behind the 
approach, the process of developing a program theory matrix and relevant case studies help to 
illustrate how it can be extremely worthwhile in determining what programs work, for whom and 
in what contexts. It provides a deeper understanding of what can be expected from a program, 
and more reliable information on which to base decisions about how best to allocate community 
safety resources for bushfi re.


Introduction
Programs are interventions intended to bring about change in a social condition or issue. Where 
there is an unmet need among a group of people, or another social problem that a community 
wants addressed, organisations often initiate programs that involve activities and the allocation 
of resources that are intended to address the need or ameliorate the problem.


In developing such programs, the question of whether the program will actually address the 
need or problem often receives less attention than a range of other personal, organisational and 
situational factors. There is a diverse range of circumstances that can infl uence the development 
of programs. For example, competition among organisations for funding and recognition, the 
enthusiasm of an individual overriding the planning and development of initiatives, or time 
and cost pressures. Programs can also become entrenched as ‘part of the way we do business’ 
and continue without appropriate review and revision to take account of new or emerging 
circumstances. The rapidly changing context in which organisations operate can also make it 
diffi cult to develop effective programs in response. If these circumstances alone drive program 
development, there is a risk that programs may be ineffective or unsustainable. However, 
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identifying these circumstances does not suggest they are illegitimate or should be ignored. On 
the contrary, they identify some of the competing demands on program developers.


In order for programs to address a need or problem, the various circumstances that can 
drive program development need to be reconciled with a sound understanding of what is likely 
to constitute an effective program. We need an approach that can guide program development 
and support effective and effi cient program management. Such an approach would help answer 
common evaluative questions:


•  What problem is being addressed or what need is being met by the program?
•  What is the program intended to achieve?
•  How does the program work?
•  Where and when does the program work most effectively?
•  How do we monitor the implementation and outcomes of the program?
•  How do we know whether the program will work in different situations?
The focus of program planning and development has often been on observable aspects such 


as the activities, resources, funding and practicalities of delivery with little attention to how the 
program actually works to achieve the intended outcomes. Lipsey and Pollard (1989) referred to 
this as the ‘black box’ model of a program, i.e. how the program works remains hidden. Without 
an explicit understanding of how a program is expected to work, it is likely to be diffi cult to 
determine whether it has worked, and if it hasn’t worked then why it didn’t work. Improving 
program delivery also becomes problematic if program processes are poorly understood or 
articulated. Similarly, without an understanding of how the program works it may be diffi cult 
to determine whether it can be transferred successfully to another location or meet the needs of 
a different group. Understanding how programs work, for whom and in what circumstances is 
critical to effective program development and management.


Program logic/program theory approach
An increasingly popular and useful approach to understanding programs is the use of program 
logic models and program theory (further discussed in Ch. 13 this volume). It is worth discussing 
the distinction between the two terms as it is vital to understanding how they can be used in 
conjunction as an effective evaluation tool. In essence, program logic is a simplifi ed picture of how 
the objectives of a program could be achieved through a series of outcomes. These are frequently 
put together in the form of a hierarchy of intended outcomes. The limitation of this is that while 
a program logic identifi es the anticipated or desired changes, it does not necessarily shed much 
light on how these changes will be brought about. A program theory is an extension of this 
program logic that helps to link intended outcomes of a program to the program activities and 
the underlying assumptions about how a program works. It helps to explain how the program 
elements are related and how they might work together to bring about the effects of a program. 
As such, developing a program logic can often be a natural fi rst step in the development of a 
more comprehensive evidenced-based program theory.


This approach was adopted by Funnell (1997; 2000), who devised a program logic matrix. 
It is also worth noting that similar logic model approaches were conceptualised by Campbell 
(2005) in the related emergency management fi eld of counter-terrorism and by ECONorthwest 
(2006) in a review of the National Fire Protection Agency Firewise Arcview program. In that 
review, a logic model was used to develop a framework for the Firewise Arcview program. It was 
developed through interviews with program staff, and described how the program was intended 
to work and the actual implementation of Firewise Arcview. The expected outcomes were largely 
substantiated in the results from a participant survey and in-depth interviews. Funnell’s matrix 
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works as an effective summary of a program theory and includes a hierarchy of outcomes as well 
as several corresponding columns that pose a series of questions:


•  What are the criteria of success for this outcome?
•  What program factors will determine success for this outcome?
•  What ‘non-program’ factors will infl uence success for this outcome?
•  What, specifi cally, is the program doing to address the success factors?
•  What performance information should be collected for this outcome?
•  How will this information be collected (e.g. what kinds of data)?
A modifi ed version of this program logic matrix, combining a hierarchy of intended outcomes 


with a program theory approach that highlights how the program is expected to achieve the 
outcomes and in what contexts (Pawson & Tilley 1997), was developed by Program C7 of the 
Bushfi re CRC to evaluate bushfi re community safety programs. The approach examines key 
components of the program including:


•  problem specifi cation – the actual ‘need’ to be addressed by the program
•  outcomes – the intended program outcomes as identifi ed through the initial program 


logic development
•  input/activities – the resources and components that make up the program
•  mechanisms – the ways in which the desired changes are brought about
•  context – the environment in which the program is implemented.


Processes to develop a program logic/program theory
There are several possible approaches to developing a program theory. The fi rst approach is to 
develop the theory from existing social science theories and from the results of fi eld studies and 
other investigations. The second method is to build a program theory from the knowledge and 
experience of those involved with the program, both practitioners and recipients of the program. 
Patton (1997) emphasised the value of this user-focused approach, arguing that it allows those 
involved in the program to test what they believe happens against what actually happens. In this 
way practitioners and program planners develop a greater understanding of how the program 
works. Chen (1990) noted that generating program theories from social science theories 
emphasises the value of objectivity, whereas the stakeholder approach emphasises responsiveness. 
The different methods could also be used together, combining existing theoretical knowledge in 
the social sciences, fi eldwork results and input from stakeholders.


This section outlines a workshop approach that involves stakeholders such as practitioners, 
program managers and participants developing a program theory, and hence refl ects a user-
focused approach. An alternative approach to obtaining user input can be through interviews 
with program practitioners. This approach can often be more time-consuming but may provide 
greater detail and clarity about a specifi c program. The program theory workshops and interviews 
have been used to develop several program theories as part of the Bushfi re CRC Program C7 
research agenda, working with fi re services in several states in Australia. These are presented later 
in the chapter to illustrate the uses of program theory in evaluation.


The workshop
The workshop involves 8–15 people with knowledge and experience of the program. One option 
is to involve a mix of practitioners, managers and participants to debate and negotiate the 
fi nal program theory. Alternatively, separate workshops could be conducted, each comprising 
representatives from only one group, enabling a comparison of different perspectives on the 
program.
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The workshop is a facilitated process using a combination of individual brainstorming and 
small- and whole-group discussion, supplemented with opportunities for refl ective writing on 
experiences of the program. The workshop progresses through a series of focus questions, 
collecting and discussing workshop participants’ ideas, discussing and negotiating these 
contributions to reach a consensus, or if necessary identifying points of difference. Typically the 
workshop takes four to six hours, with breaks. The contributions in the workshop are written 
up on A4 sheets and arranged on the wall to construct a matrix of the program elements as 
described below. The headings listed in Table 12.1 are used to make a series of columns on the 
wall so that the workshop discussion progressively populates the columns.


Finally, participants can be asked individually to identify examples of an aspect of the program 
which they believe to be a success, describe that example and suggest aspects of the example 
which they believe made it a success story. These are written on a template. These examples often 
provide very clear illustrations of context–mechanism–outcome confi gurations, in effect mini 
program theories that can be used to further elaborate the program theory.


Occasionally, contributions during the workshop raise issues, make suggestions or provide 
comment on the program but do not contribute directly to the question currently under 
discussion. These contributions are ‘parked’ on another wall then reviewed and discussed later. 
They often identify more contentious matters, suggest improvements or extend ideas on how 
the program works, and as such provide additional valuable input as well as ensuring that all 
contributions are recognised and recorded.


The matrix that is built up on the wall is reviewed and any fi nal comments are collected. 
This is transcribed along with the problem specifi cation and other data from the workshop and 
provided to participants as a record of the workshop outcomes. The data are then available for 
development of a more refi ned program theory by integrating them with the output of other 
workshops, program documentation, fi eldwork or social science theories, depending on the 
approach being adopted. The workshop provides a useful and effi cient method of gathering 
stakeholder input in the process of developing a program theory. Participants also benefi t from 
the experience by gaining greater insight into the program, hearing other perspectives and 
collectively developing a shared understanding of how the program works.


Table 12.1 Key components of the program examined in the matrix


Problem specification Identify what problem the program is intended to address, the 
key themes or components of the problem and the specific 
relationships involved


Intended program outcomes Participants develop a hierarchy of intended outcomes for the 
program, starting with the ultimate outcome and working 
backwards to identify and logically order the outcomes for each 
stage of the program


Activities and resources In small groups, participants identify relevant program activities 
and resources that are mobilised to achieve particular outcomes


Mechanisms In small groups, possible mechanisms are identified by asking 
participants to consider how each activity or resource might affect 
people’s thinking or actions


Program context The context in which the activities or resources are likely to lead 
to the intended outcomes are explored by asking participants to 
consider for whom, when and where the program works. 
Consideration is also given to the contexts in which the program 
is not leading to the intending outcomes and the possible 
explanation for this
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The interview approach
Interviews follow a very similar pattern to the workshops – specifying the problem, identifying 
the hierarchy of intended outcomes and populating the program theory matrix with information 
about the activities and resources, mechanisms and program context. However, the approach 
centres on a series of interviews with relevant key stakeholders in the program. These can be 
conducted on an individual or small-group basis. A rich level of detail can be obtained using 
this approach and it is extremely helpful to record and transcribe the discussions. Interviews 
also provide a greater level of anonymity, which can be useful if there are contentious issues to 
discuss.


Case studies
A program theory has many possible uses and the following case studies illustrate the application 
of the workshop approach and the different uses of the program theory developed in the process.


Community Fire Units (New South Wales Fire Brigades)
Community Fire Units is a well-established community based program conducted by the New 
South Wales Fire Brigades. The program is intended to provide a fi rst line of property protection 
by training and equipping residents in high bushfi re risk areas, predominantly in interface areas. 
Units receive a standard set of fi refi ghting equipment and are trained by local fi re crews in fi re 
behaviour, use of the equipment, and safety. If the local area is threatened, the unit is activated 
to protect houses until the arrival of the fi re brigade. Unit members then assist the fi re crew and 
deal with mopping-up operations, allowing full-time fi re crews to move to other areas.


In nearly ten years, over 300 groups have joined the program. Major fi res in recent years 
have given the program a high public profi le, with many groups being threatened by fi re and 
successfully defending homes. The program is widely regarded as successful and has expanded 
signifi cantly – more groups apply to join than can be accommodated in the program. Following 
the 2003 Canberra fi res, the program has been implemented in the Australian Capital Territory 
(see Ch. 3 this volume for a detailed description of CFUs).


Although the program is popular and seen as a success there is only anecdotal evidence about 
community perceptions of the program and in what situations it works best. In the context of 
rapid growth, high community demand and strong government support to expand the program, 
the program managers believed there was a need to review where it fi tted in the overall strategy of 
dealing with the interface bushfi re risk. A program theory-based approach was suggested as a way 
to help clarify how the program worked and in what circumstances. This understanding could 
assist both in planning further evaluation work and in developing a strategy for the future of the 
program (see Ch. 3 this volume for an alternative methodology but complementary discussion).


Workshops with unit members and local station staff were conducted in three locations 
north, south and west of Sydney. The workshops followed the process outlined above to produce 
a theory of how the program is supposed to operate. This section discusses the workshop’s 
results on two aspects of the program theory – the problem specifi cation and outcomes, and 
how the program enables particular mechanisms. The implications of these fi ndings for further 
evaluation and program planning are briefl y considered.


The workshops identifi ed several different dimensions of the perceived problem the CFU 
program is intended to address:


•  the risk to life and property from bushfi re
•  residents’ lack of awareness, understanding and capacity to deal with risk in bushfi re-


prone areas
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•  the fi re service’s inability to deal alone with the bushfi re threat during major fi res
•  the lack of community involvement in dealing with bushfi re risk.
The program seeks to achieve particular outcomes, and there was broad similarity in the 


outcomes identifi ed in the three workshops. The program outcomes can be considered in three 
broad phases – group formation, acquisition of fi refi ghting knowledge, skills and equipment, 
and groups maintaining the capacity to respond effectively. The program logic underpinning 
these intended outcomes appears to be that:


IF residents form local community groups THEN they develop a motivation 
and collective capacity and


IF group members are trained and equipped THEN they have the understanding 
and ability to deal with the threat and


IF groups deal effectively with a fi re threat to their homes THEN they can 
support fi re brigade crews and release these resources for other activities


RESULTING in reduced losses and impact and a safer community.


Having clarifi ed the outcomes and the underpinning program logic, the workshops then 
identifi ed the program activities, possible mechanisms and contexts in which the activities are 
more likely to lead to the outcomes. The full program theory is being developed, however, some 
initial considerations are briefl y outlined. They suggest some of the ways in which a program 
theory approach can assist with evaluation and planning.


The program involves processes operating across several different levels, from individuals 
and households, to local neighbourhoods and stations, to the level of organisations, government 
and wider social pressures and trends. Achieving program outcomes depends on the activation 
of particular mechanisms in particular phases of the program. For example, if a group is self-
initiated its formation is seen to arise through two processes: individual concern about the threat 
generated either through the occurrence of fi res locally or major fi res elsewhere, or through 
long-standing concern about local issues such as access. However, it is also suggested that these 
concerns need to fi nd common expression among neighbours, in a context where there is 
interaction, a sense of belonging and community spirit. It is also critical that there be a local 
champion who can bring people together, and people who are willing to commit time to the 
program.


Mechanisms at the level of individual psychology, such as fear and anxiety about a risk, 
connect with mechanisms of social interaction at the neighbourhood level to enable a collective 
response through the formation of the group. This represents a context–mechanism–outcome 
confi guration that provides a possible explanation of group formation. It suggests links to 
notions of social capital, with the implication that in communities where there are weaker 
associational networks, groups may be less likely to form, leaving households more dependent 
on fi re brigades for protection (Pope 2006). In terms of program planning, this explanation 
suggests that different approaches may be required in different areas and measures of social 
capital may provide useful indicators of where groups are more likely to form.


A second example concerns the second phase of program outcomes, in which groups acquire 
knowledge, skills and equipment. The core of the CFU program is training sessions delivered 
by local fi re crews. Several key mechanisms were identifi ed such as self-confi dence, trust and 
empowerment that enabled people to engage with the training and successfully acquire the 
skills. These mechanisms were considered more likely to be activated where there was a positive 
relationship between the fi re crews and the local community, where the same personnel trained 
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the group rather than different crews on each occasion, where the fi re crew had credibility and 
demonstrated commitment to the program, and where the sessions provided hands-on practice 
and participants received positive feedback during the training. A clear context–mechanism–
outcome confi guration is evident in this phase of the program, where the importance of 
community brigade interaction and training approaches based on principles of adult learning 
are essential.


A number of the issues identifi ed in the workshops related to brigade–community relations 
and the role of fi refi ghters in the training, and suggest that the program theory as it is supposed 
to operate is not always evident. Given that knowledge and skills to use the equipment is central 
to the logic of the program outcomes, anything that reduces the effectiveness of this skills 
transfer is likely to reduce the program’s effectiveness. There were signifi cant differences in the 
program approach and implementation between different regions which appeared to affect the 
nature and extent of brigade–community interaction, and hence potentially the effectiveness 
of the training. Similarly, some fi refi ghters were considered to be highly enthusiastic about the 
program whereas others were seen to be only fulfi lling their duties or showed less expertise in 
delivering the training.


This brief analysis suggests the benefi ts of further empirical studies to investigate the extent 
to which the training refl ects adult learning principles, the role of organisational arrangements 
that differ from region to region and their effect on brigade–community interaction and the 
delivery of training.


Street FireWise Evaluation (Blue Mountains Rural Fire Service)
Street FireWise (SFW) is a community education program run by the Blue Mountains Rural 
Fire Service (RFS) that involves delivering street corner meetings in communities in targeted 
high bushfi re risk areas. Since the program was piloted in 2000 over 100 meetings have been 
run. The meetings are essentially scripted presentations to members of the general public with 
the aim of raising awareness of the bushfi re risk in their area and the need to prepare for fi re. 
They are delivered by volunteer community education facilitators from the local brigades in the 
Blue Mountains and supported by the Community Education Group at the RFS district offi ce in 
Katoomba. After several years of running SFW, the Community Education Group was keen to 
gauge the effectiveness of the program and whether it was an effi cient use of resources.


SFW evolved out of similar street meeting formats developed by the Country Fire Authority 
in Victoria and the Country Fire Service in South Australia. Over the fi ve years that the program 
had been running, the content of the street meeting had been modifi ed extensively to adapt it to 
the context of the Blue Mountains. The basic street meeting premise had been further modifi ed 
to meet the specifi c needs of local brigades. The challenges in this evaluation were:


•  to work out precisely what the program was intended to achieve (what the intended 
outcomes were)


•  to identify where the program was successfully achieving its intended outcomes and 
where it was not


•  to gain an understanding of the contexts and mechanisms conducive to the program 
outcomes being achieved


•  to utilise this new understanding of how the program works, for whom and in what 
circumstances, to help with future program planning and implementation.


An alternative but related methodology to running program theory workshops was utilised in 
this evaluation. It involved conducting semi-structured interviews with a range of stakeholders 
in the SFW program. These included:


•  program developers (particularly members of the Community Education Group)
•  practitioners (trained FireWise facilitators)
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•  local RFS brigade volunteers
•  members of the public who had attended SFW meetings.
The interviews were run in two stages: fi rst, initial consultation meetings with key stakeholders 


to help clarify the intended outcomes of SFW (an initial program logic), and second, more 
extensive interviews with a wider range of stakeholders to help develop the overall program 
theory. Other sources of information also proved invaluable, particularly in the initial phase of 
developing the hierarchy of intended outcomes (see Fig 12.1). These included various documents 
related to the SFW program (e.g. meeting scripts, annual reports) and the results of two concept-
mapping workshops run in the Blue Mountains as part of a related component of Project C7. 
The second-phase interviews were particularly important for capturing many of the aspects 
of the underlying program theory. An interview schedule was designed to elicit information 
about the contexts in which the program was achieving its intended outcomes and the likely 
mechanisms that were being triggered.


Overall, the fi ndings of the evaluation highlighted the importance of context in the imple-
mentation and success of this program. People living in the Blue Mountains often refer to the 
‘upper’, ‘middle’ and ‘lower’ Blue Mountains and this became a useful way to think about the 
contextual fi ndings of the evaluation (see Fig. 12.2).


In appropriate contexts, SFW was found to have a degree of success in achieving initial and 
intermediate outcomes. This tended to be more likely where residents have attended two or 
more SFW meetings, or been exposed to other forms of bushfi re community education activity. 
In contexts where SFW had not worked it had led either to program abandonment or program 
adaptation. Some of the adaptations proved successful but succession and sustainability 
issues have arisen. The report concluded that the attainment of ultimate outcomes could only 
realistically be achieved in conjunction with other community safety programs, policies and 
initiatives, both directly and indirectly linked to bushfi res.


The Community Education Group of the Blue Mountains RFS developed a response to 
the report and has been able to factor some of the key fi ndings into the future planning and 
development of the program. A major aspect of implementing the evaluation fi ndings has been 
the careful consideration of the program logic matrix. This has provided a useful tool to consider 
the implications of aspects of the program logic, and the actions the group can take to enhance 


Reduced impact from bushfires on communities in the Blue Mountains (fewer houses and lives 
lost)


(Formation of neighbourhood networks)


Residents use awareness and understanding to develop a realistic survival plan, decide whether to 
stay and actively defend or leave early, and adopt appropriate preparations around their property, 
i.e. they become more self-reliant


Residents gain increased awareness and understanding of the bushfire risk and how it applies to 
their specific context


SFW meetings are positively received by residents


Targeted residents hear about meeting, are motivated to attend and do so


Brigades must actively participate in SFW by targeting high-risk communities and running 
meetings
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Figure 12.1 Simple program logic for Street FireWise program represented as an outcomes 
hierarchy.
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the SFW program. It has also helped the group to devise more effective ways of monitoring 
the program in future and to identify where alternative strategies are required for satisfactory 
community safety outcomes.


Conclusion
The two case studies illustrate the potential for using a program logic/program theory approach 
in evaluating bushfire community safety programs. Workshops or interviews involving pro-
gram practitioners provide a valuable source of local knowledge about programs and their 
implementation. This local knowledge is particularly important in terms of understanding 
how programs work. Practitioners have a wealth of first-hand knowledge about how programs 
operate, and this experience provides insight into the way programs actually work to activate 
particular mechanisms in particular contexts. The two case studies illustrate the value of working 
collaboratively with users to develop program theories. Whether gained through interviews or 
workshops, this local knowledge illuminates both the mechanisms and the contexts in which 
programs operate and thus informs program evaluation. In addition, the program theory 
approach helps to highlight why a program might work in some contexts but not others. This 
is particularly relevant when a program is implemented in different localities and communities, 
as often happens with bushfire community safety programs. In these cases it is paramount to 
think beyond the intended outcomes to the underlying processes and contexts that facilitate 
their operation.
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Figure 12.2 Context is a major factor in determining program outcomes.
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Figure 2: Three Dimensional Concept Maps  Figure 4: Three Dimensional Concept Maps 
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Fire agencies across Australia have generally 
acknowledged that when a major bushfire occurs 
they do not have the resources to defend every 
home that may be in danger.  For this reason 
community safety programs are playing an 
increasingly important role in efforts to increase 
the number of community members who are 
aware of the risks posed by bushfire as well as 
implementing appropriate planning and 
preparation, ultimately leading to less reliance on 
the fire agencies.  However, at present there is 
little understanding of how effective these 
programs are, and, if they are, why?  The project 
C7 research team has conducted eleven concept 
mapping workshops to identify what fire agency 
personnel and community members believe  


needs to change or improve in order for the 
community to be safer from bushfires.  The 
following provides two examples of concept maps 
as well as descriptions of the composite solution 
developed by the researchers, and how the 
identified themes will be used in the development 
of a program logic.  There will also be brief 
descriptions of each of the themes identified in 
the composite solution.  
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The above maps are examples of concept maps 
that have been created by researchers involved 
in the Bushfire CRC project C7 (Development of 
an Evaluation Framework for Community Safety 
Policy and Programs for Bushfire).  They 
represent ideas that fire agency personnel 
(Figures 1 and 2) as well as members of the 
community (Figures 3 and 4) believe are 
important when considering community safety for 
bushfire.  Computer assisted analyses of the data 
collected during concept mapping workshops 
were conducted using Clustan™.  Multi-
dimensional scaling (MDS) and cluster analyses 
were used to determine how each point 
(statement) was related to all the others and 
therefore its position on the map, as well as 
showing which points were most closely related 
to each other (thus forming clusters).  After the 
maps had been produced the researchers, 
individually, then as a group named each of the 
clusters and dimensions.  These 14 general 
clusters are described below. 
 
Following the completion of the individual concept 
maps, the researchers identified common themes 
running through all the workshops that had been 
completed (seven of eleven).  The cluster names 
for each workshop were sorted by the 
researchers into 14 general clusters that 
represented the changes or improvements that 
workshop participants believed need to be 
achieved to make households and 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.   
 
The concept mapping process is a means by 
which the C7 research team has identified a 
range of views and interpretations about what is 
important to people who may be affected by 
bushfire.  Building on this first step, the 
researchers are using the 14 general clusters to 
create a program logic model of community 
safety initiatives.  The construction of this model 
will facilitate the researchers’ understanding as to 
how and why a particular program works.   
 
The concept mapping process allows large 
amounts of data to be presented in a meaningful 
way, illustrating what can be complex 
relationships between a range of ideas.  This 
complexity does, however, present problems for 
the researchers when attempting to classify the 
data. Each participant interprets the statements 
and how they relate to each other differently.  It is 
this interpretation that allows the concept map to 
be produced (through the sorting of statements 
followed by multi-dimensional scaling).  However, 
this process does at times lead to statements 
ending up in a cluster that does not seem to 
match its meaning.  For this reason the 
researchers are mindful of the need to validate 
the cluster names that have been constructed.   
 
Description of the General Clusters 
Below are the fourteen general clusters that 
make up the composite solution as well as a 
short description outlining how each concept can  


improve community safety for bushfire. 
 
1. Agency/Community Interaction 
Interaction between community members and 
agency personnel (fire agencies and/or other 
government bodies) was a theme running 
through all of the first seven workshops.  
Statements in this cluster are generally 
concerned with the flow of information between 
agencies and the public, before an incident 
occurs, with the aim of increasing resident 
awareness of the risks posed by bushfire as well 
as encouraging preparation to mitigate those 
risks.   
 
Cluster 1 and cluster 12 (Effective 
Communication of Information during Bushfire) 
are linked by the notion of the necessity for 
interaction between community members and 
agency personnel, the difference being the time 
during which this communication takes place, ie 
prior or during a bushfire. 
 
It is interesting to note that while communication 
between agencies and community members 
would seem to be a prerequisite for increasing 
preparedness, neither agency personnel nor 
residents rated it particularly highly on the 
importance scale. 
 
2. Household/Neighbourhood Planning and 
Preparation 
Statements concerned with the formulation of a 
plan that outlines an appropriate response to a 
bushfire and preparation that enables the chosen 
plan to be implemented make up the largest of 
the general clusters (approximately 17% of the 
total).  Statements within this cluster cover a 
range of aspects dealing with individual and 
community preparation and planning. 
 
In relation to the original seeding statement 
(Thinking as broadly as possible, generate 
statements that describe specific changes or 
improvements you think need to be achieved to 
make households and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfires), cluster 2 is perhaps an important one.  
There is a statistically significant difference 
between the community and agency perception 
of the difficulty in achieving adequate planning 
and preparation.  The reasons for this difference 
are not clear at this stage of the project, however, 
if community members are taking the messages 
about planning and preparation on board but 
failing to properly prepare, they could be placing 
themselves in danger.  Alternatively, the 
perception among community members that 
appropriate planning and preparation are 
relatively easy to achieve may be related to the 
population participants were drawn from.  
Community members who took part in the 
concept mapping workshops had all been 
involved in some form of community safety 
program possibly indicating that planning and 
preparation had already been carried out by 
participants. 
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3. Deciding and Planning for 'Stay or Go' 
Cluster 3 is seen as relatively important by both 
community members and agency personnel.  
This is perhaps unsurprising as a decision to stay 
and defend a property or to evacuate to a safer 
area will influence subsequent planning and 
preparation.  Despite this perceived importance, 
cluster 3 is the smallest of the general clusters, 
consisting of only ten statements taken from two 
workshops (one fire agency and one community 
group).  One possible explanation for the small 
number of statements that make up this cluster 
may be that the fire agency has an official ‘stay or 
go’ policy as part of its efforts to increase 
community safety from bushfire and the 
community members had all been exposed to 
messages based on a similar official policy.   
 
It is important to note however, ideas similar to 
those expressed in this cluster also appear in 
statements from other workshops, in different 
general clusters, for example the more general 
‘Household/Neighbourhood Planning and 
Preparation’.   
 
This data raises the question, is there a 
difference in the preparedness levels of those 
community members exposed to messages 
explicitly concerned with ‘Stay or Go’ compared 
with those who may have made decisions about 
what they will do in the event of a bushfire 
threatening them, without exposure to this type of 
statement?  There could be benefit in more 
research being carried out in this area.  However, 
the population from which the participants were 
drawn may again be affecting the responses, 
because the community members, who 
participated, are more likely to have already 
decided that they will stay and defend. 
  
4. Use of Incentives to Achieve Preparedness 
The use of incentives to encourage preparedness 
(or, conversely, the use of penalties to 
discourage inappropriate or risky behaviour) was 
an idea raised during three of the seven concept 
mapping workshops (one with agency personnel 
and two with community members).  The 
incentives most commonly mentioned were 
financial, for example, discounts on insurance 
rates for those who properly prepare their 
properties.  The other element in this cluster is 
one of social pressure.  A suggested method to 
increase the level of compliance was to publicise 
the names of people whose behaviour was illegal 
or risky. 
 
The use of incentives to improve the level of 
preparedness in the community did not rate 
highly for importance among either community 
members or agency personnel.  At the same time 
a perception exists that measures such as those 
proposed would be very difficult to implement.  
This suggests that if incentives were to be 
adopted as a strategy to improve community 
safety from bushfire they should be introduced 
after a range of other approaches are in place.


5. Understanding/application of Regulations 
for Bushfire Safety 
Cluster 5 is very much about a ‘top-down’ 
approach to improving community safety from 
bushfire.  The focus of this cluster is not only the 
need for appropriate legislation to be put in place 
and enforced but ensuring community members 
and local governments understand why those 
laws are necessary.  For example, it was felt that 
regulations restricting development in high risk 
areas should be more strictly enforced by local 
government.   
 
6. Policy Framework for Agency and 
Organisational Roles 
The statements in cluster 6 are concerned with 
the means needed to improve the policies and 
procedures fire agencies implement in response 
to the drive to increase community safety 
initiatives.   
 
The majority of the statements in cluster 6 
originate from concept mapping workshops 
consisting of agency personnel.  The single 
workshop that contributed statements by 
community members stands out because of the 
very high importance and difficulty ratings.  While 
there is a statistically significant difference 
between the views of agency personnel and 
community members over how difficult it will be to 
implement improved policy frameworks for 
agency and organisation roles, both groups 
consider this cluster to be important to efforts to 
increase the effectiveness of community safety 
programs for bushfire.   
 
7. Principles Underpinning Program 
Development and Adult Learning  
Community education is one element of a 
community safety approach to reducing the risk 
posed by bushfire.  It is, however, a major 
element, as can be evidenced by the fact that all 
the concept mapping workshops produced 
statements related to the provision of education 
and information (cluster 9).  However, cluster 7 
consists entirely of statements from a single 
agency workshop.  Whether this is the case 
because other fire agencies have not considered 
the theoretical aspects of program development 
and delivery at the same level as the agency that 
contributed the statements that make up cluster 7 
or these notions were not raised during the 
workshops for some other reason is at this stage 
unknown. 
 
8. Individuals/Community have a Realistic 
Understanding of Risk 
Cluster 8 consists only of statements from 
concept mapping workshops conducted with 
agency personnel.  The focus of the statements 
in this cluster is on the importance of community 
members understanding the range of factors that 
influence risk.  For example residents are not 
only aware of how a bushfire is likely to behave if 
it threatens their property, but are well enough 
informed so as to have been able to reduce the  
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risk posed by that event. 
 
Cluster 8, as can be seen in figure 5 was judged 
by agency personnel as the most important 
cluster, indicating the centrality of this mechanism 
in making community members safer from 
bushfire.  Work on the program logic model will 
provide insight into how a realistic understanding 
of the risk posed by bushfire is achieved. 
 
9. Appropriate Information/Education 
Activities 
The label ‘community safety programs’ is often 
used inter-changeably with community education 
programs.  While education is only one aspect of 
a much wider suite of interventions that make up 
a community safety approach, it is an important 
one.   
 
Six of the seven participating groups contributed 
statements related to the provision of education, 
to a range of groups and using a number of 
different methods, including; regular programs 
delivered at schools, site specific street meetings 
as well as more general information campaigns 
using different forms of media.   
 
As with a number of the clusters in the composite 
solution, there is a statistically significant 
difference between the agency and community 
groups in relation to the perceived difficulty in 
implementing appropriate information/education 
activities.  As can be seen in Figure 7, agency 
personnel believed the task identified by this 
cluster as more difficult to achieve than did 
community members.  Cluster 9 is also the only 
cluster where a statistically significant difference 
occurs for the importance rating.  As with earlier 
clusters, questions relating to the population are 
relevant.  Those community members who 
participated in the workshops may have felt that 
they had sufficient information, whereas, agency 
personnel may have had more of a focus on the 
wider public, many of whom have had little or no 
exposure to appropriate education or information 
campaigns. 
 
10. Community Ownership and Responsibility 
for Bushfire Safety 
Community safety programs are one response to 
the realisation by fire agencies that they do not 
have sufficient resources to protect every 
property that may be threatened during the 
course of a major bushfire.  Cluster 10 is one of 
the desired outcomes so far identified by the 
researchers.  The statements in this cluster are 
about community members taking responsibility 
for their own safety, planning for themselves and 
the communities they belong to.  Most 
importantly, however, this process needs to be 
self-sustaining.  That is, individuals and 
communities, with the support of fire agencies, 
will be able to reach appropriate decisions about 
what they will do in the event of a bushfire, 
implement those plans as well as update them as  


circumstances change. 
 
11. Agency/Inter-Agency Responsibilities and 
Co-ordination 
Within cluster 11 the researchers have identified 
two related, yet distinct concepts.  The first 
relates to agency responsibilities for the 
community.  Two examples of this are, providing 
education programs as well as making sure 
agency members understand the legislative 
requirements that will affect them and members 
of the public when carrying out their duties.  The 
second element within this cluster relates to the 
intra-agency relationship between the operational 
branches of an agency and those concerned with 
community safety initiatives.  Many of the agency 
personnel who took part in the concept mapping 
workshops believed that a balance between the 
prevention/preparation and response was 
important in ensuring communities are safer from 
bushfire. 
 
12. Effective Communication of Information 
during Bushfire 
Cluster 12 consists of statements generated by 
both agency personnel and community members.  
The majority of statements in this cluster are 
concerned with the way in which fire agencies 
deliver information to community members during 
a bushfire.  The other element expressed in 
cluster 12 is that to improve community safety 
from bushfire, systems need to be implemented 
that enable community members to communicate 
information to fire agencies, making use of local 
knowledge.  The former group of statements 
were made by members of fire agencies, the later 
by community members. 
 
While the sample size is small, it is nonetheless 
interesting that during bushfire, fire agency 
personnel would like more efficient ways to 
communicate with the public (advise them of 
appropriate action) while the public feels there 
are no/few effective mechanisms available that 
allow them to have meaningful input. 
 
13. Community Networks and Partnerships 
The majority of people are, in some way part of 
community networks.  These networks will 
influence the capacity of communities to self-
organise, and to work in effectively with fire 
agencies, and other authorities.  The networks 
will also influence community resilience and 
sustainability of community safety efforts.   
 
14. Community and Agency Responsibilities 
to Address Specific Needs 
The final cluster in the composite solution 
consists only of statements from workshops with 
community members.  In general, statements in 
cluster 14 are related to very specific, local 
issues, as well as being practical solutions to 
identified problems.  For example, the installation 
of safe barbeques in the local park or better 
management of roadside fuel loads. 







 6 


Importance and Difficulty Ratings 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


In each of the concept mapping workshops 
participants were asked to rate each statement 
on a scale of 1 to 5 in terms of its importance to 
making households and neighbourhoods safer 
from bushfire and the difficulty in implementing 
the proposed changes.  Figure 5 is a scatter plot 
of the mean ratings for importance and difficulty 
for each of the 14 clusters described above.  It 
also enables comparisons to be made between 
the community members and agency personnel.   
The major difference between the two groups is 
the comparative ease with which participants 
from community groups believed the suggested 
changes could be achieved.  Only clusters 6 
(Policy Framework for Agency and Organisational 
Roles) and 12 (Effective Communication of 
Information during Bushfire) were rated as more 
easily achievable by agency personnel.  As with a 
number of the differences described above, the 
difference in the difficulty ratings may be 
attributable to community members who have 
taken part in a community safety program of 
some description achieving a sufficient level of 
preparedness, whereas, the participating agency 
personnel were thinking of the general 
population.  However, at this stage there is not 
enough data to arrive at a firm conclusion. 


Figures 6 and 7 show error bars for the 14 
clusters, comparing the importance and difficulty 
ratings given by community members and fire 
agency personnel.  The error bars provide a 
measure of whether or not there is a statistically 
significant difference between the participating 
groups (community versus agency) as well as the 
different clusters.  For example, there is a 
statistically significant difference between 
community members and agency personnel in 
relation to how difficult they believe it will be for 
the wider community to adequately plan and 
prepare for bushfire (cluster 2).   
 
The data presented in Figures 6 and 7 provides 
some interesting insights into what the public and 
agency personnel believe to be important factors 
in community safety programs for bushfire.  
However, some important points need to be 
made.  Firstly, due to the small number of 
statements, fire agency data was removed from 
cluster 4 during the analysis.  Secondly, it should 
be kept in mind that due to multiple testing there 
is a possibility that false positive results will 
occur.   
 


 


 


 


Figure 5: Mean Importance by Difficulty:  
Community Members (c) versus Agency  
Personnel (a) 
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Forward 
 
This report results from collaboration between RMIT University and the Bushfire 
Cooperative Research Centre, in particular, Project C7, the Country Fire Authority 
(CFA) and Grampians Rural Access Program. 
 
 
Writing this report has been a research challenge. The households interviewed for 
this study have faced a most challenging and difficult experience, and we are very 
grateful for their willingness to share some of this journey with us. Many sensitive 
issues were raised: stresses within family relationships due to the impact of the fire, 
brave recognitions by some participants of the difficulty they face and continue to 
face, in relation to the environment they live in and how best to live on in that 
environment knowing the difficulty of dealing with a bushfire. Household members 
asked themselves in the presence of the researcher, whether what they were doing 
or intending was realistic or sensible. We trust that in writing about their experiences, 
we have maintained a balance which protects the households’ members, recognises 
the generosity of the responses, and the importance of what these households did 
and learned, for use by others.  
 
In addition, we had the benefit of being able to discuss these research findings with a 
group of agencies who came together for this purpose in June 2007. We 
acknowledge the work of individuals and agencies both in their contribution to this 
work in assisting with the research or participating in workshops. We acknowledge 
their commitment and work in their local communities and the difference they make, 
often going beyond their formal role. This research does not report on the activities 
which took place in the region after this workshop, details of which are available 
through Rural Access.  
 
We are pleased to have had the opportunity to examine these issues in this region 
and also note the important journey being undertaken by this group of agencies in 
the Grampians region which has attracted interest of others parts of Australia. 
 
Helen Rosenbaum 
Helen Goodman 
Alan Rhodes 
 
June 2008 
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Introduction and Overview of the Research 
Project 
 
Following the January 2006 Grampians fires, three agencies formed a partnership to 
carry out a small research study on bushfire safety issues for people with special 
needs. These agencies were Rural Access1, the Country Fire Authority (CFA) and 
Project C7 funded by the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (BCRC), located at 
RMIT University. The “Grampians fires” include the 2005 New Years Eve fire (also 
known locally as the Deep Lead or Black Range fire) and January 2006 (Mt Lubra or 
Grampians) fire.  
 
The partnership broadly defined the term “special needs households” to include those 
households where a resident had a temporary or long term disability, illness or injury, 
or any other life circumstance such as social isolation, which was likely to impede the 
person’s ability to prepare for or respond to the threat of fire. The aim of the research 
was to identify and to better understand the factors that affect the safety of people with 
special needs in the event of a bushfire. 
 
The research team comprised Dr. Helen Rosenbaum, Research Officer, RMIT; Dr 
Helen Goodman, Research Fellow, RMIT/BCRC and Alan Rhodes, RMIT/CFA. Gilda 
McKechnie, Rural Access Coordinator from the Grampians Community Health Centre 
has provided advice to the team and convened key meetings during the research 
period. The research idea arose following the coexistence of three particular 
ingredients, alongside the willingness of many agencies and households to lend their 
expertise and support to participate. These ingredients included: the direct experience 
of Dr Helen Rosenbaum while acting in the role of Rural Access worker during the 
fires, and noting her own concerns and those of others about residents with special 
needs; a ready response by the CFA and the Bushfire CRC Project C7 in locating the 
funding for the research; and the willingness of the current Rural Access incumbent to 
host, support and carry the local idea through. The research entailed two key steps. 
One was an interview study of 9 households with a member with special needs, and 
the other was a workshop at which the researchers fed back the interview results and 
discussed them with agencies. At this workshop a decision was taken to hold Forums 
for households with family members with special needs, and five forums were carried 
out. This last step was outside the research brief, and this report deals with the 
interview study and the workshop feedback.  
 


Context of this study 
 
In late December 2005 through to January 2006 two major fires occurred in the area 
known to most Victorians as the Grampians region. More specifically, the fires are 
known as the Deep Lead/ New Years Eve fire, which started on 31 December 2005 
and then the Mt. Lubra/Grampians fires which broke out later in January 2006. Figure 
1 below shows the Deep Lead fire perimeter as at 19th January, 2006 in the upper 
right hand corner of the map, (the ‘walking stick shape’ fire area) and the Mt Lubra 


                                                 
1 Rural Access is a statewide program funded by the Department of Human Services (Disability 
Services). Under the umbrella of the Grampians Community Health Centre, Rural Access seeks to work 
in partnership with local organisations, businesses and the community to promote access for people 
with a disability in the Grampians region. 
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fire perimeter, as at 26th January, 2006 (the much larger area to the south west of the 
Deep Lead fire area).   
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Figure 1: Deep Lead and Mt Lubra fire perimeters as at late January 2006 
 


 
 
 


Methodology 


Agency consultations and reporting 
 
The researchers met formally twice with a range of regional agencies. The first 
meeting was held in July 2006 in Ararat, at which researchers received advice from 
agencies as to the scope and conduct of the research. The second meeting was held 
on 18th June 2007 in Hall’s Gap at which the researchers sought feedback from local 
agencies on the Interim Research Report and its implications for local delivery of 
community safety strategies for bushfire preparedness. 
 
Table 1 which follows sets out the range of agencies who participated in these two 
meetings.  
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Table 1:  Agency Consultations and Reporting 
 
 Consultation 


17th July 
2006 


Consultation 
18th June 


2007 


Rural Access: Grampians, Colac Otway √ √ 


Ararat Rural City: 
Manager Community Development and Bushfire 
Recovery 
Community Development Officer  


 
√ 
Χ 


 
√ 
√ 


Grampians Community Health Centre (GCHC) 
Carer’s Respite Centre/Carer’s Choice 
Senior Adult Counsellor Ararat 


 
√ 
Χ 


 
√ 
√ 


Northern Grampians Shire: 
HACC Coordinator; Acting Team Leader, Age and 
Disability Services  


 
√ 


 
√ 


Grampians Disability Advocacy Association √ √ 


Vision Australia √ √ 


Deaf Access Χ √ 


Community Member and Pomonal CFA √ Χ 


CFA: 
Community Education Coordinator Wimmera 
Midlands 
Community Education Coordinator Ballarat Region 
Community Development Coordinator 
Brigade Support Officer 


 
√ 
Χ 
Χ 
Χ 


 
Χ 
√ 
√ 
√ 


DSE Natural Resource Management Officer Χ √ 


Parks Victoria: 
Grampians National Park Communication and 
Tourism Officer 


 
Χ 


 
√ 


Victoria Police: 
Halls Gap 
Ararat 


 
Χ 
Χ 


 
√ 
√ 


DHS: 
Emergency Management Projects Coordinator 
Ballarat Region (2 Staff) 


 
Χ 


 
√ 


Red Cross Χ √ 
 
As indicated in Table 1, the second meeting was widened to include a broader range 
of stakeholders, reflecting the increased understanding of the researchers of the 
complexity of issues and the coordination required to address them.  The second 
meeting included staff from Land Management agencies such as DSE, and Parks 
Victoria, and other agencies with roles in Emergency Services, such as the Police, and 
the Department of Human Services2.  
 
                                                 
2 Apologies for July 2006 meeting were received from Grampians Deaf Access; Community Care 
Options, Grampians Community Health Centre; Golden Plains Shire Community Centre. Apologies for 
the June 2007 meeting were received from Community Development Officer and Manager, Northern 
Grampians Shire; State Emergency Services; Rural Access workers from Hepburn, Moorabool, Golden 
Plains, and Ballarat Shires 
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Prior to the second workshop, one of the researchers spoke to members of the 
agencies with a view to seeking a brief response on the Draft Interim Report and 
confirming their attendance of the workshop.  
 
Nineteen staff from 14 agencies or services3 met at Hall’s Gap on Monday 18th June 
2007 to respond to the Interim Report, discuss the findings and share ideas about 
future directions. The morning discussion focused on what participants found most 
important or interesting about the Interim Report, which had been circulated and read 
by participants. Participants were asked to identify any particular initiatives they know 
of which others may not know of, and also to contribute any ideas they may have 
about ways forward with some of the issues. Issues were then prioritized by the 
participants and only those issues accorded the highest priority were discussed 
further in the workshop, given the constraints of time. Finally, the group proposed 
and decided on two specific actions they could take locally to assist those with 
special needs.  The workshop was facilitated by Julie Walker, from the Grampians 
Community Health Centre. 
 
Household Interviews 
 
The research team invited input from agencies in relation to any pre-existing data they 
may have on the research questions of how people with special needs managed 
during the fire. An announcement seeking interviewees was placed in the Grampians 
disability Advocacy Association (GdAA) Newsletter and email notices were also sent to 
local health and disability services. Community members were also asked to think of 
suitable households for interview. These processes results in 9 households becoming 
part of the research study.  
 
Nine interviews were conducted with 14 people who either had special needs 
themselves or were the family members or carers. These people had experienced 
either the Deep Lead/ New Years Eve fire on 31 Dec 2005 or the Mt. Lubra/Grampians 
fires during January 2006.  The outline of the semi-structured interviews was finalised 
after consultation with agency staff in July 20064. Most of the interviews were held 9-10 
months after the fires during October and November 2006. Helen Rosenbaum carried 
out 8 of the 9 interviews. Data from household 9 was collated with the household by an 
agency staff member, and amplified in discussion with one of the researchers. 
 
Eleven of the interviewees participated in the research as a result of invitations 
extended by health and community workers known to them, one was identified by 
someone who had already been interviewed in relation to this study, and two had 
responded to the GdAA newsletter announcement5. The researchers and agencies 
recognised that the research sample was small, even though there had been an 
attempt to keep the definition of ‘special needs’ very broad. However, there are likely 
to be many more people in the region who do not identify as having a special need, 
are not accessing services, and are therefore unknown to local service providers. In 
addition, several people who were known and invited to participate declined to do so. 


                                                 
3 A service such as the Central Grampians Carer Respite Centre is a program funded by both the 
Commonwealth (the National Respite for Carer’s Program) and the State (Victorian Aged Care Initiative 
Strategy), and is auspiced by the Ballarat Health Services together with the Wimmera Health Care 
Group and the Grampians Community Health Centre. It is listed here as a ‘separate’ service while being 
housed in the Grampians Community Health Centre.  
4 See Appendix 1 for outline of questions 
5 Had the research team advertised in the local media more participants may have been available.  
However, the team were concerned about raising community expectations about a small research 
program and elected to use local networks.  
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Those who did participate appeared to welcome the opportunity to tell the researcher 
their experiences.  
 
A draft report was written based on these interviews and circulated to agencies during 
April and May of 2007. These agencies came together in June 2007 to discuss the 
report.  
 
In July and August 2007 the draft of the report was returned to the households 
interviewed, particularly with a view to seeking permission to use the case summary as 
an Appendix in the Final Report. The process of checking resulted in some participants 
electing to withdraw their case summaries whilst in other households it stimulated 
further discussion and verification of the facts.  Certain case details have been 
changed to ensure anonymity. The final case summary was verified in January 2008. 
These summaries are held in Appendix 2. 
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Household Interview Results 
 
This section sets out the results from the interviews with the 9 households. The data 
detailing issues which arose in the Agency Workshop are held in the section with 
follows this, and are also held in Appendix 3.  
 


Household participation and characteristics 
In the households where a partner was present, the experience and perspectives of 
both members of a couple were valued and therefore both were considered to be 
interviewees. The interviewees therefore included eight people (8) with special 
needs, five partners (5) who were also carers to varying extents, and one mother (1) 
who was a carer, totalling 14 people. In the process of sending the household 
members their “case summary”, in a few cases the researchers had contact with 
another member of the household who expressed an opinion about the case 
summary. In this way a small amount of additional data was generated, and two 
more people in addition to the 14 provided further input at this later stage in the 
research.  
 
Several major challenges arose from the identifiable special needs faced by the 
research participants:    
 
 Mobility difficulties. Two men (both married and living with their spouses) had 


injuries arising form accidents going back 20-30 years, resulting in the need for 
wheelchair mobility in one case and crutches in another. Another woman who lived 
alone had severely reduced mobility due to a chronic illness requiring intermittent 
hospitalization 


 Two other men (also married and living with spouses) had neurological conditions, 
with variable mobility consequences for one, and with additional sight, hearing and 
some cognitive impairment in another.  


 One woman who lived alone had hearing loss.  
 Another man had an Acquired Brain Injury following a stroke some 20 years ago, 


and was cared for by his wife.  
 An adult son with an intellectual disability and dependent for all his care needs 


who was cared for by both parents. 
 
The age of participants ranged from around 40 to 70 years. 
 
Table 2 sets out a summary of the participating households interviewed and their 
circumstances and experiences. The reader may be aided by reading the case 
summaries held in Appendix 2, before examining the summary detail in Table 2. 
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Property type, ownership and access 
 
Only one of nine households advised their property was rented.  
 
At the time of the fires, three of the participants resided in a residential area of a town, 
and the remaining six lived on farming properties or bush blocks. For one of these 
three participants living in town, a male, the focus of concern was a bush block jointly 
owned with his wife. The other two town residents were women who live 
independently.  
 
Only one of the six ‘non-town’ couples lived in a location with ready access to their 
property, a property which had a short well maintained driveway which ran onto a 
sealed road.  At the times of the fires, three couples lived in relatively remote locations, 
accessed via narrow and rough bush tracks, several kilometres from a sealed road. 
 
While the research did not seek to identify the details of how individuals were using 
the land on which they were residing, it can be said that in the main, the landholdings 
were smaller than the average productive farming property. Although some of the 
households owned livestock, only one household operates a working farm 
(household 9). Ties to the land were particularly strong in one other household 
(where the husband lost the home in which he grew up). Most owners seemed to 
have lived on their properties for 10 years or more. 
 


Proximity of the fire 
 
For five households the fire impacted directly on their properties, with two of those five 
experiencing significant losses.  Household 8 lost their home, all outbuildings and 
livestock, whilst household 3 lost one shed and their mother’s house but managed to 
save their own home and another shed. 
 
The fire came within 3 km of the properties of two interviewees and within 500m of the 
properties of a further two.   


Decision making in relation to fire threat 


Preparedness for fire 
 
There was a range of preparatory activities undertaken by households. This range 
included:  


 extensive preparation of the home 
 preparation of surrounding land 
 investment in fire defence resources 
 discussion within the household about the decision as to whether to stay or 


leave. 
 
There were also those who had not carried out any preparation and were unaware of 
the current policy and practice encouraging residents to consider their options well 
before a fire event.  
 
There was large variation in the period over which households had prepared for the 
fire. For one household (HH9), who had been farmers, had also been members of the 
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CFA, and had prepared their property and had a position about what they would do for 
some decades. Their circumstances had changed however as they got older and the 
husband suffered from the effects of a stroke. Household 3 had had a fire defence 
system in place for 10 years, (HH3) and had had past fire experience. Another 
household who rented their property had decided they would not use their own 
resources in defending the home. An older woman who lived alone had decided that 
her preparedness strategy was to fully insure her home and in a fire event not to try 
and stay with her home.  
 


Decision making in relation to “Stay or Go”. 
 
The research team are mindful that in describing particular cases we risk being seen 
as judgemental of the actions of those who were less aware of the impending threat 
than others. The intent of our report is not to judge, but rather to explore how people 
responded to the threat of bushfire and the factors that appeared to influence these 
responses. 
 
The Australasian Fire Authorities Council6 suggests that “people who plan to leave 
early should recognise that on days of very high or extreme fire danger bushfires may 
break out nearby and spread at a rate that leaves very little time to relocate.”  It also 
recommends that people who do not have the physical, emotional or mental capacity 
to cope with bushfire should relocate well before fire impacts their area.  We use this 
dichotomy of “stay and defend” or “leave early” to set out the research results. In doing 
so, we acknowledge that ‘real life’ seldom falls into neat categories. We discuss some 
of the ambiguities in the categorizations within this report. One key dilemma for the 
implementation of the AFAC policy, for example, is how community members should 
be encouraged to interpret what “leave early” means in practice to them.  
 
We note that the label “left early” is a contested one. What “leaving early” really means 
in different fire events will hold varying meanings to parties within households and 
between households. We also note that one label to signify a decision at a household 
level where there is more than one member is itself problematic. One household for 
example, is noted as ‘leaving early’ but the wife reported that she would have liked to 
have left earlier than they actually did. In another case, one party reversed the 
decision that had been jointly made.  
 
Of the nine sets of interviewees, none had a written bushfire survival plan in place 
during the fires, as recommended by the Victorian CFA. 
 
Table 2 above summarises information in relation to fire plans before the event and 
what actually transpired during the fire with respect to households leaving or staying 
with their property. We discuss these below in two broad groups – households with an 
agreed current plan, (which we categorise further into ‘stay and defend’ or ‘leave early) 
and households with no agreed current plan.  
 


                                                 
6 The Australasian Fire Authorities Council (AFAC) provides advice to the public about what they should 
do during a bushfire.  In this paper we refer to the national policy position as the ‘prepare, stay and 
defend or leave early’ policy.  The position is sometimes referred to as the ‘stay and defend’ or ‘stay or 
go’ position.  The AFAC position paper, “Position Paper on Community Safety and Evacuation During 
Bushfires is available at: www.afac.com.au   
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Households with an agreed current plan 
 
Five sets of interviewees did have verbally agreed fire plans – for two households (2 
and 3) it was to stay and defend their properties and for three households (5, 6 and 8) 
the plan was to leave early.  
 
Of the five households with a fire plan, four disclosed to the interviewer that they had 
considered their physical, mental and emotional capacity to fight the fire in making 
their plan.  However, only one interviewee explicitly described the ways in which he 
would expect to be affected in a bushfire situation as a result of his disability. The other 
interviewees did not directly discuss how they saw their particular vulnerabilities in 
relation to the threat of fire and what this would mean for how they would deal with 
them. We cannot say whether this was a result of not having closely considered the 
impact of fire, or whether there was an avoidance of imagining this event in their lives. 
 


Stay and Defend 
As set out in Table 2 above, households 2 and 3 had made a prior decision to stay and 
defend and this is what they actually did in the event of the fire. They were well 
equipped and prepared. Household 2 presented as the most unified in their decision 
making and had also agreed that in the future they will move from the property once 
they no longer have the capacity to defend their house. 
 
The decision-making for the household 3 appeared to be heavily influenced by the 
husband’s attachment to family property:  “I was born and bred on this property and if 
anything is worth fighting for, this is”.  Compared to household 2, this couple gave less 
attention in their account to the impact of physical, mental and emotional capacity to 
fight the fire on their decision making.  The husband who has a mobility problem and 
normally relies on a walking stick fell many times while fighting the fire.  The wife was 
unable to work outside during the fire, due to anxiety and lack of physical strength. 
Both are older aged. The husband’s previous experience (in a professional capacity) in 
responding to the Ash Wednesday fires had assisted him in establishing a 
comprehensive roof and sprinkler system and in knowing how to defend his property 
against the fire front. However, by their own account, they feel fortunate that their son 
was home to assist them. At the time of the interview, the husband felt he probably 
would not stay to fight another fire and that he would be inclined to “act his age”.  
However, at the time of the interview there had not yet been a discussion between the 
couple regarding the fire plan for the future. 
 


Leave Early 
Interviewees 5, 6 and 8 planned to leave early in the event of a fire based on 
assessments of their circumstances.  
 
Interviewee 5 and her partner had agreed that in the event of fire, she would leave 
early with their intellectually disabled son. The husband is away for much of the 
summer, working on contract with a land management agency in relation to fires. As 
they rent their property they have not invested in fire defence equipment and have no 
plans to do so. For the past five years there has also been insufficient water to use for 
fire fighting purposes. They know that they cannot rely on the CFA to assist them 
during a fire.  After consideration of all of these factors, the interviewee and her partner 
agreed that her only option is to leave early. During the fire event, the husband was 
away from home, and advised his wife with details on the movements of the fire. She 
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left with their son, some three and a half hours before the front passed within 500 
meters of their home.   
 
Household 6 live in town and have a property out of town, on which they keep horses. 
The husband who uses crutches was very clear about the limitations of his physical 
abilities and that he and his wife together lack the capacity to fight a fire.  Thus, their 
fire plan was to leave their property early, or not to go out to the property from their 
home in town. However, the male partner (interviewee) advised that his wife did not 
adhere to the plan.  He felt that she placed herself at risk by prematurely returning to 
their property, due to her concern about the safety of their horses.  The husband went 
out to the property together with his wife, after the front had passed and when it was 
safe to do so. 
 
Household 8 discussed and reconfirmed their fire plan to leave early before the start of 
the 2005 fire season. The plan was based on an assessment of their lack of physical 
fitness to fight a fire – both being older and the husband having a neurological 
condition. However, due to lack of advanced warning they left only 10 minutes before 
the front reached their property.  The fire moved rapidly and their property was close to 
its origin.  Fortunately they correctly judged which direction to drive and avoided the 
fire - which destroyed all of their assets. 
 


Households with no agreed current plan  
 
Four households have been categorised as not having an agreed or current fire plan. 
Household 1 is a couple who left when the Grampians fire broke out and went to stay 
in a nearby town with a family member. While this household had spent considerable 
resources on fire preparation, we have put them in this (“no agreed current plan”) 
category as there were divided opinions between the couple as to what was the best 
plan, with the husband (who was reliant on a wheelchair) tending to talk of wanting to 
stay and defend, at the same time, noting his physical limitations. The wife had a clear 
picture of what she thought was best, which entailed leaving earlier than they actually 
left. Household 1 does not posses a vehicle that the husband can drive. The 
researchers were unclear on their future intent should a fire occur again. 
 
Household 4, a single woman living alone, advised she really knew nothing of the idea 
of a ‘plan’ until she heard of the ‘stay or go’ policy and practice at a Community 
Meeting. Household 7 also a single woman living alone, had formed the intention that 
she would fully insure her home and then leave it in the event of a fire (“you can 
always replace belongings but not life”). She was still at home until she was finally 
warned by her neighbour that she had five minutes to leave.   
 
The fourth household in this category (household 9) comprised a wife as carer looking 
after a husband who had a brain injury following a stroke. The couple had been 
farming for many years, and the husband had been a former member of the CFA. 
Their plan always when they were actively farming and their children were growing up, 
was to stay and defend. As they had got older and her husband’s health had 
deteriorated, they had not formally revisited this plan. They had continued however to 
be conscious of reducing fuel loads around the house and using gravel rather than 
mulch.  In the event, the wish of the wife was to leave the property (they had little 
warning and the fire was close).  However, the husband refused to leave and the wife 
could not persuade him. A tradesman arrived and assisted the household to manage 
the fire.  
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Information 
 


Prior experience of fire 
 
Household 1 had experienced a fire in 2002, and reflected after this that the 
arrangements they had in place were “hopeless”. They had a pump but it was located 
at the dam and the male partner had become trapped in his wheelchair between the 
pump and the house. Since this fire they have put in another pump closer to the house 
on a 5000 gallon tank and have purchased bigger and custom made hoses. They keep 
an area of short grass around their house. This household began to prepare during the 
Black Range fire, but were not required to act until later in January. 
 
Members of household 2 did not mention previous fire experience, but the husband 
had been an engineer and used this knowledge to carefully construct a home defence 
system. They began some mental preparation during the Black Range fire, as well as 
practical preparation such as priming their pumps, and put their plan into action by the 
time of the Grampians fire. They had 6000 gallons of water set aside for fire fighting 
and access to another 10 000.  They had plenty of warning and had no thought of 
leaving their property. 
 
The husband in Household 3 had been a Council employee and had also been 
involved in the Ash Wednesday fires. He had been building up their home defence 
system for about 10 years. 
 
The husband in household 5 had seasonal work in a land management agency which 
dealt with fires, that resulted in some knowledge of fire behaviour.  
 
The husband in Household 9 had been a member of the CFA, and the wife reported 
that as their children were growing up they maintained their home and surrounds 
carefully in relation to fire, and continued to do so to the extent that they were able. We 
have little information on previous fire experience of the remaining households. 
 


Exposure to Community Education 
 
Of the nine sets of interviewees, only household 2 had attended community fire 
education meetings prior to the fire event. They had attended three meetings over the 
three years prior to the fire.  These meetings had provided them with information about 
fire behaviour, preparation and defence of their house, and practical aspects of 
establishing a fire defence system.  They had a verbally agreed fire plan and a united 
approach in implementing it, that they felt enabled to them to successfully protect their 
house.  They recalled that the community fire education meetings were poorly 
attended. 
 
The other interviewees did not recall opportunities to attend community education 
sessions and did not seek such opportunities. 


Information during the fire event 
 
For seven of the 9 households, ABC radio was an important source of information 
about the general location of the fire. This information was one of sometimes several 
channels of information. Other channels included the local general store, community 
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meetings, phone calls and visits from friends and family, phone calls and visits to 
emergency services, local vantage points such as lookouts, general observation, and 
the internet. 
 


The local general store.  
Interviewees 1 and 3 obtained updates and more specific local information about the 
progress of the fire from their local general stores. In one case the store provided 
advice about when to leave safely – which the interviewees followed. 
 


Community meetings.  
Three sets of interviewees found that the community meetings provided the most 
accurate and detailed information about the advance of the fire front.  They reported 
that the information provided at the meeting strongly reinforced the need to decide 
whether to stay or leave, emphasised the preparations and equipment required to 
defend properties and reminded residents that they would need to feel confident to 
fight the fire unassisted if they chose to stay.  These interviewees found out about 
these meetings via the radio. 
 


Friends, family and neighbours.  
Phone calls and visits from others concerned about their safety played important roles 
for three interviewees. In one case (household 5) the husband warned his wife to pack 
and leave using information that he had due to his work in a land management 
agency. This warning could be seen then as coming both from “family” but also using 
“expert knowledge” which was available to him through his work.  
 


Phone calls and visits to emergency services 
The wife in household 9 advised that she tried to ascertain the fire risk by phoning the 
local CFA several times, and that she was reassured that they were safe and that the 
fire was not in their vicinity. She became more concerned when she could see a 
helicopter refilling from local dams, and shortly after this she saw fire trucks nearby 
carrying out back burning.  She did not seek other sources of information. By the time 
they realised that the fire was approaching it was too late to leave safely. 
 
The single woman in household 4 went to the CFA shed to seek further information, 
but due to her hearing impairment was not able to gain this information. She reported 
being asked for directions by an ambulance driver and also sought information from 
him but did not believe she received any response. 
 


The internet.  
As soon as he smells smoke, Interviewee 6 is in the habit of checking the CFA and 
DSE web sites to find out the location of fires on private property or public land 
respectively. He also tunes into ABC radio if he thinks a fire is close enough to pose a 
threat. 
 


Local vantage points 
Two households (households 4 and 6) spoke of going to a nearby vantage point to 
view the landscape.  







ROSENBAUM ET AL. SAFETY FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 
 
 


  20


 


Observation 
The member from household 4 made several observations from where she lived in 
town. These observations included the build up of emergency vehicles, particularly 
ones from a lot further away (she named Lismore and Camperdown), the activity 
outside the local hotel of fire service volunteers talking on radio networks and the fact 
that the Old Time Dance kept going despite its proximity to the CFA building. It was 
finally when she saw two loaders carrying bulldozers that she thought the situation was 
serious. 
 


Environmental information sources 
The resident in household 7 smelt smoke and because of this decided to turn the radio 
on. She was not able however to piece together the information in such as way that 
spelt out a warning to her. Another woman (household 8) noticed two things on the 
morning of the fire – one was the higher than usual temperature on the gauge on their 
veranda, and the other was that her usually quiet horse was agitated. She commented 
on this to her husband, but they didn’t take this information any further in their minds. It 
was only when a plane went over and made a “buzzing noise” (which the family have 
not been able to verify as a warning) that they looked outside and noticed the smoke. 
 
The importance of multiple information sources is highlighted in the case of one 
household where the couple who stayed to fight the fire relied on ABC radio for 
general information in the lead-up to the Community Meeting, the Community Meeting 
for specific information immediately prior to the fire front, and the general store for 
updates during the week that followed the passage of the front.  


Responding to information 
 
We note that in discussing response to information, we are aware that some residents’ 
homes were nearer the origin of the fire, and therefore had less time to consider their 
responses than others.  
 


Reluctance to leave 
Participants appeared to experience difficulty in piecing together information in a way 
that assured their safety. The resident in household 4 watched the sky change colour, 
sighted the increasing number of fire trucks and other equipment pass through town, 
and yet was also perplexed by some other activities, such as a local dance, continuing 
as if there was no danger. The single woman in household 7 received warnings by 
phone from three lots of friends over several hours, but didn’t comprehend the risk she 
was facing until her neighbour came to tell her she had 5 minutes to leave. How much 
of this reflects a general reluctance to leave one’s home, is not known. Other 
influences may have been some distrust of the information they were receiving, and 
some belief perhaps that the risk was exaggerated. Lack of prior fire experience may 
have been an influence, as may have lack of advice from a ‘recognised authority’. Two 
women live in a town with an active CFA brigade and interpreted the lack of local 
advice as a lack of a fire threat. Another woman was waiting to hear familiar place 
names on the radio, so she could relate the fire to what she knew. Also, the fact that 
some residents’ homes were nearer the origin of the fire, and had less time to respond 
to the fire than others, may have been a factor in their response. .  







ROSENBAUM ET AL. SAFETY FOR PEOPLE WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 
 
 


  21


Expectations about the quality of information available during 
the fire event 
 
Interviewees 1 and 5 strongly expressed a need for more accurate local information 
that would allow them to pinpoint the location of the fire.  They expressed 
disappointment over the inaccuracy of the information provided by ABC radio. 
 
Two further interviewees also described the information provide by ABC radio as being 
general and not up to date. According to one it was “lagging reality by 1 to 1.5 hours”.  
However, these interviewees did not express disappointment about this and both pro-
actively obtained information from other sources.  One of these interviewees also 
sourced information from the CFA and DSE web sites as well as from ABC radio.  
Some of these responses are set out below, and are noteworthy for the depth to which 
he had thought about these issues.  
 
 He found that none of these sources of information enabled an accurate 


understanding of the location and progress of the fire, but he didn’t expect them 
to due to the rapidly changing nature of bushfires. 


 He feels that individual fire plans should be activated on the basis of broadly 
accurate information. Detailed information, which is likely to be inaccurate or not 
up to date, may provide a false sense of security and lead to poor (unsafe) 
decisions. 


 He suggests that the CFA focus its communication resources on informing fire 
fighters so they can protect themselves and property and that the public’s 
expectations around information and CFA resources could be better managed. 


Forms of assistance 
 
Table 3 below summarises some of the formal and informal forms of assistance 
received by participants. By formal we mean assistance sought or gained from 
‘formal organizations’, such as the emergency services. By informal we mean 
assistance at the family, neighbourhood or friendship level.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3: Formal and informal assistance received 
 
 
 


Household Disability Nature of 
assistance  


Comments on assistance sought and received  


1 
 


Couple Mobility –  
wheelchair 
bound. Unable 
to drive 


Informal after 
the front.  


Went to stay at a family member’s flat in town. Visits 
by neighbours and relatives. Wife’s prior experience 
with fire service in 2002 left her wondering if their 
lives were valued as highly as their neighbour’s more 
considerable assets. Husband couldn’t imagine the 
CFA doing any more than they do”.  Advised by 
neighbour about best use of their available water 
resources. 


2 Couple Neurological 
condition; 
variable and 
intermittent 
impact on  
mobility  


Formal during 
front 


Couple received CFA support before and during the 
fire fronts and also with moping up in the following 
week. Felt they would have lost the shed without 
CFA support.  Expressed disappointment at the lack 
of follow up by local agency in relation to social 
events. Very concerned about inadequate property 
signage for future events. 
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Household Disability Nature of 
assistance  


Comments on assistance sought and received  


3 
 


Couple Mobility issues 
further to back 
condition. Uses 
walking stick –  


Informal after  
front 


Believed they would not have managed without the 
help of their son. Friends were ringing police about 
their whereabouts. Expected but didn’t get CFA 
assistance after the front. Assisted with delivery of 
water by son’s employer after the front had gone 
through. Kept informed by general store. Believe 
emergency services need to have more ‘local 
knowledge’. 


4 
 


Individual Hearing Loss for 
over 25 years 


Formal 
assistance 
sought during 
event. . Informal 
during fire 
event..  


Drove to nearby hill and observed smoke and rang 
two friends.  A friend advised her three times of the 
danger, and finally to listen to the radio. She warned 
friends who seemed not to know there was a fire, 
about 2am.  Advice sought from CFA and ambulance 
driver was not understood. After first fire began 
networking with vulnerable people in her community. 


5 
 


Individual –
Partner 
absent 


Intellectual  
disability 


Informal from 
husband 
advising from a 
distance during 
event.  


Woman home alone with disabled son. She passed 
the warning she had received from her husband onto 
her neighbours.  After her departure with her son, 
neighbours did a back burn around their home. 


6 
 


Individual –
partner  
absent 


Mobility –need 
for crutches for 
about 20 years 


Formal after  
front 


CFA put in a control line near their property after the 
front. 


7 Individual Medical 
condition 
severely limiting 
mobility and 
requiring 
frequent 
hospitalizations.  


Informal from 
friend and 
neighbour 
before and 
during front.  


Interviewee was phoned around 9pm by a friend on a 
mobile phone (after the friend’s power had been cut 
due to the fire) to warn her of impending danger.  
Then a neighbour visited her at 2am and advised her 
to make a decision and act on it within 5 minutes.  
Following a call from a friend to the police regarding 
her whereabouts,  the police called on her to find she 
had already left.  This person described her town as 
“cliquey” and that communication centred around the 
pub. Proposed the development of a ‘warden’ system 
to assist with community warnings. Would like to do 
more with and for her community but is restricted due 
to her health. . 


8 
 


Couple Neurological 
condition 
impacting on 
mobility, 
cognition and 
vision.  


Formal  after   
front 


Main contact was with formal bodies, whose advice 
they found wanting. Appreciated support from 
agencies, clubs and friends after losing home. 
Concerned about lack of local knowledge of fire 
crews and about lack of adequate signage. They feel 
they paid a price for living where they did. 


9 
 


Couple Acquired Brain 
Injury following 
stroke.  


Informal 
unexpected 
assistance 
during front,, 
and then formal 
assistance with 
mopping up.   


Assisted by tradesman for several hours, before and 
after front. CFA involvement after the front had 
passed. 


 


Formal assistance 
 
Of the nine sets of interviewees, three experienced direct contact with the emergency 
services during the fire. For one couple this was a positive experience as they received 
assistance from the CFA to defend their property (described below). Two sets of 
interviewees perceived the contact to jeopardise their safety, a finding we discuss 
below, but mean to convey that they regarded the actions they took on advice from 
others as leading them into a more unsafe environment.  
 
Five sets of interviewees did not seek and did not have contact with the emergency 
services during the fire.  The interviewee who has experienced hearing loss visited 
her local CFA station but could not hear the conversation there and thus did not gain 
information which she could apply to her situation. 
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None of the interviewees held an expectation that the CFA would be able to assist 
them to defend their properties during the passage of the front.  However, two 
individuals had expected that they would be informed of danger and advised when to 
leave through official channels. 
 
One couple who live in a relatively remote location concluded that “You need to live 
right on a main road to obtain CFA back up in a fire”.  They observed that many 
crews were not local and didn’t know the area and also noted that recent changes to 
road and property names would probably confuse non local and local crews.  
Two sets of interviewees reported assistance from CFA crews in putting out spot fires 
over the week following the front and another interviewee noted that a control line 
had been bulldozed along one edge of his property. 
 
Household 2 (a couple) live on a property readily accessed by a short driveway from a 
sealed road. Although they were prepared to defend their property on their own, they 
received a high level of CFA assistance. One fire unit helped them to wet down their 
property well before the front arrived and a second unit arrived immediately prior to the 
front and stayed until the couple felt the situation to be under control after the front had 
passed.  The couple had no reason to believe that the CFA units were aware of the 
husband’s medical condition either before or during the event. The symptoms of his 
medical condition abated during the crisis, a phenomenon documented in the medical 
literature. This couple also felt well supported by the offer of food by the Grampians 
Community Health Centre (GCHC) after the fire.  They did feel disappointed about the 
lack of follow-up on the social events that the centre had announced it would organise 
after the fires as they felt themselves and others would have appreciated the 
opportunity to debrief. 
 
Household 3 also defended their property, and received no formal assistance during 
the fire event or after the front had passed.  This couple were well prepared and did 
not expect a fire fighting unit to assist them during the fire. However, they expressed 
considerable disappointment at what they saw to be a total absence of assistance from 
the CFA and other support services over the days and weeks following the front.  Their 
house is not readily accessible being at the end of narrow, winding dirt track of a few 
kilometres that turns to sand for the last few hundred metres. However, they 
emphasised that a work colleague of their son’s drove to their house in a 4WD only 
hours after the front had passed, suggesting that contact was manageable if the will to 
do so was present.  
 
Household 3 also noted that many friends and relatives enquired about their safety 
with the police and the shire emergency centres but this failed to trigger any official 
check.  They felt like the “authorities didn’t know and didn’t care”. During the fire front 
and the week that followed they felt extremely isolated, “like they were the only people 
left alive – at the end of the world”. Their phone line and power were cut. The husband 
drove to town to restock on fuel and food but didn’t feel it was safe to do so and had 
trouble returning due to the road blocks.  (“If they were so worried about my safety why 
didn’t anyone come to check on us?”)  He was exhausted and preoccupied with putting 
out spot fires at home, and fell many times during this time.  
 
Household 3 commented on what they saw to be a lack of coordination of the 
emergency services. They suggest that the coordinating function of overseeing the 
deployment of the CFA and police should be managed locally.  In addition, protocols 
are required specifying roles and responsibilities regarding checking on people – 
especially those who are more vulnerable. 
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Advice from official sources was perceived by households 8 and 9 to jeopardise their 
personal safety.  After fleeing their property, the couple from household 8 drove to a 
nearby town where they reported to the police.  During the evening the police informed 
them that they had lost their home to the fires, and they were directed to the 
community hall to stay overnight.  However, on arrival they found it dark and empty. 
On reporting back to the police they were then directed to another community facility in 
Hawkesbury. The wife queried this advice as she knew the fire had jumped the 
Hawkesbury-Farmers Road and that road blocks were in place.  The police officer 
reiterated his direction and they left for Hawkesbury at about midnight in a state of 
distress and confusion.  This state was greatly heightened by the experience of driving 
through burning trees they feared would fall on their car. The wife, who was the driver, 
suffers from asthma and was also concerned about smoke inhalation.  She reported 
gasping for breath by the time they arrived in Hawkesbury.   
 
Household 9 reported that they were given information by the CFA that they were not 
at risk in relation to the prevailing fire, which turned out not to be the case. The extent 
to which this advice jeopardised the couple’s safety is unclear. However, the 
possibility is left open that if the wife had had more time, and the weight of ‘official 
advice’, she may have been able to persuade her husband to leave. 


Informal assistance 
 
Four households reported receiving unexpected informal assistance with the defence 
of their properties.  For couple 9, this was a tradesman arriving just before the fire front 
and staying to work with them for many hours.  Interviewees 1 and 3 were surprised by 
the assistance of neighbours who had created fire breaks around their property after 
they had left. Household 3 described their son’s boss arriving with his chain saw and 
water tanker just after the front. 
 
The focus of the two town-based female interviewees (4 and 7) was on assisting other 
vulnerable residents known personally to them. After her experience of the Black 
Range Fire, interviewee 4 arranged to network by phone with 5 other residents during 
the Grampians fires that occurred three weeks later.  These residents kept each other 
up to date and the interviewee drove to look-outs to check on the fire’s progress and 
reported back to the group.  She says that next time she would prioritise 
communicating with other people in the community who also live alone and/or are 
vulnerable.  She would like to ensure that they are safe but she feels it would be 
difficult for her to transport them to safety on her own. This interviewee thinks it is very 
important that there is a coordinated plan to inform people with disabilities and those 
who are vulnerable in other ways (e.g., elderly, frail, immobile). She doesn’t feel that 
this should be the responsibility of the CFA as they are preoccupied with fire fighting. 
 
Due to her mobility difficulties, interviewee 7 felt that she couldn’t physically assist 
other vulnerable people. However, she suggested that there should be a system of 
wardens who are designated residents in sections of town to physically visit (within 
town limits) or to phone (for further out of town).  The wardens should ensure that they 
advise elderly, disabled or sick people and work from a checklist to facilitate this. 
 
The wife in household 9 stated that in a future crisis she may require assistance with 
managing her infirm husband and managing fire defence. Household 5 noted that she 
would have liked to have access to respite care for her disabled son. She expressed a 
wish to return to her property if she had had some assistance with her son, noting that 
her neighbours had fire fighting equipment and she could have assisted them (had she 
been able to return to the region where she lived). 
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It is also important to note that some households had pre-existing informal agreements 
with their neighbours around caring for each other in ways which made for a stronger 
sense of community safety in general. One household member, for example, had an 
arrangement with her neighbour that they would look out for each other; one had a 
chronic illness which made her prone to falls, and her neighbour suffered from asthma. 
Both lived alone and were willing to respond to the other if called on. This relationship 
appeared to be critical in this fire event, in that it was the key medium for the relaying 
of the warning of the proximity of the fire.  
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Agency Discussion and Decisions  


 
Further to the commitment made by the researchers to bring the research results 
back to the agencies supporting the research, a workshop was held in Hall’s Gap in 
June 2007. The workshop’s intent was to elicit key issues participants saw in the 
report and to discuss ways in which agencies might be able to respond to some of 
these issues. Participants prioritised key issues via a facilitated scoring process. 
Table 4 below sets out the issues and how they were scored.  
 
Table 4: Prioritization of key issues by workshop participants.  
 


 Issue Participants score 
1 Education  of people with special needs 19 
2 Vulnerability of those with special needs 10 
3 Planning: Individual household 8 
4 Information during fires 8 
5 Agency planning and coordination 7 
6 Role of carers/agencies as messengers 2 
7 How can community development work among these issues 2 
8 Information for friends/family 0 
9 Care of people who leave 0 
 
In the time available, workshop participants discussed Issues 1 (Education of people 
with special needs), 2 (Vulnerability of those with special needs) and 5 (Agency 
Planning and Coordination).  We set out below a brief summary of the issues 
discussed and decisions taken at the workshop. A full documentation of the 
discussion is held in Appendix  3, Agency Feedback on Research Findings.  
 
Key issues discussed were:  
 


Issue 1: Education of those with special needs 
 


 “Education” as a process has a large canvass, and there are ‘educative’ 
components in a range of media, from preparedness materials to media 
broadcasts during an event. 


 Whether a preferred educative process is to target particular groups or 
households, or to aim for a trickle down effect through general community 
initiatives to those with special needs  


 Ways in which educative materials need modifying to make them more 
accessible to households with special needs 


 Ways in which particular special needs, including a broad range of social, 
psychological, physical and emotional needs, impact on a person’s ability to 
take up an educative message and act on it 


 Issues to consider when using ‘mainstream’ agency staff and also other 
family members as ‘entry points’ for fire preparedness information to special 
needs households 


 What are the particular issues associated with more socially isolated 
households, and also those households where women appear to be the main 
carers for male partners, when those partners seem reluctant to consider 
leaving the property  
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 Managing community expectations, particularly where these pertain to the 
expectation of receiving information which is not available to the emergency 
services, such as is often the case in the early stages of a fire event 


 What is the actual curriculum which CFA Community Education workers 
deliver 


 How can mainstream (non emergency) agency staff develop confidence in 
knowing the range of education materials available to the community 


 By what means can community members know that it is ‘their responsibility’ to 
look after their own safety 


 What shared responsibility actually means, and how can it be known or 
experienced 


 


Issue 2: Vulnerability of those with special needs 
 


 The increase in our aged population overall will increase vulnerability to fire, 
as increasing age may mean an overall decrease in the population’s mobility, 
and increase in hearing loss and vision impairment.  


 The importance of ‘local knowledge’ in the process of identifying those most 
at risk and also the informal networks which hold this knowledge at the 
community level 


 Sometimes special knowledge, skills or approaches can be required to 
intervene with households with special needs 


 


Issue 3: Agency planning and coordination 
 


 A major barrier to agency coordination is that both agencies and communities 
lack an understanding of the roles and responsibilities of emergency services  


 Roles and responsibilities are also always evolving and are influenced by 
particular circumstances of a fire event 


 Coordination is facilitated when there is local knowledge of the capacities of 
the infrastructure of local communities and local agencies  


 Opportunities exist for increased coordination where agency services conduct 
an activity with similar goals to household preparedness for fire, such as the 
home maintenance service offered by Local Government 


 Co location of Incident Management with community services during an event 
can increase communication 


 Some agencies are more well represented at the prevention end of fire 
planning (such as the CFA) and less so at the ‘response’ end 


 Systems for community members to register their movements during a fire 
event are not well understood 


 There is a need to locate and develop opportunities for community members 
with special needs to participate in discussions about how a fire event may 
threaten them  
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Solutions and Strategies 
 


Identifying those most at risk 
 Understanding the ways agencies currently recognise those with special 


needs in relation to fire threat, and building on those processes and 
capacities 


 Recognising the capacities of local communities and their leaders and how 
these people and their strengths link to formal services 


 What if a community does not have these informal strengths at the local level 
 Issues to consider in terms of registers of people with special needs include 


privacy, appropriateness, workload, accuracy, expectations of all parties, 
geographic area covered, and how a register might tie in with local informal 
community knowledge 


 


Organizational partnerships 
 Agencies can collaborate with each other in disseminating key information to 


the community 
 Some efforts to use families or carers as conduits for information about the 


threat of fire can be an unrealistic expectation and place too great a burden 
on them 


 Ways to coordinate what are sometimes informal arrangements between 
services and households which link to the ability or willingness of a particular 
staff member, rather than being contained in a policy or general practice 


 


Types of interaction 
 Participants placed emphasis on the importance of interaction with community 


members around the bushfire safety issues, rather than relying on 
‘information transfer’ only 


 With greater interaction, community members can tailor what they need for 
their particular circumstances 


 Many people with special needs will need assistance in adapting the 
information available to their circumstances 


 The decision to hold one day planning forums for people with special needs 
which arose at the workshop, was designed to address the need for an 
interactive process to address particular adaptations which may be required 
by households with special needs  


 Some community education programs offered by the CFA are able to provide 
more focused interaction, such as Community Fireguard 


 Other services such as the CFA/MFB Isolated Elderly program are relevant to 
the more vulnerable, but focus more on home fire safety rather than bushfire 
safety 


 


Publications and the Web 
 Relevant publications and web based information were tabled and discussed, 


including CFA’s Living in the Bush, DHS’s Emergency Medical Information  
 Current publications need to be extended to deal more specifically with those 


with special needs 
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Strategy and planning 
 DHS is setting up Local Government Emergency Recovery Committees. 


Vulnerable populations is also an issue in these planning processes.  
 Municipal Emergency Management Committees and Municipal Emergency 


Recovery Committees form part of Local Government Municipal Emergency 
Management Plans 


 Scope exists for the widening of the scope of these committees to specifically 
address households with special needs 


 Other regional bodies exist, such as are coordinated by DHS, Red Cross, and 
the police 


 


Support services 
 Workshop participants queried if households interviewed were linked to local 


services 
 Systems for registration of household members when they have to leave their 


home are not well understood causing lost time looking for people 
 


Warnings and information during emergencies 
 Incident Management teams are constantly evolving in relation to their 


capacity to extend the flow of information to more parties outside the 
requirements of operations 


 Further modification of the Bushfire Information Line and Community 
Meetings held during a fire could increase information flow to special needs 
households  


 The role of the ABC is also evolving 
 The trail of the Community Information Warning System was supported, and 


this technology could be extended to address those with special needs 
 


Key decisions made at the workshop 
 
Workshop participants made two key decisions. One was to hold a forum, or series of 
forums, for individuals and their carers around fire planning; the other was to decide 
on a structure for ongoing discussion.  
 
Forum for educative support and facilitation around fire planning. 
 


Workshop participants took up an invitation by Grampians Disability Advocacy 
Association that agencies hold a one day Forum for people with special needs and 
their families to receive facilitated hands on assistance to develop fire plans. This 
offer was met with enthusiasm by those present, with the Regional Community 
Educator from CFA offering to participate, and Rural Access offering to convene the 
working group. This work has now been carried out; comment on its outcomes is 
beyond the scope of this report. Interested readers should contact Rural Access for 
further details.  
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A ‘structure’ for ongoing discussion of these issues  


 
Further to discussion about the role of Municipal Emergency Management 
Committee and the Municipal Emergency Recovery Committee being required to 
form part of Local Government Municipal Emergency Management Plans, a decision 
was taken that Ararat Rural City’s Emergency Management and Emergency 
Recovery Committee structures could be widened so as to address issues of 
planning for people with special needs. The Manager of Community Development at 
the Ararat Rural City agreed to take the issues discussed at the workshop into these 
two committees.  
 
However, some workshop members raised the possibility that these committees 
might struggle to encompass the full range of issues and organizations (especially 
those not involved in emergency management) required to address the bushfire 
safety of people with special needs.  The suggestion was made that perhaps there 
could be a sub-committee with this focus that feeds information to the Municipal 
Emergency Management committees. The Rural Access Coordinator who is already 
a member of the Municipal Emergency Management Committee expects she will 
monitor the pathways through which concerns of people with special needs are 
brought to the Committee.  
 
The next section below builds on the output of the research findings and subsequent 
agency workshop to suggest some emerging themes and priorities. 
 


Emerging Themes and Priorities  
 
This section pulls together key findings from the household interviews with some of 
the discussion in the agency workshop. It is designed to be more succinct to increase 
its potential utility for agencies in this and other regions who may wish to look at our 
conclusions for their applicability in their own area.  


Perceptions and reality of risk  
 
The findings of this study confirm that people with special needs do live in remote 
locations, reducing their access to sources of help and social interaction. The 
combination of remoteness and physical, emotional or psychological vulnerabilities 
increases the level of risk faced during a bushfire.  Whilst there is a need to respect 
people’s life choices, it is also important to raise awareness about the risks 
associated with these choices and to explore, together with members of the 
community, appropriate ways to address these risks.  
 
This study would suggest that the bushfire safety for people with special needs is 
closely linked to: 
 


 Achieving a realistic understanding of risks faced 
Some respondents in this study had carried out extensive measures to assist 
them prepare for a fire event, while others appeared to have an unrealistic or little 
understanding of risk. Among the possible reasons for this could be a lack of 
previous fire experience, lack of information, or a general belief that a fire threat 
would be unlikely. This group may face additional challenges in understanding 
how their limitations impact on preparing for and managing in a fire event.  
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 Ability to conduct self assessment of capacities to deal with fire threats  
How can people with special needs, their families and carers be supported to 
recognise and address the ways in which physical, psychological or emotional 
vulnerabilities can affect personal and house survival? 
Of the nine households interviewed in this study, only one interviewee clearly 
articulated the ways in which he could expect to be affected in a bushfire situation 
as a result of his disability and how this would affect his capacity defend his 
property.   
 
 The development of plans and responses appropriate to individual 


circumstances.    
Some of the complexities of bushfire planning for people with special needs are 
highlighted in the section on planning below.  These complexities are reflected by 
the findings that almost half of the interviewees did not have an articulated 
household fire plan. 


 
Participants of the stakeholder workshop highlighted the importance of being able to 
identify individuals at risk during a bushfire. Compiling lists of people with special 
needs was seen as potentially useful. However, concern was expressed that lists 
may convey a false sense of security through those listed believing that they will be 
rescued (as is thought to have happened in some instances during the Ash 
Wednesday fires).  
 
Workshop participants also noted that local knowledge is crucial in identifying people 
with special needs. Reference was made to a process facilitated by the Cardinia 
Shire Council by which community members and agencies identified vulnerable 
people in the local community.  
 
The findings of this study confirm the importance of local informal networks and local 
knowledge with many of the respondents receiving warnings and assistance from 
others in their community.  Two interviewees also explicitly expressed a desire to 
assist other vulnerable people in a bushfire event. One stated that next time she 
would prioritise communicating with other people in her town who also live alone and 
/or are vulnerable.  The second suggested that there should be a system of wardens 
who would contact elderly, disabled or sick people in the local area and work from a 
checklist to facilitate this. How agencies might respond to potential sources of 
community responsiveness glimpsed at in these responses from community 
members is discussed under “strengthening agency and community capacity to 
address bushfire safety with people with special needs” below. 
 


Perceptions of responsibilities 
 
The stakeholder workshop noted that community members in general appear to hold 
unrealistic expectations of emergency services and that this there appears to be due 
to a low awareness about the roles and responsibilities of emergency services, the 
resources available to them, and the chaos associated with fire events.  
 
In relation to fire service operational matters, none of the interviewees held an 
expectation that the CFA would be able to assist them to defend their properties during 
the passage of the front. However some of those interviewed expected that they might 
have received some assistance in the period following the front and spoke of feeling 
‘abandoned’ by ‘the authorities’. Furthermore, two individuals had expected that they 
would be informed of a fire threat and advised when to leave through official channels. 
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In these two cases, lack of official advice was (incorrectly) interpreted as lack of 
impending danger.  
 
The view was strongly expressed during the stakeholder workshop that community 
members must take responsibility for their own safety. Indeed within the small 
sample size of this study there was a wide variation in the extent to which people 
were proactive about preparing for a fire event, sourcing information before and 
during a fire and acting on information.  Agency participants in the workshop also 
conveyed their willingness to continue to increase their involvement in sharing 
responsibility for community safety with community residents, and recognised that for 
many people to develop a fire plan requires some degree of interaction – that 
‘information’ alone is seldom enough.  
 
In trying to develop a shared responsibility for the bushfire safety for people with 
special needs, it may be useful to discuss:  


 How do Emergency Services coordinate their advice to the community at times 
of crisis? In what ways can the Incident Management structures and processes 
be mindful of more vulnerable community members? What are the formal roles 
of the police, the fire services and the land management agencies? Where do 
the roles of those in formal positions of authority intersect with informal 
community based roles? 


 How can structures and processes such as the Victorian Bushfire Information 
Line (VBIL) and Community Meetings during fire events be made more 
accessible to residents with special needs? 


 Are there other (non emergency) services which could be drawn into assisting 
with warnings of an imminent threat to those with special needs? 


 How can emergency and support services recognise and address the ways in 
which special needs can affect personal and house survival? 


 How can agencies that provide services to residents with special needs assist 
in increasing their fire awareness and their ability to make decisions that 
enhance their safety? 


 How people with special needs, their families and carers be encouraged to 
recognize the risks they face and take responsibility for ensuring their own 
safety.  


Individual and household planning 
 
There are clear benefits to having a household plan. It becomes a point of reference, 
a focus for discussion about bushfire safety, and importantly can create a short cut to 
action in the ‘heat of the moment’. However as illustrated by the experiences of the 
interviewees, achieving a shared household fire plan can be difficult - and following it 
in a fire crisis, even more so. This appears to be due to differences that can exist 
between household members with regard to priorities, perceptions of risk and safety, 
assessments of physical, emotional and psychological capacities to deal with fire 
threats, and the effects of changes in brain functioning in a crisis and the impact of 
this on decision-making. Accepting a plan to leave early appeared to be difficult to 
some of the men in this study – perhaps akin to an act of defeat or a failure. 
 
The participants of the stakeholder workshop viewed bushfire planning as vital but 
also complex because of the factors described above. In addition, it was 
acknowledged that extreme circumstances can force the abandonment of plans to 
leave early. One workshop participant who was a (bushfire) community educator 
noted that she encourages people who decide to leave early to have a fall-back plan 
in case they are prevented from early departure.  
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As described earlier in this report, the Australasian Fire Authorities Council suggests 
that “people who plan to leave early should recognise that on days of very high or 
extreme fire danger bushfires may break out nearby and spread at a rate that leaves 
very little time to relocate.”  It also recommends that people who do not have the 
physical, emotional or mental capacity to cope with bushfire should relocate well 
before fire impacts their area.  
 
The findings of this study would suggest that there is a need to encourage community 
members and particularly people with special needs to think through clearly what 
leaving early may mean in their circumstance.  
 
The small sample of interviewees in this study spanned the full range of ‘planning’ 
and ‘preparedness’ that has been observed in many other community settings.  
However, it was observed at the stakeholder workshop that an extra layer of 
complexity can exist with respect to fire planning for people with special needs.  This 
is due to physical, emotional, or psychological vulnerabilities as well as social 
isolation.  These factors may mean that for many people with special needs it is 
unrealistic to expect them and their families to be able to develop a fire plan without 
assistance.  This is particularly so for people experiencing cognitive impairment.  A 
decision was made at the stakeholder workshop, to hold forums throughout the 
Grampians region to provide people with special needs, their family members, 
carers, and health and community services workers with information relevant to their 
circumstances and with support to develop practical fire plans. 
 
In conclusion, the question arises:  How can fire plans effectively address special 
needs? Are there any ‘best practice’ scenarios that can be drawn on, or is this work 
best conducted locality by locality, factoring in household and community strengths 
and capacities?   
 


Informing and educating people with special needs 
 
The findings of this study indicate a low rate of attendance of community fire education 
meetings (such as Community Fire Guard) prior to the Grampians fires – with only one 
household participating in such meetings. Although this household was greatly 
assisted by the meetings in defending their property, they reported a poor attendance 
by other community members. The other interviewees did not recall opportunities to 
attend community education sessions.  This may indicate that an opportunity exists to 
increase the number of educational meetings in the region and to more actively 
promote (perhaps with more assistance from other local agencies) the dissemination of 
information about meetings.  
 
During the fire event, all but one of the households actively attempted to source 
information about the location and progress of the fire via various combinations of 
information sources.  These included ABC radio, the local general store, community 
meetings, phone calls and visits from friends and family, phone calls and visits to 
emergency services, local lookouts, observing environmental cues and use of the 
internet. This research highlights the importance of multiple channels of information 
and that the responsible agencies need to continue their efforts to ensure that this 
information is accessible to all those potentially affected by bushfires.  
 
The stakeholder workshop felt that while these findings are similar to the way in 
which the general community sources information, there are extra barriers faced by 
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many people with special needs with regard to gaining and using information. These 
hurdles relate to:   


 Reduced access to knowledge about information sources 


 lack of bushfire safety information that is accessible to all  


 difficulties for many in interpreting risk in the light of their circumstances 


 social isolation 


 
Two interviewees also felt left out of the information loop in their local communities 
due to not being part of the local (hotel based) clientele, a setting more familiar to 
some members of CFA brigades. This points to the need to examine what systems or 
procedures could be developed to ensure that ‘local information’ held by brigade 
members in the course of their duties, can be made available to community members 
without these affiliations. Workshop participants also noted that some community 
members in the research study conveyed that they may have been persuaded to act 
if the message of the threat had come from someone in a formally recognised role.  
 
Workshop participants identified the development and dissemination of accessible 
information as the key challenge with regard to informing and educating people with 
special needs. Implicit within this is the need to be able to effectively identify and 
access this group of people. Workshop participants also emphasised among the 
messages to the community should be included the idea that there are limitations to 
the clarity of the message about an actual fire in the early phase of a fire event.  
 
Opportunities were identified for agency workers and for carers of people with special 
needs to convey information about bushfire safety and about available resources and 
services. However, workshop participants felt that the role of agency workers should 
be limited to information sharing and not education about fire planning.  The rationale 
offered was that it can take many years to gain a solid appreciation of the issues to 
be addressed in planning for fire. It was also noted that while workers can take 
information to clients, they must seek the permission of the client before they can 
identify them to another agency. 
 
In order to share information with clients, workers must be familiar with the 
information resources available. In recent years, the CFA has been working with 
service providers and carers to equip them to support and inform people with special 
needs with regard to bushfire safety and would like to extend this work to include a 
wider group of service providers.  
 
There are likely to be a significant number of vulnerable residents in bushfire risk 
areas who do not identify as having a special need, are not accessing services, and 
are therefore unknown to local service providers. More discussion is required 
between agencies in the region as to an appropriate local response to this issue.  


Agency planning and coordination  
 


Workshop participants viewed planning by agencies and by households and 
communities as critical.  Better sharing of information between agencies and 
between agencies and community networks was identified as a pre-condition for 
effective planning.   
 
Some agencies are already engaged in collaborative ‘cross agency’ work. For 
example:  
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 Vision Australia is increasingly working with services catering for the needs of 
people with hearing impairment.  


 Parks Victoria, DSE, CFA and Local Government are collaborating on the 
“Fire Ready Victoria” program which will soon include The Integrated Fire 
Management Planning Framework. 


 Police and Fire Brigades offer a program to schools in the Pomonal / Hall’s 
Gap area. 


 DSE and Parks Vic focus work together the bushfire education of the Parks’ 
visitors.  


 
The DHS is facilitating the establishment of Local Government Emergency Recovery 
Committees across high fire risk shires. There is now a commitment in every shire to 
establish such a committee and most are now ready for their initial meeting.  (Due 
the recent bushfires, the Rural City of Ararat is well progressed).   


While these committees assist in the integration of the response and recovery 
aspects of emergency management, some limitations were identified by workshop 
participants for their potential to improve the bushfire safety of people with special 
needs.  For example, the composition of committees does not encompass the range 
of organizations (especially those not involved in emergency management) required 
to address the bushfire safety of people with special needs.  In addition, the CFA is 
represented on Prevention Planning Committees at Local Government level, but not 
typically on Emergency Response and Recovery Committees.   


There is also the reality that local government emergency management rarely 
receives the dedicated on-going funding that would ensure effective development 
and implementation of strategies.  Currently emergency management is an “add on” 
to other work and/or relies on temporary positions.  


Discussion at the workshop identified that for Local Government Emergency 
Recovery Committees to effectively address the bushfire safety of people with 
special needs the following factors are important: identifying vulnerable groups; 
communication between sectors; and knowledge of the geographic location of fire 
risk areas (as can be provided by CFA); understanding the issues of concern to 
people with special needs.  


 
The findings of this study highlight two practical issues requiring interagency 
coordination that affects the safety of people with special needs:   


 Lack of good systems for registering when people leave during an emergency 
and where they go.  In addition people are not using the systems that do 
exist. There is a need to raise awareness about these systems. There is also 
a need for a standardized way residents who are leaving a district can inform 
someone. Much time was wasted by Emergency Services in the Grampians 
fires looking for people reported missing, but who had already left the district.  


 Lack of road signage and inconsistencies between current shire boundaries 
and road names and what was seen by some as a lessening of local detail on 
current CFA maps used by crews. This is of particular concern due to the 
predominance of non-local fire crews during a large fire event.  
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Strengthening agencies and community capacity to 
address the bushfire safety of people with special 
needs 
 
It was felt by workshop participants that there needs to be greater community and 
agency awareness of the role of emergency services and of available programs and 
services provided by community and government organisations.  Agencies were also 
urged to recognize that they ‘don’t know it all’ and that they need to ensure that they 
understand community needs. In particular it was emphasized that Emergency 
Management agencies need to be mindful of community issues and services and the 
capacities that exist in the community. 
 
Some questions that came out of the workshop discussions were:  


 How to increase local knowledge of the ways in which agencies are currently 
seeking to strengthen community networks and how these activities 
strengthen community safety? 


 In what ways can these local community networks be linked to formal 
services?  


 How do we collate information about community networks, how and where 
these interact or could interact with formal services, and in what ways these 
interactions contribute to greater community safety?  


 
The research findings indicate that there is a willingness within communities to 
network and to take action to ensure the bush fire safety of vulnerable community 
members. Some issues that emerge from the study are:  


 What are the responsibilities of the “neighbourhood” who may know residents 
with special needs? How can the assistance provided by neighbours be 
supported and encouraged?  


 How can those community members who are motivated to do more work in 
this area, be supported, encouraged and where necessary guided by 
agencies?  


 How can community based organizations such as general stores be 
supported to fulfil the valuable roles they play in community crises such as 
bushfires? 


 How can agencies ensure that they acknowledge and strengthen community 
networks which already exist and link them to formal services? 


 
It would appear that an opportunity exists for formal services to “capture” the 
willingness of community members to ensure the safety of others by understanding, 
strengthening and building on the capacities that exist within communities.    
 
Some recognised community development principles that may assist in this regard 
are:  
 


 Understanding:  listening to community concerns and ideas about strategies 
for safety,  appreciating and documenting community knowledge  


 
 Strengthening: identifying community leaders, providing resources for 


community organisation and networking, sharing information, building 
capacity (leadership, organizational, technical eg: understanding fire risk and 
safety), facilitating discussion amongst relevant individuals, community 
organizations, and formal agencies.   
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 Building on the capacities that exist in communities: linking community 
networks with each other and with formal services; combining agency and 
community knowledge; defining roles and responsibilities.  


 
An example of a multi-agency and community partnership project provided to the 
stakeholder workshop is the Hall’s Gap Community Safety Project. It started in 1999 
and has conducted a number of initiatives, one of which is the annual green waste 
clean-up event in Halls Gap. The program provides free access to the tip and a truck 
and loader to remove green waste. It also serves as a prompt to the wider community 
about the need to prepare for wildfires. The planning committee for this year now 
includes several community representatives.  
 


Conclusion 
 
The interviews with community members and subsequent discussions with agencies 
at the workshop in June 2007, provides an overview of some of the issues which 
need to be considered and acted upon by communities and agencies in their efforts 
to increase community safety particularly of those with special needs in relation to the 
threat of fire. This will always be a work in progress. This research does not report on 
the subsequent work undertaken in the region following this research. It does 
however, point to some themes other regions may find useful in addressing these 
issues.  
 
The research highlights the importance of seeking links between all parties, agencies 
and communities, in the “PPRR” cycle – the prevention, preparedness, response and 
recovery aspects of the Emergency Management cycle. In the agency workshop, 
members from the emergency services and community services found themselves in 
conversations about their roles in various aspects of the PPRR cycle, and found 
some of the information shared in these conversations useful. Other regions may 
seek to establish such opportunities, so they can form a clearer picture of where the 
gaps might be in community safety in relation to the threat of fire. The key issues 
highlighted in the previous section may assist others in that discussion.  
 
Another challenge is for agencies to find ways to understand what community 
members already know, and also what they see as their particular needs for 
assistance. While this research highlights some of the limitations of those households 
where there were particular needs, it also points to the need to find appropriate 
channels to consult with households about their preferred ways of maximising their 
chances of safety in a bushfire. This will always be a work in progress, given the 
changes in households, in regional demographics, in socio economic status of 
residents, in resources available from agencies for the task of increasing community 
safety, the gradually changing policy climate of ‘shared responsibility’ for community 
safety, and the overall enormity and complexity of the task.  
 
There is no one formula for the best mix of community members, agencies, and 
emergency management planners with whom to engage in seeking this 
understanding. This will vary from community to community. What we do know, from 
the resilience literature, is that “creativity” is a key aspect of resilience.  So the idea of 
creating space and offering support while people work through how they wish to 
prepare for and respond to a crisis, goes to the heart of creativity. The improvisation 
and innovation shown by the agencies in this study in their decision to work together 
to address some of the needs highlighted in this study, could be seen as one 
example of such creativity. What sorts of contexts are required to support households 
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members themselves, either those with special needs or those caring for them, to 
identify and act on what they need to know or do to increase their safety in the event 
of a bushfire, are yet to be identified. Efforts to achieve this level of safety may 
require additional funds, the capacity of agencies to recognise the desire in the 
community where it exists to work on these issues, the willingness of service 
providers to offer particular forms of fire safety assistance, their willingness to work 
collaboratively with others on these tasks, and the strategic guiding hand of 
government where required. It seems to us that many people in other parts of the 
world are watching Australia’s efforts to implement the ‘stay or go’ policy. The very 
tangible challenges to the policy evident in this research will require more thought, 
action and creativity.  
 
At present, it appears that most of the resources, expertise and power in relation to 
fire safety are housed at the agency level. If agencies want communities to accept 
greater responsibility for their own safety, they need to ensure that these 
communities have the opportunities to become informed active participants in 
decision making. How the way can be paved for community members to play a 
stronger role in all the phases of the PPRR cycle can be explored through iterative 
cycles of learning in local areas, where current policies, attitudes, beliefs and 
practices can be captured, reflected on, and new practices enacted.  
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Appendix 1: Guiding Questions for Research 
Interviews 
 
 
1. Could you tell me what happened to you at the time of the fires? 


 Verify which fires households were affected by 
 How did it progress? What did you do? (chronology of actions). 
 Who else was involved?  Eg: family? neighbours? others? 
 Did you feel your safety was threatened? Your property? 


 
2. What were your main concerns? 


 Before, during, after the fire 
 
3. Was leaving your property something you thought about?  Were there any 
particular issues you needed to consider?  Any particular fears or worries? 
 
4. Were any of the emergency service people you came into contact with aware of 
your particular circumstances?  Were they able to offer (appropriate) assistance? 
 
5. Were you able to obtain information to help you make decisions in relation to the 
fire (at any stage)? 


 How;  if so what information? 
 How useful was that information? 
 Could it be improved?  (content /mode of communication) 


 
6. Is there anything you or your family would do differently to be safer next time? 
 
7. Is there anything others could do to improve you and your family’s safety in the 
event of another fire? 


 (try to gain specific responses about who and what) 
 
8. Do you have any other comments or ideas in relation to the bushfire safety of 
people with special needs? 
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Appendix 2:  Case Summaries 
 
The numbering of the case studies below follows that of the participating households. 
Summaries for Households 4 and 5 are not available. Pseudonyms are used, and 
some other details changed to reduce identifiability.  
 
1: John and Rachel 
 
John and Rachel are in their early 60’s and live at the end of a bush track 2 
kilometres from the bitumen road, on land which is largely cleared but which they 
hope to revegetate. John has been wheelchair bound for many years, following an 
accident in his youth. While agile in his chair he is not able to drive the family car, 
which is not fitted with the appropriate hand controls, something he regrets. Rachel 
appears to hold some reservations about him driving.  
 
John and Rachel have had two fire experiences  - this one and one three years ago. 
During the earlier one, John was home alone but was able to call Rachel who got 
home just as the smoke was becoming thick. While they had a fire break around the 
house, they felt they were unprepared in relation to accessible fire defence 
equipment. Rachel particularly felt aggrieved that the CFA, who were in attendance 
at this first fire, appeared to her to give higher priority to the neighbour’s place than 
their own. Her beliefs as to why they did that moved between some recognition that 
this might have saved the fire spreading into some nearby bush, to believing their 
lives were worth less than their neighbour’s assets. Since this fire John and Rachel 
have purchased additional fire fighting equipment, including pumps, hoses and tanks.  
 
On the evening of the day of the second fire (2006) John and Rachel went into town 
where they had access to family owned accommodation. They returned to their 
property the next morning, stayed there for another three days and again moved 
back into town, stayed one more night in town, and then John returned home by taxi, 
while Rachel went to work. The fire had come to within 500 metres of their property, 
and in their absence, a neighbour, who also helped other residents, had put a break 
around their home with a grader. The equipment they had purchased after their first 
fire experience was not used.  
 
John voiced feelings of having wanted to stay and a belief they ‘could have’ 
managed, while also noting that it would take two able bodied people to manage with 
the fire front. John wants more fire defence systems such as roof sprinklers, but also 
noted that as one has to be there to turn them on, they may not be worth buying. 
Rachel would have liked to have left earlier than they did.  
 
Both John and Rachel did not expect the CFA to help them in particular, and John 
praised their efforts, saying that he couldn’t imagine that they could do “any more 
than they do”. John felt more specific local information on the fire behaviour is 
needed to guide CFA decision making, and also noted that he often could not work 
out where the fire was from the radio. John and Rachel did not think the CFA knew of 
John’s disability.  
 
Friends and neighbours contacted and visited in the time leading up to the fire, but 
were more caught up protecting their own place during the fires. John and Rachel 
received information from the ABC, and the General Store.  
 
Their future planning was not clear. 
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2: Michael and Adrienne 
 
Michael and Adrienne are in their mid to late 60’s, and live on a largely cleared 
property close to a main road. Michael has a degenerative neurological condition, 
which impairs his mobility. The symptoms which accompany his condition were 
reduced during the fire due to the stress.  
 
They had attended 3 Community FireGuard meetings over 2-3 years which they 
believed had assisted them gain knowledge of fire behaviour, weather conditions, 
and management of foliage. Michael’s professional background also contributed to 
his understanding of fire prevention measures.  
 
Michael and Adrienne first heard of the lightning strike and the risk of fire on the ABC 
radio, and then attended a Community Meeting the following day. This meeting 
helped them to put in place the arrangements they had made over some years, as to 
how they would defend their home. They had attended to some preparatory detail 
during the New Year’s Eve fire. They experienced two fronts, three days apart. The 
CFA assisted at the time of the first front by helping wet down the house and when 
the front arrived, there were two CFA vehicles on their property. They believed that 
neither their lives nor their home were at risk. They had expected they would not 
receive assistance from the fire service (as was reiterated at the Community 
Meeting). However they believe that without the CFA may not have saved their shed.  
 
Adrienne would have liked the Health Centre to have run the social events they had 
talked of, as in her view, people needed to talk but were too busy to organize 
something themselves. Adrienne and Michael have added longer hoses to their 
defence measures, as their hoses were too short given the direction the fire came in, 
a direction which surprised them. They have decided if the health of either 
deteriorates, they will not stay and defend their home.  
 
They remain concerned that their home cannot be easily located by the Emergency 
Services of any kind. Local Government amalgamations has led to allocation of new 
addresses which have not been transferred to maps. They heard from neighbours 
that these map problems prevented some people from being located by the CFA. 
They suggested GPS references should be used instead of Shire addresses. 
 
3: Ron and Sara 
 
Ron and Sara are in their late 60’s, and live on a partly cleared block abutting a 
National Park, off a bitumen road at the end of a 2 kilometre dirt and in parts sandy 
track. Ron grew up in this area and the home he grew up in was nearby on the same 
property. Ron was strongly motivated to protect the property. Ron suffers from 
severe back pain and limited mobility, and walks with a stick. They live with their son 
who was home at the time of the fire and was seen to play a vital role.  
 
They had decided they would stay with their property and had attended a Community 
Meeting. They were expecting the wind change that heralded the fire front. However, 
Sara said she panicked late in the day as they watched the worsening smoke and 
she wanted to leave, but Ron advised her against this on the grounds that it may 
increase the danger she faced. She attempted to ring her adult children who lived 
elsewhere, to say goodbye. They believe they would not have saved the home had it 
not been for their son.  
 
Ron had a background in local government work and had fought the Ash Wednesday 
fires. He had been building his defence system over a number of years, a system 
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which included roof sprinklers. They had kept the grass short around the home and 
wet it down the day of the fire, as well as ploughing a fire break around the home. 
They saved their own home but lost a shed, and the home Ron had grown up in.  
 
Ron and Sara felt abandoned after the fires. They heard later that the many friends 
and family who called the ‘authorities’ reporting that they could not raise them by 
phone, were referred by the police to the evacuation centres. Ron and Sara felt that 
these calls might have triggered a response somewhere they might need checking 
up on. They felt the “authorities didn’t know and didn’t care”. 
 
Ron realized they would not receive assistance from the CFA at the time of the front, 
but had thought they might after the front had passed. They were told of 30-40 trucks 
being stationed at a nearby township during the fires. Ron and Sara felt there was a 
need for better and more locally informed controller of emergency services, to reduce 
the difficulty in knowing where to deploy resources to. They also thought that the 
‘authorities’ need better protocols on checking on people after the fire, particularly if 
they are vulnerable. They noted there were road blocks on their road in the days after 
the fire, when they were trying to get through for food and fuel and had trouble 
getting back home. “If they were so worried about my safety why didn’t anyone come 
to check on us”. They were relieved to receive help from a friend of their son’s who 
came with water in the early hours of the morning, after the front had passed. Ron 
and Sara were also critical of the decision to send people to Stawell for refuge, when 
getting there was also dangerous.  
 
They thought the information on the radio “lagged reality” by 1.5 hours. They 
benefited greatly from the information from the local store after the fire, but felt the 
store could have been supported with some people from the ‘authorities’ to relieve 
the burden of the store owners. 
 
Ron expressed strong emotions about the prospect of perhaps next time not being 
able to stay and defend, while also talking of his improving his defence system. They 
have already bought a mobile phone since the fires, and believe everyone should 
have one, particularly the elderly.  
 
 
6: Daniel and Katrina  
 
Daniel and Katrina live in a small town but own a block which borders the National 
Park, about 20 minutes away on which they have a small number of horses and a 
shed.  They hope to build a home on this land in the future. 
 
Daniel uses crutches to assist his mobility following an accident in his youth. On New 
Year’s Eve they were aware of the Deep Lead fire. They found information about the 
fire on the CFA website, after smelling smoke.  Realising there was a threat to their 
horses, Katrina went out to the block to check on the situation. Katrina moved the 
horses and closed gates to ensure the horses were all together in a bare area. She 
went home but still felt extremely worried and decided it might be better to at least 
remove two of the horses.  
 
Katrina and Daniel then watched the course of this fire from a nearby lookout. 
Although Daniel wasn’t keen on this idea Katrina returned to the block, However, 
once there, she became aware that the fire was much closer, and could feel some 
heat from the approaching front, although no flames were visible for topographical 
reasons.  Given the long driveway between the road and the horses' location, she 
decided that any delay in loading the horses - one of them was often difficult to load - 
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could potentially lead to her having to drive out directly towards an oncoming fire. 
This clearly being risky, Katrina turned back towards home.  By this time traffic was 
being blocked from entering the area. 
 
On their return to the block the next morning, they discovered that the fire had only 
burnt a small part of their block and that a bulldozer had put a control line along one 
side of their property. They blacked out fire spots over the next three days.  
 
Since the fire Daniel and Katrina have bought a fire pump and small tank which they 
can put on their ute to enable them to pump water from the dam to protect the sheds 
and horses. During the following year they increased their clearing of tree debris and 
with the fire pump on hand, had the confidence to do a burn-off. Daniel’s future plan 
would be to wet down the shed, put the horses in the one bare paddock, and then for 
them both to leave. He has made a clear decision that his limited mobility means that 
could not defend their land or stock.  
 
Now that Katrina has seen from experience that the horses can survive a fire if left in 
a bare area, she agrees that this is the preferred option.  She would like to move 
them well ahead of the fire if there was sufficient warning. However, once they are 
living on the block, Daniel and Katrina would have conflicting views as to what to do: 
Katrina would want to stay and defend the home while Daniel would like to evacuate 
well ahead of the fire.  Possibly if all precautions were taken ahead of time, Katrina 
would evacuate with Daniel rather than defend the home all alone. 
 
Daniel is familiar with and skilled at reading the internet based information sources, 
such as the DSE and the CFA websites. He noted however that while he understood 
the need to name fires at their point of origin, he believes that this becomes 
misleading, once fires spread into several fronts. He finds the radio more useful for 
rapid updates when property is endangered, but believes that sometimes the radio 
information is too detailed. He thinks that when you are listening to details of fire 
threats not in your immediate environment, this can lull you into a false sense of 
security and be a barrier to taking appropriate defensive action. He believes the 
public’s expectations around information could be better managed, and that the 
communication resources should be focused on protection of the firefighters in their 
role of protecting property. 
 
7: Alice 
 
Alice is in her mid 60’s and has lived alone in town for several decades. Her adult 
children live in other parts of the state. Her mobility is limited due to a degenerative 
condition which had contributed to lengthy hospital admissions over the last 5 years.  
 
Alice smelt smoke and tuned into the ABC which she said gave 5-10 minute updates, 
but despite this she could not discern that the fire was approaching until she was 
phoned by a widowed farming friend who lived about 30 kilometres away, who told 
Alice that she could see smoke and flames near her, and she had no power or 
landline phone. Alice advised this friend to leave. Alice was also phoned a couple of 
times by another female friend who lived about 20 kms in another direction, who 
invited Alice to come and stay with her. The first advice she had from someone in her 
immediate neighbourhood was when her neighbour, a man who also lived alone, 
came over at 2am and advised her to leave. Alice says he also warned a number of 
other residents in their part of town. An early departure had been her plan, as she 
could not fight the fire, she was anxious about some nearby petrol tanks, she was 
limited in her ability to reduce the fuel load on her property, and she was fully 
insured. In the event, the fire was quite close when she left, and she drove through 
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conditions of poor visibility, with emergency services vehicles on the road. After she 
left she was told the police had come to her home, as a friend had alerted them that 
they could not raise her by phone. Alice later realized that there were others who got 
no warning, such as someone known to Alice who is very frail and has a serious 
illness, who did not leave the town. Alice returned two days later when she heard on 
the radio that it was safe to do so.  
 
Alice has a mutually supportive relationship with her neighbour, and they have an 
agreement to assist each other in times of crisis. The neighbour has helped Alice to 
her feet after a fall when she could not get up and the neighbour also has a medical 
condition which could require Alice’s assistance. The neighbour has connections with 
the ‘pub group’ which typically holds information about emergencies when they are 
occurring. In the main Alice finds the town ‘cliquey’  - she feels like an outsider, 
although she does have several close friends, and also plays a lead role in group 
whose members have a similar medication condition to her own.  
 
Alice believes that all those who have some physical limitations “should be 
systematically contacted”. She suggests a system of ‘wardens’ with designated areas 
of particular responsibility. She would like to do more herself but doesn’t feel 
physically able to do so.  
 
8: David and Genevieve 
 
David and Genevieve, who are in their early 70’s, live in town now, after their 
property was destroyed by the fire. They had lived at this property in a home they 
had built, a few kilometres off the main road, for two decades. They had planted 
hundreds of trees, and kept some livestock. David has a neurological condition which 
affects his vision, mobility, and the speed with which he can think and make 
decisions.  
 
Genevieve remembers the animals being jittery the day of the fire, and that the 
temperature gauge on their veranda was very high, and while she commented on this 
to David she did not think more about this until they heard a noise from an overhead 
plane which Genevieve thought might have been a warning signal. This caused her 
to look outside, and it was then that she saw the flames. She said they panicked, 
grabbed some items and left in the one car. David was having difficulty making 
decisions, and Genevieve was struggling to breathe, with her asthma. They were told 
the first fire front came through their property about 10 minutes after they left, and a 
second one some time later when the wind direction changed. They had a trailer 
mounted with a fire pump and tank, but had decided a few years earlier that they 
were no longer fit enough to fight a fire, a decision they revisited in subsequent fire 
seasons to check each others’ thinking. They did not need to revisit this decision on 
the day of the fire. Had they had more time, Genevieve would have liked to block the 
down pipes and fill the gutters with water. 
 
Due to their state of mind they had difficulty accepting offers of hospitality when they 
got to town, and took the advice of the police to go to a community hall overnight. 
When they got to the hall it was dark and empty and then took further advice from the 
police to go to a nearby town, which necessitated driving in dangerous conditions 
through burning trees, which worsened their already distressed state. They were 
assisted on arrival at this town, and then referred on to a motel. They learned on their 
arrival that the accommodation was fully booked for fire-fighters. Genevieve pleaded 
successfully to be able to stay. Following the fire, Genevieve felt supported by many 
of those who offered assistance, but David was overwhelmed by the number and 
diversity of organizations offering assistance. David recounts little memory of the 
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events, and believes this is a coping mechanism for him, given the extent of their 
losses.  
 
David and Genevieve feel that by living in a more remote place, they “paid the price”, 
in that they had no CFA protection for their house. They felt that one needed to live 
on a main road to gain this sort of protection. They did have crews comb the property 
for smouldering logs in the weeks after the fire. They were concerned that non local 
crews do not know the district and that recent road name changes would worsen the 
lack of local knowledge. David wondered if there could be some standardized way of 
property owners indicating if they had left their property or required assistance, so the 
fire service could prioritize their actions and avoid the crews putting themselves at 
further risk.  
 
While David and Genevieve had not attended any community education sessions 
and were not aware of any having been held in the area, they learnt of the need to 
have a fire plan from radio announcements. 
 
9: Barbara and Alan 
 
Barbara and Alan live on a farming property, which they have owned and run for 
many years. One of their sons is now involved in part of the farming business, but 
was not present on the day of the fire.  
 
Barbara and Alan have three adult children. Alan has in the past been a member of 
the CFA, and they had always planned to  stay and fight a fire. Barbara said her 
husband knew what to do and that she has also grown up with knowledge of living in 
bushfire prone areas. Their plan to stay and defend was also their plan when their 
children were younger.  
 
However their life has changed with Alan experiencing some cognitive and physical 
impairments following a stroke 20 years ago.   
 
At the time of the New Year’s Eve fire, Barbara was inside ironing. She first noticed 
smoke and then sighted a helicopter drawing water from one of their dams. Shortly 
after this she saw fire trucks and fire service personnel attempting a back burn into 
the forest. At around the same time, a neighbour came and told her that the fire was 
close. She couldn’t see flames, as the smoke was too thick. Initially Barbara wanted 
to leave, and had begun to pack the car, but Alan would not go.  
 
Barbara filled sinks, baths, buckets – anything that could hold water. She shut the 
curtains to reduce the radiant heat. One aspect of her plan which did not work, was 
that by the time she went to fill her gutters, she had no water pressure. She 
commented that it was coincidental that just prior to Christmas she had read a check 
list of how to prepare in a rural newspaper , which she said served to refresh her 
knowledge.  She had hessian sacks in sinks to assist with putting out fire.  
 
Barbara received an unexpected visit from a tradesman who had come to help her, 
knowing she would essentially be on her own. He worked with Barbara to move the 
cattle into yards, which saved them. “Without him things would have been different”. 
She said his presence calmed her and she felt she could trust this person. They were 
not able to save the sheep. At the time of the front, they took shelter, although 
Barbara commented that she didn’t know the front had arrived, as she could not see 
flames, but said that it sounded like a train. The tradesman saw the hay catch fire 
and he put it out with wet hessian sacks.  
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Some time after Barbara sighted the fire service nearby, the wind changed. The back 
burning operation was ceased and the fire crews withdrew (and returned 
subsequently). The fire front passed over the house, burning the shade mesh in the 
garden. She waited about five minutes, and then came out to find that things weren’t 
‘too bad’. There was fire in the machinery shed, and the tractor tires pulling the 
grader caught alight.  A firemen said that they had done a good job – that she had a 
good fire plan, had cleared around the house, and had put down gravel. She said 
that she was told that otherwise she may not have saved the place. She worked on 
spot fires all night. While Alan could not initially help her, he was subsequently able 
to do so, by filling buckets.  
 
During the night fire trucks worked up and down the road and on one occasion came 
in to assist with a tree which was hard to put out, and to put out a heap of fence posts 
as sparks were being blown onto the house and loose hay.  
 
Barbara initially felt that the best decision would have been for her and Alan to leave, 
if they could have, and if Alan had been able to cooperate with her. She said that one 
of the firemen had said  - you had better get out – to which she said: where do I go? 
He said he didn’t know, but just to get out.  
 
However, Barbara has since changed her mind and has decided to stay in the event 
of a future fire. This has taken some time to work through. She feels however that as 
a carer she would have liked to have had timely information about where she might 
have gone had she been able to get Alan to leave. She feels too that there are some 
things which people could be taught about, such as the best ways to water down a 
house.  Also, people who are new in communities would really struggle with what to 
do and where to go. She noted that she would now struggle with clearing gutters but 
that she has adult children who can assist her, but that this is not everyone’s 
situation. She does not see any end in sight with the tensions between the policies 
which restrict tree felling and those policies which encourage home safety and 
cleared land around your house. Other external societal changes which impede 
safety are that we now live in a more litigious society, and people are now more 
concerned about liability issues.  
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Appendix 3: Results of Agency workshop 
 
As reported above, the researchers meet with agency staff in a workshop at Hall’s 
Gap on 18 June 2007. The duration of the workshop was 4.5 hours. The workshop’s 
intent was to elicit key issues participants saw in the report and to discuss ways in 
which agencies might be able to respond to some of these issues. Participants 
prioritised key issues via a facilitated scoring process.  Table 4 below sets out the 
issues and how they were scored.  
 
Table 4: Prioritization of key issues by workshop participants.  
 


 Issue Participants 
score 


1 Education  of people with special needs 19 
2 Vulnerability of those with special needs 10 
3 Planning: Individual household 8 
4 Information during fires 8 
5 Agency planning and coordination 7 
6 Role of carers/agencies as messengers 2 
7 How can community development work among these 


issues 
2 


8 Information for friends/family 0 
9 Care of people who leave 0 
 
In the time available, workshop participants discussed Issues 1 (Education of people 
with special needs), 2 (Vulnerability of those with special needs)  and 5 (Agency 
Planning and Coordination).   
 
Towards the end of the workshop there was a short amount of time remaining and 
participants agreed to finish the discussion on issue 5, agency planning and 
coordination. These three topics are briefly summarised below, along with a small 
section on information on the cluster of issues 3, 4, 6, 7, 8 and 9 to the extent that 
comment was recorded from the discussion on these issues. 
 


Education of people with special needs (Issue 1, Table 
6) 
 
Education was typically thought about as a process more to do with preparedness 
and planning, and hence something which might be accessed well prior to an event. 
However, it was also noted that there is an educative component in some of the 
messages to the community during an event, such as through the radio or in 
community meetings and that those with special needs were also sometimes cut off 
from these sorts of messages.   
 
While there was overall consensus that the lack of fire preparedness in several of the 
households in the research study reflected the patterns in the general community, 
there were special concerns for those with special needs which warranted a focussed 
effort to plan for their education. A focus on education of this group gave rise to a rich 
discussion on several possible points of intervention and concern. Discussion took 
place on: 
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 when an education focus might be at a community wide level, with an 
assumption of information ‘trickling’ down to particular households, and when 
it might be more appropriate to target particular community groups.  


 how current educative materials need adjustment, in both presentation and 
delivery in relation to some with special needs 


 ways of (non emergency, ‘mainstream’) agencies building in a bushfire 
awareness component into their routine assessments of their clients 


 the ways in which particular need, be it social, psychological, physical, 
emotional, impacts on the person’s ability to take up an educative message 


 how to use the social and agency based network of those who are connected 
in some ways to households with members with special needs as points of 
access for educative materials and support into the household 


 the feasibility in some households of relying on other members of the 
household to be message carriers for the member with special needs 


 what materials and processes are available for other household members to 
carry the education message into the household. 


 
The isolation some households were seen to be living in was a compounding factor 
in thinking about getting education messages to these households, as was the fact 
that some people will appear to use denial of their limitations which further acts as a 
barrier to educative messages. It may be that there are also gender issues, where 
some men may see ‘leaving’ as an act of defeat.   
 
Participants noted that in a few cases in the research it appeared that some residents 
would have been persuaded to act if the message came from someone in a formally 
recognised role such as a member of a brigade. Another educative message which 
some participants thought should be conveyed to the public is that there are 
limitations to what can be expected from the ‘authorities’ in terms of clarity of a 
message about the actual fire particularly during the early phase of a fire event.  
 
Participants noted that the education message that one cannot expect to see a fire 
truck during an event seemed to have been understood in the households in the 
study, but also noted the unmet expectations in some households for assistance after 
the event. Participants also noted that there were inherent difficulties in delivering a 
‘standard’ educative message on matters such as expectations of formal services, 
when each fire event will pose different issues as far as assistance to the community 
is concerned. In particular, it was felt that there was a need to educate the 
community that it cannot expect to receive ‘high quality’ information during a bushfire, 
as this information is often not available to those in charge. One CFA community 
educator noted she emphasises the idea of two fire plans, with the second plan being 
what to do if the plan to leave early cannot be enacted. She also ran briefly through 
some of the content of a ‘typical’ bushfire safety community education session, and 
invited participants to use the community education service of the CFA, noting also 
that the bulk of education sessions are run pre season. Participants were advised of 
the Community Fireguard model and also street meetings, and that every effort will 
be made to respond to requests for education. The “Isolated Elderly” program is 
currently being reviewed. It was also noted that brigades vary in their capacity to be 
involved in community education.   
 
Some participants noted that agency workers need to be confident about the fire 
education materials and messages themselves to be effective with community 
members with less knowledge. Some participants noted that it can take some years 
to develop confidence as a community educator about bushfire safety. It was 
considered important to differentiate the role of ‘education’ from that of ‘information 
carrier’. Home help staff who deliver emergency response information need to be 
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seen as information carriers. It was also noted that the client’s permission must 
always be sought before a referral can be made to another agency.  
 
The key education message which many participants believed needed emphasising 
was that community members needed to “take responsibility” for their own safety in 
the event of a bushfire. Participants also highlighted that many households with 
special needs will need assistance to develop their plans. There was also a lot of 
discussion on the idea of ‘shared responsibility’ and more broadly, what it means in 
practice..  
 
Time did not allow for any more detailed discussion about what these ideas mean for 
‘education’ of the community, nor for an exploration of the ways in which those who 
have engaged in some educative activity and made a plan, find that they cannot keep 
to that plan in the moment.  
 


Vulnerability of those with special needs (Issue 2, Table 
6) 
 
Participants highlighted the multiple ways in which those with physical, mental or 
emotional conditions experience barriers to receiving and understanding messages 
about activities which can increase bushfire safety preparation. These barriers were 
seen to exist through the spectrum of pre fire season preparedness, through to those 
experienced in the event of a fire and its aftermath. The ways in which particular 
conditions made people ‘differently vulnerable’ were explored, as was the ways in 
which the geographic isolation further heightened that vulnerability. Some 
participants questioned whether there was some interaction between having a 
disability and choosing to live in a more isolated setting. The changes in 
demographics were also noted, with an increase in aging community members with 
associated deficits such as decreased mobility, hearing loss and vision impairment.  
 
Particular discussion here highlighted how important it was to be able to rapidly 
identify individuals at risk during a bushfire. The role of ‘local knowledge’ in this 
process was critical, at both an agency level, (who holds what information) and at the 
informal community level. Some participants noted that some of the households 
interviewed during the research showed particular interest in responding to others 
with special needs during the fires.  
 
Participants also noted that there are particular sensitivities to be mindful of when 
considering intervening with those with special needs. There are also members of the 
community who appear to specifically choose to live in isolation and may not be 
known to more mainstream services.  
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Agency planning and coordination 
 
One barrier to agency planning and coordination was the lack of community 
awareness about the roles and responsibilities of emergency services. In addition, 
the details of roles and responsibilities are still being sharpened with each fire event, 
and affected by the particular circumstances of each fire event. In addition 
organizations such as Department of Human Services, whose profile has historically 
been more associated with recovery, is now more involved in community 
preparedness activities. Some community based agencies such as the Grampians 
Community Health Centre has pre-existing infrastructure resources also which can 
assist strategies which might be taken up to develop this topic of special needs, such 
as transport, and meeting rooms. Agencies also have infrastructure with resources 
like Newsletters which can be used to carry fire safety messages, and many 
agencies already have relationships with some of the households of concern in this 
research. Services such as Home Help maintenance service has a wider goal of 
helping maintain people in their own homes, a goal which has relevance to the 
question of fire preparedness, such as reducing specific foliage abutting homes. We 
also are aware that some organizations and community groups have already 
attended to some aspects of bushfire safety in their organizational planning and 
manuals. We understand for example that there is an ‘evacuation policy’ which is part 
of the manual used by Family Day Carer’s. There will be many other such examples, 
and these can provide a basis on which agencies can develop further initiatives in 
relation to planning and coordination.   
 
Some noted the value of the proximity of where the Incident Management Team was 
set up to the other agencies who were involved in recovery. This was seen to 
increase communication about critical issues in community safety.   
 
It was also felt that there was sometimes a lack of shared understanding between 
community agencies with each other, and between emergency services and 
community agencies about each others’ roles. While it was thought to be 
inappropriate for the community to try and get information from brigades at a time in 
a fire event when they are occupied with getting ready for an operational role, some 
participants wondered if the CFA would have resources to provide someone in a 
‘contact officer’ role to respond to community calls.  
 
The roles of local government in planning and recovery were discussed. There are 
sometimes gaps in the representation on the various local government committees 
which exist in planning and recovery. For example, the CFA is represented on 
prevention planning committees at local government level but not typically on 
emergency response and recovery committees. There was some discussion about 
the organizational reality that for local government, often the emergency 
management roles are an ‘add on’ to everyone’s job and the funding for particular 
roles ceases after a limited  period of time, such as the community development role 
which is funded as part of a recovery response, typically for a six month period.   
 
There was discussion about the absence of good systems for people to register their 
movements during an event, a breakdown in the systems which do exist, and in 
some cases a lack of knowledge by community members about what does exist. 
Participants noted that there was a lot of time wasted by Emergency Services during 
the fires looking for people who were reported missing, but who had left the district.  
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How agencies can access the ‘voice’ of those with special needs was discussed. 
One possibility is through the formation of groups such as the Disability Advisory 
Committee in the Northern Grampians Shire, which at the time of the workshop was 
nearing completion of training for members. Awareness can also be raised in 
everyday work with clients, such as when caseloads are reviewed. The possibility of 
widening the current Emergency Planning Committee at local government level to 
increase the number of community perspectives in emergency planning is discussed 
below in Workshop Actions below. 
 


Solutions and Strategies in relation to Key Issues 
 
The workshop identified a range of possible ways to address issues affecting those 
with special needs.  These are discussed below and include some comment on the 
suggested solutions and strategies by the researchers. 
 


Identifying those at most at risk 
 
A critical issue underpinning the development or implementation of programs and 
initiatives is to identify those who are vulnerable and to identify ways to access those 
people and their households.  A number of agencies have existing processes or the 
capacity to develop systems or registers identifying vulnerable people in the 
community, such as through those who deliver services to vulnerable residents, such 
as HACC workers.  The purpose of these registers is to identify those most at risk 
and hence to make them more accessible in terms of providing information and other 
services to support them during an emergency. 
 
Local Government was often seen as the most appropriate organisation to coordinate 
the identification of people with special needs through the various programs and 
services they provide.   In some places the police have compiled registers of people 
with special needs.  Local brigades were also suggested as a means through which 
to identify the most vulnerable. Researchers were advised of one brigade in the 
region who had done this.  It was also suggested that local communities or 
neighbourhoods could identify people within their immediate area and consider how 
to address their particular needs. 
 
Identifying those most at risk is seen as a way of reducing vulnerability by being able 
to better target information and services to those who need them most.  Even so 
some people exist outside formal networks of services and would be hard to identify. 
Hence local knowledge is considered to be vital in identifying those most at risk.  
Others however choose to be isolated from those in the surrounding area and may 
resent and resist attempts to 'identify' them.   
 
Many issues were identified with these sorts of systems - the larger the population 
and geographic area the more significant the challenge to establish a register.  
Compiling and maintaining an up to date register also creates a significant workload.   
Related to this is how people get on such lists - do they volunteer themselves or do 
agencies identify them from their contact though involvement in other programs and 
services?  This raises the issue of what criteria are used in registering people on 
such lists and who decides what level of need justifies inclusion on the register.  
There are also privacy issues related to the collection of sensitive information so 
processes need to be put in place to protect the information and to ensure that it is 
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only provided to appropriate others for the designated purposes.  Security of the 
information also needs to be considered. 
 
Another important issue with people registering on lists is that there may be 
expectations of what will be provided to those registering on the list.  Registers and 
related systems are likely to vary significantly from location to location and depending 
on the organisation that developed the system.  This variation is likely to create 
different understanding of the nature of such registers and may create confusion if 
people change residence.  What service is being promised, do agencies or the 
community have the capacity to carry it out, and is the commitment sustainable as a 
service?  Where systems such as registers exist or are planned, those compiling 
these may require assistance in thinking through some of the critical management 
and governance issues involved, and managing these complexities. 
 
As already noted, these initiatives also need to be considered alongside questions of 
what appropriate roles and responsibilities are held by those with special needs and 
their families and carers. This would include questions about how much preparation 
and planning families can engage in themselves. In this approach organisations 
would play more of a support role rather than taking on a primary responsibility for 
families planning and preparedness. Of course in many situations people may not 
have the capacity or resources to accept this responsibility 
 
The capacity of local communities to take action to support those with special needs 
was also raised. Often those most at risk are known to neighbours and often 
neighbours cooperate to support each other, finding ways to meet the needs of those 
most at risk.  This could involve making arrangements for someone unable to look 
after themselves to move to a neighbour’s house if a fire occurs, or for neighbours to 
arrange transport out of the area, or to set up local communication systems to make 
sure people are informed about what is happening.  Issues of community leadership, 
trust, the willingness of members of local communities to become involved, and how 
local communities can link with various agencies in partnerships are all important 
issues relevant to building community capacity to support those with special needs.  
Such informal approaches can be a very effective way of providing appropriate 
support. However not all communities have the capacity to undertake this role, even 
if those with special needs seek such support.   
 


Organisational partnerships 
 
There were many examples of how agencies have created both formal and informal 
partnerships to better provide support to those most at risk.  Most common was for 
various agencies to include information and publicity materials about bushfires in 
their own publications, newsletters, etc.  Some agencies have arrangements for the 
carer organisation to distribute bushfire safety publications and other materials to 
their clients.  In some cases agency staff have been educated to enable them to pass 
on information when visiting their clients.  However the limitations of this approach 
were also raised in that carers are unlikely to be able to pass on any more than basic 
information and some expressed concern about the potential for the transfer of 
inaccurate information, and concerns of carers who may feel that it is a too great a 
responsibility for them to take on. Nevertheless there was clear agreement that the 
benefits of agencies working together to disseminate information was seen as 
practical and achievable. 
 
Whilst partnerships offer opportunities to use resources more effectively and for 
organisations to complement each others’ work, one of the most significant issues 
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raised in relation to partnerships was the difficulty of coordinating what is happening 
in relation to inter-organisational activities.  Many arrangements appear to be 
informal and often depend on personal relationships between staff.  They may also 
only operate across part of an area or to a limited extent because of this dependency 
on informal, personal contact rather than being a formal part of the way the 
organisations operate. Staff who take on extra responsibilities over and above what 
might be seen as their ‘ordinary’ job description may need this recognised and 
supported at the agency level.  
 


Types of interaction 
 
There were many references to dissemination of information either in printed 
publications, websites or the media, to those most at risk or their carers.  Clearly this 
is an important objective - people need to have access to information if they are to 
make informed decisions about how to prepare and plan for a bushfire event.  
However the efficacy of distributing information to those with special needs is the 
same as for other community members.  People need to be receptive to the 
information and see its relevance to their situation.  There is a danger in the 
assumption that simply disseminating information is all that is needed.  However the 
information whether it be in specific fire agency publications, on websites, or provided 
through other agencies' publications, or in the media, the information needs to be 
seen as only one element in the process of achieving change.   
 
More interactive approaches were also suggested and as with the wider community 
these are more likely to be effective in achieving change because they potentially are 
better able to address specific issues, can be tailored to individual or group needs 
and are better able to engage people in the process of learning.  In the case of 
people with special needs more interactive approaches are even more important.  
Because of their disability, isolation and other factors, those most at risk require more 
support to address for example the task of preparing a plan of how to respond during 
an emergency.  In many cases it is not realistic to expect this to happen without 
assistance and the benefit of interaction to clarify issues that arise.   
 
A proposal supported by the workshop participants was to develop and conduct a 
one day planning forum where those with special needs could attend along with 
carers and support staff from different agencies to work through the process of 
developing a household plan with fire agency staff.  A range of agencies will also 
support the day by promoting the workshops to their clients in the area.  This 
proposal links an effective approach to learning with a partnership approach to 
develop an innovative local initiative.  
 
Workshop participants also identified a range of existing face to face programs some 
of which are targetted at those with special needs, but also others intended for the 
wider community,  such as local meetings.  Whilst these may provide background 
information about bushfires and preparedness measures they are less able to 
address specific issues of those with special needs.  Community Fireguard is a more 
intensive and interactive program that does have the potential to help people develop 
more individualised and also collective strategies for dealing with bushfire. 
 
A program initiative in the South West CFA area, known as the Remote Area 
Program, was described to participants. It entailed a door knock of about 80 homes 
in the area about fire safety. It was reported that the public responded favourably. 
Three issues were noted as accounting for the success of the program: that they had 
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the right (local and recognized) person for the job, the CFA logo was important in 
establishing credibility, and the scale of the initiative was manageable.  
 
Other existing programs included some targetted specifically at those who are more 
vulnerable such as the CFA/MFB Isolated Elderly program, although this is more 
relevant to home fire safety rather than bushfire safety issues, and programs such as 
Fire Ready Victoria that is specifically about preparedness for bushfires but has 
limited scope for dealing with specific issues of householders whether these are due 
to special needs or other factors.   


 


Publications and the Web 
 
A number of agencies produce publications that deal with aspects of bushfire safety.  
CFA in particular has a comprehensive workbook publication Living in the Bush that 
provides detailed background information and provides guidance on development of 
a household plan.  An interactive CD is also available that allows people to work 
through the process of producing a plan.  DSE also produces a number of 
publications intended to increase awareness of fire and fire prevention, particularly in 
parks and recreational settings.  Municipalities and other organisations also produce 
publications on aspects of bushfire safety.  However none of these are targetted at 
those with special needs although some such as Living in the Bush do attempt to 
guide people through thinking about their own situation and capacity in developing a 
plan and this may be of assistance to those with special needs.  However these 
publications generally do not deal with issues specific to those with disabilities or 
special needs and there is little in the way of advice or suggestions on how to 
address issues from the perspective of those with special needs.  It was suggested 
that Websites and other forms of electronic communication need to be explored 
further to assess their suitability as a means of addressing issues relevant to those 
with special needs.   
 
DHS have produced Emergency Medical Information Booklet and the Yarra Ranges 
Shire has produced a booklet for HACC workers to hand out to clients to assist them 
and those who might be involved with them such as Emergency Services, in the 
event of an emergency. The booklet encourages people to identify who can assist 
them in an emergency and provides several useful hints.  It is designed to attach to 
the fridge alongside their emergency medical booklet which contains information 
about medication to be collected should they have to leave in an emergency. 
 
As minimum current community information sources both printed and electronic need 
to be extended to more specifically deal with the issues relevant to those with special 
needs whether this is advice on how to deal with particular issues or referral to other 
sources of information and advice that deal in more detail with ways to address 
special needs.  Similarly new information materials could be developed for carers 
and others involved with those with special needs to enable them to be of greater 
assistance in relation to bushfire safety issues. 
 


Strategy and planning 
 
DHS is facilitating the establishment of Local Government Emergency Recovery 
Committees across a number of high fire risk shires. There is now a commitment in 
every shire to establish such a committee and most are now ready for their initial 
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meeting.  (Rural City of Ararat is more progressed due to the bushfires.)  For these 
committees to work effectively, identifying vulnerable groups is a priority as is 
establishing effective communication between the sectors.  While greater integration 
is being achieved between the response and recovery aspects of emergency 
management, there is also an undesirable potential for planning and preparation 
discussed at local government level to be one step removed from response and 
recovery.  
 
Municipal Emergency Management Committees are a requirement which form part of 
Local Government Municipal Emergency Management Plans. These plans deal with 
both the response and the recovery phases. In each local government area two 
committees oversee the development and review of the Emergency Management 
Plan: the Emergency Management Committee and the Emergency Recovery 
Committee.  It was suggested by workshop participants that Ararat Rural City’s 
Emergency Management and Emergency Recovery Committee structures could be 
widened so as to address issues of planning for people with special needs.  This 
approach was seen as beneficial because it avoided the need to convene another 
committee and that there was scope to broaden existing Municipal Emergency 
Management Planning committees such that they address the bushfire safety of 
people with special needs. Local government was also seen as being able to provide 
leadership in this area given their experience of dealing with the issues following the 
fire and that lessons learned could be applied to other municipalities. The two local 
government areas involved in this project are considered ‘more advanced’ in 
emergency management terms by DHS staff employed in short term emergency 
management project roles during the period of this research, than some other local 
government areas in Victoria. 
 
In addition to addressing these issues locally, a regional approach was also 
discussed – utilising the DHS regional relief and recovery meeting structure which 
convenes twice yearly across DHS regions. DHS representatives at the workshop 
suggested that they continue discussions within DHS on the potential for these 
meetings to address the bushfire safety of people with special needs.  Another 
regional forum described was the structure used by the Red Cross, which mirrors the 
regions used by Victoria Police. However in the first instance the workshop 
participants were more in favour of developing further knowledge and experience 
with these issues within the two (Local Government) forums noted above. 
 


Support services 
 
Workshop participants queried whether some research interviewees were linked 
effectively with service networks and in general whether those with special needs 
were aware of the support services or systems.  There was concern about the 
effectiveness of systems for registering people who leave during an emergency and 
where they go.  In addition it was suggested that people were not using the 
registration systems that do exist. There is a need to raise awareness about these 
systems. There is also a need for a standardized way residents who are leaving a 
district can inform someone. A significant amount of time was spent by agency 
personnel in the Grampians fires looking for people reported missing, but who had 
already left the district.  
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Warnings and information during emergencies 
 
Providing information and warnings to people during bushfire emergencies has 
gained an increasing priority in recent years.  CFA and DSE have developed new 
structures and processes within incident management teams to extend the flow of 
information to the community during an emergency.  These changes have been 
multi-facetted and include: 
 increasing the focus and importance in incident management on providing as 


much information as possible to the community during an emergency 
 expanding the range of communication channels used during emergencies, such 


as the Victorian Bushfire Information Line (VBIL) and the use of community 
meetings to inform people threatened by a fire; 


 a much greater role for ABC radio as the official emergency services broadcaster 
during emergencies 


 
Whilst the increased focus on information to the community will often be of benefit to 
those with special needs there are also particular needs that are not addressed 
within this expanded focus on information and warnings.  Some services such as the 
Victorian Bushfire Information Line (VBIL) have established processes to cater for 
particular groups such as the hearing impaired.  However there remains scope for 
further initiatives to address specific special needs.  
 
Some of the initiatives identified in the workshop dealt specifically with issues of 
alerting those with special needs of the existence of an emergency.  The Community 
Information Warning System which was trialled at Hall's Gap and elsewhere was 
supported and suggested that this could be extended to include a text messaging 
facility that could assist those with special needs.  Red Cross already provide a 
service called Telecross which involves ringing vulnerable people on a daily basis 
which could be explored as a possible resource to assist those with special needs 
during an emergency.   
 
There is a need to educate people about the limitations in terms of the timeliness and 
detail of the information available about the fire situation.  For example, the public 
may not get an official warning, the information provided may be partial, and they 
need to know how to access various sources of information.  People also need to 
recognise the potential of informal sources of information through neighbours and 
friends, or their own observations while also recognising the possible limitations 
entailed.  Given that some more vulnerable residents may plan to leave the area if 
there is a fire, timely and accurate information is vital.  Those responsible for 
providing information to the community need to ensure that new processes and 
systems consider the needs of the more vulnerable and supplement these systems 
with additional features that can meet these special needs.  There is also a need to 
develop ways to inform those with special needs about the systems already in place, 
other systems that could be of use to them and the importance of linking in with 
informal systems that may operate such as local telephone trees.  


 


Key Decisions made at the workshop 
 
Workshop participants made two key decisions. One was to hold a forum, or series of 
forums, for individuals and their carers around fire planning; the other was to decide 
on a structure for ongoing discussion.  
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Forum for educative support and facilitation around fire 
planning. 
 


Workshop participants took up an invitation by Grampians Disability Advocacy 
Association that agencies hold a one day Forum for people with special needs and 
their families to receive facilitated hands on assistance to develop fire plans. This 
offer was met with enthusiasm by those present, with the Regional Community 
Educator from CFA offering to participate, and Rural Access offering to convene the 
working group. This work has now been carried out, and further details of this are 
available from Rural Access. 


 


A ‘structure’ for ongoing discussion of these issues  
 


Further to discussion about the role of Municipal Emergency Management 
Committee and the Municipal Emergency Recovery Committee being required to 
form part of Local Government Municipal Emergency Management Plans, a decision 
was taken that Ararat Rural City’s Emergency Management and Emergency 
Recovery Committee structures could be widened so as to address issues of 
planning for people with special needs. The Manager of Community Development at 
the Ararat Rural City agreed to take the issues discussed at the workshop into these 
two committees.  
 
However, some workshop members raised the possibility that these committees 
might struggle to encompass the full range of issues and organizations (especially 
those not involved in emergency management) required to address the bushfire 
safety of people with special needs.  The suggestion was made that perhaps there 
could be a sub-committee with this focus that feeds information to the Municipal 
Emergency Management committees. The Rural Access Coordinator who is already 
a member of the Emergency Management Committee is in a position to continue to 
monitor the pathways through which concerns of people with special needs are 
brought to the Committee.  
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Appendix 4: Documents/Resources collated 
during the project period, but not cited in the 
Report 


 


Selected reports and research on needs of people with 
disabilities in disasters: international review 


The following text comprises a review of the literature prepared by Barbara Duncan 
in April 2005. Some documents will now be dated, but readers may find some useful 
material in Barbara’s work below, reported directly from her web based review.  


Following is a summary of recent resources regarding the inclusion of people with 
disabilities in planning for and responding to emergencies and disasters, both natural 
and manmade. 


The list below is more selective than comprehensive. Most guidelines and research 
initiatives were developed in response to recent disasters, such as earthquakes in 
Japan and California, floods in Europe, the World Trade Center attack in New York, 
and the 2004 tsunami in Southeast Asia. New efforts are now being made in 
response to 2005 events such as the earthquake in Kashmir and Hurricane Katrina in 
the U.S. (See separate story on the November 10 U.S. Congressional briefing on 
Emergency Management and People with Disabilities.) 


The list highlights published resources that include guidelines, groups active in 
disability and disaster research, and those conducting training. 


Kashmir Earthquake 2005 – reports from India and Pakistan. 


In India, reports on the website of the Disability News and Information Service, 
www.dnis.org include the results of a fact-finding mission to the affected area by the 
National Disability Network and the National Center for the Promotion of Employment 
of Disabled Persons and a review of India's newly proposed Disaster Management 
Bill from the point of view of disabled persons. 


In Pakistan, reports from the Independent Living Center in Lahore were set to its 
sponsor, the Japanese Society for Rehabilitation of People with Disabilities and 
provided to the U.S. based Justice for All network: 
www.jfanow.org/jfanow/index.php.mode=A&id=2620;&sort=D 


Tsunami 2004 – active international initiatives 
A few international groups are tracking and coordinating disability related response: 
the World Bank Global Partnership in Disability & Development 
(www.worldbank.org/disability), the Asia and Pacific Center on Disability 
(www.apcdproject.org), and, most recently, a joint effort of the U.S. based Center for 
International Rehabilitation, the UN Special Rapporteur on Disability and Disabled 
People's International (www.cirnetwork.org).  
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Some charities and other NGOs have information about the impact of the tsunami on 
disabled persons and new initiatives created in response, e.g., Action for Disability 
and Development (UK), Christian Blind Mission (Germany, UK), Handicap 
International (France, Belgium), Action Aid (India) and Leonard Cheshire 
International (UK). For example, Cheshire states around 250,000 disabled persons 
have lost their homes, livelihoods and in some cases their lives from the tsunami, but 
does not source the estimate. (www.disabilitynow.org.uk/news_feb_006.html) 


Tsunami - Guidelines 


"Looking with a Disability Lens at the Disaster Caused by the Tsunami in South East 
Asia," a 7 page report by Barbara Oosters for CBM International 
(www.developmentgateway.com.au/jahia/Jahia/lang/en/pid2254). She covers 7 
aspects: emergency; post-crisis; guidelines for including disabled persons in 
emergency plans; water, sanitation, hygiene; food, nutrition; shelter, settlements; 
health services.  


Tsunami – Research Reports 


"Disability in Conflict and Emergency Situations: Focus on Tsunami-affected Areas" 
is a new in-depth research report by Maria Kett, Sue Stubbs and Rebecca Yeo on 
behalf of the International Disability and Development Consortium, published in June 
2005 by the UK KAR Disability Program: www.disabilityKar.net/docs/iddc.doc. 


The aim of the participatory action research was to promote inclusion of disability in 
emergency, conflict and refugee programs. The objectives were to assess: a) the 
extent of inclusion, b) the impact of networking and c) the role of resources in post-
tsunami contexts. The focus was on Sri Lanka with a 10 day site visit by the core 
team, supported by contributions from India and Indonesia. In brief, findings are that 
inclusion overall was quite limited, with scant evidence that funding reached poor 
disabled people's organizations, concluding with numerous practical suggestions on 
how to improve future scenarios. 


"The Indian Ocean Tsunami Disaster 2004: a Situational Assessment to Inform 
Response and Future Planning of the World Federation of Occupational Therapists" 
is a 56 page report of an analysis conducted in March 2005. Findings substantiated a 
need for a regional workshop for planning for the readiness of occupational therapists 
to participate effectively in future disasters. Details: www.wfot.org 


Disasters - Guidelines 


The WHO has prepared an interesting short set of guidelines, consisting of phase by 
phase suggestions for assisting people with disabilities in disaster relief, beginning 
with acute phase, then reconstruction, followed by CBR: 
www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/other_disaster_disability2.pdf 


The U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) updated its brief 
guidelines in 2004, "Assisting People with Disabilities in a Disaster":  
www.fema.gov/rrr/assistf.shtm 
The simple preface states, "People with disabilities who are self-sufficient under 
normal circumstances may have to rely on the help of others in a disaster." 


"Disaster Mitigation for Persons with Disabilities: 7 key principles" is a concise 3 page 
summary of the Annenberg Washington report prepared in 1995 by Prof. Peter 
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Blanck, focusing on accessible disaster facilities, accessible communications, reliable 
rescue communications, partnerships with disability community, education & training, 
the media and universal design: 
www.accessiblesociety.org/topics/independentliving/disasterprep.htm 


One of the few papers written on disasters and disabled persons from the developing 
country viewpoint is an essay by Ali Baquer of India: 
www.pujabilok.com/india_disaster_rep/issue_significance/disability_issues.htm 


"Lessons Learned from the World Trade Center Disaster" is a fact-filled 34 page 
report prepared by the Center for Independence of the Disabled of NY (CIDNY), 
alternating between small case studies and recommendations by the disability group 
that was based closest to Ground Zero in 2001: www.rtcil.org/lesson 


A series of short Factsheets and recommendations for each disability group to attain 
disaster preparedness has been issued by June Issacson Kailes, a long established 
consultant in this area, specialized  in earthquake preparedness: 
www.jik.com/disaster 
Kailes also has hotlinks to dozens of other publications on disability and disasters. 


Disasters – Research 
Following groups are in the midst of or have just published research studies: 


Floods/research 
An interim report on "The Needs of Disabled People in Flood Warning and 
Response" has just been published by the Northumbria Disaster Studies project, UK: 
http://online.northumbria.ac.uk/geography_research/dsp/pilot-study-report.doc.  
It consists of a literature review, research objectives, summary of investigation of 
warning systems and recommendations. Background materials are also available at: 
http://northumbria.ac.uk/geography_research/radix/disability.html 


Disaster Preparedness/research 


"Saving Lives: Including People with Disabilities in Emergency Planning" is a 100 
page report issued by the U.S. National Council on Disability in April 2005 and is the 
result of the agency's 2003 commitment to evaluate the work of the federal 
government in the areas of homeland security, emergency preparation and disaster 
relief with respect to disabled persons. Report reviews infrastructure including access 
to technology, physical plants, programs and communication, as well as procurement 
and emergency programs and services. Available in alternative formats and online: 
www.ncd.org 


"Disaster Preparedness for People with Mobility Impairments" and "Nobody is Left 
Behind" are the titles of preliminary reports from research conducted 2002-2005 by 
the Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Independent Living based at the 
University of Kansas: www.rtcil.org/NLB_home.htm.  Discusses results of survey of 
30 randomly selected U.S. counties, cities and boroughs that have recently 
experienced natural or manmade disasters, in order to determine if their disaster 
plans and emergency response systems met the needs of people with disabilities, 
and if any best practice models could be identified. Contains information on tornados. 
Project directors Glenn White, PhD and Michael Fox comment that a common theme 
is that "there is virtually no empirical data on safe and efficient evacuation of people 
with disabilities in disaster planning."  
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In November 2004, the first results were released from the research being conducted 
by the U.S. National Organization on Disability on emergency preparedness: 
www.nod.org 


 Details from Tim Sullivan: sullivant@nod.org or NOD's Emergency  
 Preparedness Initiative, Hilary Styron: epi@nod.org 
 Nationwide survey of emergency managers results include: 69% do not 


incorporate needs of people with disabilities into plans; 22% say plans are 
underway.  


NOD is producing Guides on including people with disabilities in emergency planning 
aimed at emergency manager, planners and responders. Topics of information: 
schools and pediatric populations, special needs registries, specialized equipment, 
training, funding, public awareness. Scope includes floods, fires, blackouts and 
manmade disasters. 


Training 
Some U.S. groups have developed training packages on how to incorporate needs of 
disabled persons into emergency planning: 


A new National Center on Emergency Preparedness for People with Disabilities has 
been established as part of the Washington based Inclusion Research Institute: 
www.disabilitypreparedness.com.  Products include training kits for organizations, 
seminars, workshop and simulations. Other training modules have been developed 
by June Kailes for various groups: www.jlk.com 


Bibliographies 
In addition to resources listed above, the following bibliography is of particular 
interest. 


The U.S. based Disability Funders Network has developed a comprehensive 
annotated bibliography for funders about how to incorporate the needs of disabled 
persons into projects offering assistance in the case of disasters. Bibliography is 
entitled "Disability Considerations in Emergency Preparedness": 
www.disabilityfunders.org/ep-biblio.html 
 


Other literature and resources 
 
ACTCOSS (ACT Council of Social Service Inc.). (2003). Lessons learnt from the ACT 


fires an issues paper.  September.  
 
American Red Cross. Disaster Preparedness for people with disabilities. Disaster 


Services 
 
AFAC. Submission by Australasian Fire Authorities Council and Combined Australian 


Fire Services for the inclusion of fire safety into the Community Services 
Training Packages, October 2006. Submission prepared by Metropolitan Fire 
and Emergency Services Board.  


 
Betts, R. (2003). The missing links in community warning systems: Findings from two 


Victorian community warning system projects. The Australian Journal of 
Emergency Management, 18(3), 37-45. 
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Boura, J. (1998b). Community Fireguard: creating partnerships with the community to 
minimise the impact of bushfire. The Australian Journal of Emergency 
Management, Spring, 59-64. 


 
CFA, MFB, DSE: Fire Ready Victoria Strategy 2004 -2007 
 
CFA: Living in the Bush - bushfire survival workbook; Isolated Elderly program – a 


fire safety awareness program; Community Fireguard – a fire safety program.  
 
Communities and Local Government, London. Fire Safety Toolbox. 


http://www.communities.gov.uk/fire/firesafety/prevention/firesafetytoolbox/ 
 
Crandall, J William. (2006). The Smith-Kettlewell Eye Research Institute.  


http://www.ski.org/rehab/WCrandall/EgressIIIWeb/egressintro.html . 
Emergency information for people with visual impairments; Evaluation of Five 
Accessible Formats.   


 
Department of Human Services. Disability Action Plan, 2005-2008.  
 
Department of Justice, Victoria. (2006). Community Information and Warning 


System. The report of the trial and evaluation.  
 
Department of Sustainability and Environment. Disability Action Plan. 2006-2009.  
 
Draft DHS Communication Strategy. Project: DHS Bushfire Preparedness and 


Recovery - Support Services and Plan. (Version 1, 1 December 2006).  
 
Emergency NSW: http://www.emergency.nsw.gov.au/content.php/235.html. What to 


do in an emergency: Information for Older People and People With a 
Disability.    


 
Firestorm: Treatment of Vulnerable Populations During the San Diego Fires. 


Prepared by: San Diego Immigrants Rights Consortium; Justice Overcoming 
Boundaries of San Diego County;  ACLU of San Diego & Imperial Counties  


 
Independant Living Resource Centre, San Francisco. (2001).  Emergency 


Preparedness for People with Disabilities.  
 
Kailes, June Isaacson. (2002). Disability Policy Consultant, Centre for Disability 
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Reflections on ‘Community Response to bushfires’
Fiona Sewell


[This contribution is part response to, part 


further elaboration of a previous article in NCQ 


5(1) 2007 pp. 11-25 by Goodman, Healey and 


Boulet, based on empirical data gained from 


interviews with survivors of the 2005 Eyre 


Peninsula Bushfire, the ‘Wangary Fire’. In that 


article we made the point that the ‘community’ 


response and the capabilities of the community 


to respond to the fire threat are – at least – as 


important as individualised, technologically 


‘sophisticated’ and ‘formal’ ones. We consider 


this and the two next articles very much part 


of the ‘rural, regional, remote’ community 


development theme and we are delighted that 


our article has created a bit of discussion across 


Australia; indeed, several readers have reacted 


and sent short email messages or gave phone 


calls – generally confirming our approach. Ed.]


Throughout reading the article I was struck by the relevance 
of several considerations you have posed. The following 
comments are purely of my own and should in no way appear 
to reflect the opinion of any specific Emergency Fire Service.


1)  This fire was indicative of many bushfire situations in 
terms of both predictable and unpredictable fire behaviour. 
Thus, I found it a good overall indication of ‘Bushfire’ as a 
generic term.


2) The categorisation of community members into types 
has provided me with an interesting window to view our 
community residents through and I felt it had effectively 
summarised the inherent differences of community 
members.


Formal warning systems
3) The effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of formal warning 
systems was also similar to several ‘serious’ fire situations I 
am familiar with or have personally attended. For me, this 
indicates a very human and generalised response, in that we 
are not in the same state or community but can reflect identical 
responses to our own local experiences despite different 
environments and a higher number of ‘transient’ residents. 
I found some aspects of the findings in the paper to show a 
disturbing similarity to some of the anecdotal comments 
which have emerged from the recent (2006) Victorian fires.


· Communities have approached the initial community 
emergency meetings with a sense of hope and the 
expectation that fire services would empower and engage 
the community to make safe decisions.


· These expectations have been disappointed by a sense 
of detachment in the fire service personnel and concern 
that fire personnel have demonstrated an obvious dislike 
for any possible accountability for the advice sought by 
residents. This underpinning fear of accountability was 
seen to completely override the purpose of gathering the 
community for ‘information’ sessions.


· Residents have come away from meetings feeling confused 
by unclear or conflicting information. They have felt 
abandoned and unsupported by the very people they had 
assumed could be relied on at such a time.


· Communities expected that the meetings would be aimed 
at providing response tactics and guidance, but were 
more focused on imparting decisions which had already 
been made in ‘The City’ (i.e. head office) and that any 
‘consultation’ was only for the sake of appearances. Again, I 
was torn between empathy and logistics. 


· Many residents have spoken of the ‘circus’ which arrived in 
town, meaning the formal emergency management systems. 
Residents observed local brigade members appearing 
overwhelmed and unable to provide the commitment 
which is expected of them by their own local community. 


· Residents described the formal emergency management 
systems as ‘token gestures’, ‘nothing but PR’ and that 
resident brigade members were simply there as ‘trophies in 
a uniform’. I was most deeply struck by the effect this must 
have had on the brigade members who would be left to ‘pick 
up the pieces’ when the authorities had moved on and how 
this must have affected their (and their families’) personal 
relationships with the community.


· I felt deeply torn to hear these comments, as there are 
enormous discrepancies between what community 
members wanted and/or expected, and what was ever going 
to be possible to provide, in terms of  ‘Incident control/
management’.


· An intrinsic part of becoming a volunteer firefighter is the 
desire to ‘rescue’ people in the hour of their greatest need. 
This creates a challenging conundrum when on instruction 
we cannot respond as we might, emotionally or morally, 
want to. 


· To have observed media reports, and other sources, which 
have highlighted the negative feelings of residents was 
most disheartening. Volunteer and career firefighters bring 
a fundamental expression of ‘good will’ by signing on to do 
the job we do.


· The enormous volume of volunteer/career firefighters, 
which exists throughout Australia, demonstrates this. 
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Whether by attending incidents, pursuing training, skills 
maintenance or just the variety of other responsibilities, we 
are actively engaging in our version of ‘making the world a 
better place’. 


· The risk we choose to accept, by becoming a firefighter, 
is considerable. The expectation that we cannot please 
everyone has been accepted by us as individuals. However, 
this does not mean that it is any less upsetting to understand 
how residents have felt. Again, I can only imagine how 
challenging this must have been for the crews who were 
specifically involved.


Informal warning systems 
4) The selective nature of ‘informal’ warning systems were 
also common to my own and our local experiences. I have also 
been interested to consider the reasons behind this behaviour 
and I will draw on personal and anecdotal evidence to describe 
my thoughts


· There are a number of social responses to ‘new’ community 
members in our area and unfortunately these ‘new’ residents 
are very much at the mercy of this behaviour. For example, 
older ‘locals’ treat newcomers with a distinct lack of trust, 
which extends into many areas of the ‘new’ residents’ 
lives, including access to suppliers and resources, access 
to support mechanisms (both formal and informal) and, in 
many cases, access to social groups for both themselves and 
their children. 


· New residents are often expected to ‘prove’ themselves 
by remaining/surviving independently in the area for a 
minimum of 10 years before they will experience the true 
value of ‘inclusiveness’ within the community. I believe that 
this behaviour is undermining the sense of belonging in 
many areas of the ‘new’ residents’ experience within their 
new community. 


· Relatively longstanding locals were also at the mercy of 
this behaviour if their social contacts were disrupted by 
conflict and disagreements (either as adults or between their 
respective children)


· Unfortunately, bushfire and other natural disasters are one 
of the few stimulants which both expose this behaviour and 
in some cases inspire the wonderful few who will literally 
‘come out the woodwork’ to introduce themselves and offer 
much needed help/guidance.


· Conversely, new residents have not always listened or acted 
upon safety advice from ‘old locals’ as they are not aware 
of the extensive nature of a local’s fire related knowledge 
(both in fire management and updates of the fire’s progress 
and direction). The fact that locals do not always appear 
in an official outfit (i.e. police or firefighter uniforms) can 
seriously infringe on the new residents’ surety of accurate 
information. 


· I was most interested to observe in our extended area during 
the recent Victorian fires that some of these longstanding 
behaviours were abandoned during face-to-face contact at 
emergency meetings. Residents who had engaged in very 
longstanding family feuds were inspired to override 20 
years of bickering and conflict (which had also divided the 
community over this time). 


· When put in the same room and informed that the whole 
community was at immediate risk and must either evacuate 
or activate fire plans, the behaviour changed dramatically 
and offers of help to prepare properties, support to house 
children in safer properties and care of animals/pets was 
immediately forthcoming.


· I am also interested to note that throughout the 11 months 
which have now passed, the connections made under 
such traumatic circumstance have continued and to my 
knowledge, the previous ‘feuds’ have not resurfaced.


Expectations of emergency personnel 
5) The nature of being a volunteer firefighter is such that subtle 
but enormous expectations are placed by the community on 
our ability to respond to any emergency.


· I honestly see this as innate human behaviour under 
emergency conditions as both panic and confusion overtake 
the senses. Because a ‘uniform’ represents our earliest 
conditioning to seek safety, it is understandable that people 
will respond with an overwhelming sense of the need to be 
‘saved’ by anyone who happens to be wearing a uniform at 
the time. 


· Rightly or wrongly, it would be normal for people to not 
distinguish between volunteer or paid/career personnel 
at a time like that. My observations are that anyone who 
appears to have expertise in this area will be approached 
i.e. generational residents who are known to have such 
expertise. It is often curious to note that as a blonde 30-
something woman, I am not always the person that was 
expected to arrive in such a uniform and may seem not to be 
as capable due to my appearance, despite my expertise!


· Conversely, our own expectations of ourselves, as firefighters, 
can also be in conflict with what we can realistically achieve. 
It is a profoundly frustrating process to try to reconcile what 
we had wanted for our immediate communities and what 
we were able to provide, regardless of how sensible the 
reasons were. 


· The nature of the volunteer firefighter is such that we 
often have strong personal and community values and 
connections. It is therefore deeply challenging to reconcile 
the needs of the community and the formal logistical 
orders.


· Fortunately, the provision, by fire services, of critical incident 
stress management has meant that we are now much more 
supported to address these feelings than we have ever been 
before.


Resources and Firefighting skills
6) The supply or lack thereof, of firefighting equipment is a 
huge factor when considering community fire safety. As with 
many issues which have been raised by this article, I feel this 
is a bigger issue that cannot be addressed by individuals 
alone. Of the many considerations relating to this area, I feel 
the following to be the most imperative. 


· Individuals must have access to ongoing skills maintenance 
to have the maximum benefit from their equipment. Thus 
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the generational residents, due to use of farm equipment 
are again in a stronger position. Residents are not always 
provided with the most appropriate equipment for their 
physical needs (particularly the elderly) despite significant 
expense involved.


· Residents’ financial circumstances directly determine their 
ability to respond to fire, thus increasing their own risk and 
that of adjoining properties. 


· Many residents make the purchase of fire fighting equipment 
under the duress of current bushfire conditions and are not 
therefore able to fully consider the merits of their purchase 
or distinguish between ‘sale pitch’ and realistic needs. Once 
again, this is not true of generational residents. 


Suggestions
Below, I offer suggestions from my personal viewpoint about a 
number of strategies that I think are worth pursuing. 


Educational strategies
7) Much of our bushfire knowledge has been accrued in sporadic 
and disjointed areas. This will ensure that only generational 
residents (and their children) are consistently safer.


· The article has highlighted the relative safety of generational 
residents through their ‘connectedness’ to the land. I would 
like to see this further explored to determine whether this 
safety is actually ‘familiarity’ with a particular area or if it 
is indeed a generic ability to ‘read’ any landscape, despite 
radical environmental/ topographical differences.


· By relying on ‘information’ sessions in the prelude to a 
fire front approaching, we are expecting ‘too little, too 
late’ to be effective. Our education strategies need to have 
been addressed and have already provided the cognitive 
responses required long before ‘strike teams’ will be 
arriving. I feel that in the prelude to the fire front, we would 
be more effective in utilising strategies to create goodwill 
and uniting individual residential groups rather than 
expecting to begin fire education here.


· To best address this, I believe we need to include wildfire 
safety in our schools as part of the safety subjects currently 
provided. Home fire safety is considered essential but we 
are not educating children in city/suburban areas of the 
dangers and practicalities of bush fire. 


· Whether our first experience of the bush is a day trip, a 
holiday away or a new address, we must ensure that a basic 
understanding of bushfire behaviour is established.


· For example, ‘move to higher ground’ is appropriate for a 
flood response, but not always appropriate for a bushfire 
response. I believe that if we can incorporate fire behaviour 
(terrain, weather, wind direction, radio information, etc) 
from the early to secondary years of school, we can begin 
to meet the changing needs of a multicultural and diverse 
society. 


· Our current model uses pre-fire season sessions and provides 
emergency sessions to communities who are in the expected 
path of a bushfire. Education sessions are run through local 
schools and specific residential groups, but again, this is 
random.


· The ability to make informed choices under such horrendous 
circumstances requires that we have innate knowledge 
that can still be recalled effectively when our senses are so 
overloaded. This will inevitably mean the need for theory-
based information to be integrated into practical responses. 
Therefore, to revisit this knowledge and regularly practice the 
skills needed, it must be regularly built into all curricula. 


· Documented evidence of both trained and untrained 
personnel/residents has repeatedly demonstrated that the 
ability to make ‘intuitive’ and ‘instinctual’ decisions is the 
most critical aspect of safe decision making under duress.


· What we must consider as educators, rescuers and 
community members is that the ‘fight versus flight’ instincts 
will take over at a time like this. I believe that our work lies 
in programming these reactions to at least better direct 
them.


· As the Australian environment needs to burn to maintain 
its own ecological health, I feel that bushfire safety is really 
a generic skill that all our residents (young and old) need to 
have. Much like First Aid, it is a skill we hope to never need, 
but will be eternally grateful for having should the need 
arise.


Community development strategies 
and implementation 
8) The greatest concern that emerged for me from the article 
was a tendency for the more vulnerable residents to ‘wait for 
information’. Of equal concern was the fact that many of the 
residents were women waiting for ‘the Man’ to come home 
or ‘someone’ to communicate what responses were needed. 
As a society, I believe this should concern us, because, when 
that dependency is reliant on life or death outcomes, it is 
no longer just a sociological concern. This reality has also 
been reflected in anecdotal evidence from a number of fires 
around the country. I feel that this strongly demonstrates a 
need to radically change how we are approaching community 
information sessions. We can assume from the outcomes here 
and in other bushfire situations, that the strategies in place 
have too many discrepancies between the intended learning 
outcome and the final reality. I would like to see the focus of 
community education create solid learning outcomes and, 
more importantly, that the sessions are designed to create the 
goodwill needed to unite the whole community in the face of 
adversity.


· Anecdotal observations have consistently described 
that, without such a real and unmanageable threat, the 
connections between residents, would not have been formed 
to the depth created. While I do not feel that we should create 
such threats to activate community goodwill, I do feel that 
we can do much more to harness, nurture and consolidate 
these connections for long after the threat has passed. This 
will ensure that the next time that community faces any 
adversity, it will do so from a position of strength. We know 
as community developers, that it is easier to perpetuate 
goodwill than it is to re-energise it. 


· Many residents have described the current format of 
community fire education/emergency management sessions 
as ‘a group of men standing around seeming important’. This 
approach is not empowering or providing the tactical skills 
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for women, in particular, to make independent decisions for 
themselves and their children.


· This approach perhaps also alienates any men who are at 
the mercy of this stand-offish behaviour and who may not 
have had the training to respond to expectations placed on 
them by their wives and children.


· We need to change our style of communication, the 
environment sessions are held in, and the nature of the 
educator, to better suit the types of conditions which women 
communicate in and feel empowered to actively participate 
in. For example, prime opportunities would include morning 
teas at the local playgroup, informal craft mornings, family 
fun days, sporting groups and community houses, local 
charity groups such as CWA, Red Cross etc.


· War, drought and similar experiences have shown us that 
women do have a determined ability to persevere through 
the most challenging conditions to meet the demands of a 
community in crisis. I feel this is reflected in the numbers 
of female operational members throughout the fire services, 
and is also reflected in a range of community leaders.


· We need to develop strategies which are ‘outside the square’ 
and move away from the traditional lines of masculine 
communication. Strategies need to provide both sustainable 
support and sustainable change. By directing our education 
sessions away from information dissemination and moving 
towards a model which generates that goodwill, we will 
create more positively united and effective communities.


· Nurturing ‘goodwill’ between fire services and the 
communities is of particular concern to me. I am saddened 
that communities have perceived the fire services in the 
above mentioned manner. It has not been my experience 
that a culture of chauvinism populates fire services, in 
general. In many cases, it is quite the opposite. We have a 
huge resource of both male and female personnel, who are 
naturally considerate communicators. I do not believe we 
would have attracted so many female volunteer firefighters, 
if this was not the case.


· Strategies need to be developed which harness the existing 
resources, personnel and processes (‘from the ground up’) 
which the community can build from. The alternative of 
‘inflicting’ management strategies developed ‘in the City’ 
leads to mismanagement, dislocation and disempowerment 
of the community. Goodwill is thus diluted and a mentality 
of ‘us versus them’ is created between the community and 
the fire services. 


· Our local area has a most impressive and highly self 
organised ‘feeding group’ which is ready to be activated 
within one hour of a known threat. (Many of our members 
are very much looking forward to the next time we can call on 
their services due the delicious and abundant contributions 
they are ready to make!) 


· Most importantly, this group has regularly ‘trained’ to 
ensure its capability when truly needed. As firefighters 
and community members, we enjoy these ‘training/skills 
maintenance’ sessions very much! It is hard not to be 
humbled by the very practical nature of this ‘goodwill’ and 
it is a constant reminder of whom we ‘volunteer’ to protect 
and the interdependent nature of our relationship within 
the community.


· Communities who felt abandoned by the fire services have 
negatively united through fear and vulnerability, neither of 


which provides strength, confidence or capability. This has 
led to a profound sense of dislocation from wider society 
and a feeling of further isolation.


· Current education/information strategies have been seen to 
have woven the illusion of community participation into the 
structure of the program, but are undermined by a desire 
to avoid accountability and suppress opposition to the 
proposed management.


· Communities who believed that ‘consultation’ would be 
used to determine their outcomes, have been deflated and 
disappointed, to find out that many decisions were already 
made. Fires services need to be very careful about honestly 
explaining what has been decided and what will truly be 
created through real consultation. We know that a resistance 
to change is less likely when people are truly involved in the 
decision making process which they are affected by.


· I believe that, as fire service personnel, we underestimate the 
knowledge and capability of a community, at our own peril. 
By working in conjunction we have access to peripheral 
information which can become critical when formal systems 
and communication have broken down. 


· I believe we have moved into a very dangerous place 
when ‘consultation’ is used as a disguise rather than a 
genuine interest in engaging the needs of any community, 
particularly when the outcomes are potentially fatal.


Relationship between fire personnel 
and the community
9) In response to the role that volunteer fire personnel have 
in the community, I am struck by a number of conflicting 
considerations.


· We need to encourage the community to view ‘Uniforms’ as 
a source of safety, i.e. find a policeman if you are lost, etc. 
However, bushfire is a perfect example of circumstances 
in which people need to be able to think for themselves 
and respond in an independent, self directed and effective 
manner.  


· I am unsure how we create the sense of safety and security 
that the public have from the presence of emergency personnel 
while still creating safety nets to address situations which 
humans (trained or not) cannot prevent, such as bushfire. 


· I am compelled to return to my earlier reflection that education 
is our strongest tool in this area. I believe that relevant 
knowledge and personal confidence with such knowledge 
will give individuals something to act independently with.


· Recent publicity campaigns by Emergency Fire Services 
have begun to remind residents that we will not be able to 
forewarn, nor attend every home, but I have observed that 
this undermines a community’s sense of security, lacking 
the knowledge to respond without us. 


· Conversely, the implementation of community fireguard 
groups is a direction which I feel we need to pursue and 
which provides more resolution to the chasm which 
currently exists between the community and fire services, 
while fostering neighbourly relations.


· Fire services need to explore the type of communication 
which is provided to residents at such a time. We need to 
ensure that our fears of litigation and accountability do not 
override the vulnerability of communities ‘at risk’.


· To ensure our own continual improvement and provide 
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highest quality of response to the maximum number of 
residents, it is critical that we preserve and nurture these 
lines of communication.


· This is an area I feel we urgently need to address but at 
a state and federal level, rather than – either - individual 
brigades being responsible for community education 
programs (as has previously been the case) - or - state-
based programs, which are non specific to local needs (e.g. 
coastal fire risks, mountain fire risk or suburban fringe 
fire risk, etc.)


Self reliant approach to bushfire management
10) Any individual’s ability to respond to wildfire is directly 
affected by their knowledge/skill and, to a greater extent, by 
the resources available to them. 


· As fire does not discriminate between the financial statuses 
of those within its path, it is imperative that residents be 
supported to have access to appropriate firefighting equipment. 
This is currently at considerable expense to residents.


· Tenants represent a great concern to me in this area. They are 
often more transient and therefore need to regularly revisit 
their specific approach to fire in each area/premises that they 
move to. They are also at the mercy of landlord support to 
protect the dwelling they inhabit and thus themselves. To 
protect this group, we need to build fire management support 
into tenancy rights. 


· For example, I am a trained firefighter, I have lived in my 
area for over 18 years but my landlord removed my only 
static water supply (water tank) prior to the start of the worst 
bushfire season on record for Victoria. I was not financially 
able to replace this and, as such, went through that season 
with no way to fully activate my own bushfire plan. I had the 
training, experience and local knowledge but resources were 
taken out of my control.


· I would like to see a greater role played by Government, 
insurance companies, banks and local building regulators as 
these are the institutions who will inevitably be drawn into 
the outcomes of a major fire. 


· Governments are in a prime position to contribute to 
supporting the disadvantaged in rural areas, by means-
testing an equipment fund. Insurance companies may, in 
fact, save vast amounts by supporting policy holders who 
need to be equipped. Banks who have outstanding mortgages 
on rural/semi-rural properties could also contribute to the 
ongoing viability of such premises by providing relevant 
equipment.


· Most importantly, I feel we need a complete overhaul, 
Council by Council, across Australia, to determine the 
appropriateness of allowing occupancy in obviously fire 
prone areas. 


· These suggestions may initially prove to be expensive, but 
in light of the effects of global warming, we really have no 
other choice. The recent fires in Victoria have demonstrated 
the complex strategies which fire management services will 
need to respond to Super Fires.


· Perhaps we need to involve the community more in fire 
prevention tactics.


· This may also be an area where Indigenous land management 
education can be combined with community development 
outcomes.


· Current trends towards regional development must also 
address these concerns before launching advertising 
campaigns which encourage new residents to relocate. We 
must first ask ourselves if the infrastructure, education and 
community ‘goodwill’ can continue to sustain themselves 
and any newcomers.


Long term effect of mismanagement
· Our area was one of the most devastated by the fire of Ash 


Wednesday in February 1983. 
· The psychological impact of that fire is still presenting in 


many local residents who were residents, parents or young 
people/children living in the area at the time. 


· The anxiety levels of these people are still a concern and 
the ineffectiveness of proper follow-up support has led to a 
variety of social and psychological outcomes.       


· Support mechanisms initiated in the aftermath of serious 
bushfires must remain active and effective for much longer 
than we have previously provided. The mentality of  ‘others 
were worse off than us’ has prevented the resolution of crisis 
impact and created a culture which felt it inappropriate to 
seek help or even debrief due to the extent of loss suffered 
overall within the community.


· Residents and families who did not loose property or 
livestock were not considered to be in need of counselling or 
support despite the experience they had survived. In many 
cases, they simply did not recognise the need for themselves 
and thus did not access support offered. In light of the 
shock associated with such an experience, we cannot expect 
residents to be able to completely self-diagnose their follow-
up needs.


· Particular weather patterns are all that is needed now to 
stimulate old anxieties and to create a sense of vulnerability 
similar to that which was experienced during the actual fire. 
In many cases, aspects of post-traumatic stress have been 
integrated into daily life and have not been resolved.


In conclusion: what is the value 
of rhetoric and hindsight?
As a woman and mother, living in the country, I was heartened 
to see the extent to which this article had comprehensively 
explored all the factors and perspectives involved in the Eyre 
Peninsula fire. As a firefighter, it was a familiar story. As a 
member of the local community, I have to wonder where all 
this leaves us.


Conjecture, rhetoric and bureaucratic analysis can only 
resolve so much. Rather, it becomes the very distraction that 
guarantee that communities will be no safer. The chasm which 
lives between our ‘knowing better’ and our ‘being better’ lies 
in the practical response we all take from here. To face Bushfire 
is an experience which can never be fully imagined and it is 
for this reason that our decisions must be accountable to those 
who have to face it, live through it and continue to grow in its 
aftermath.


It is my sincere hope that all who read these and other’s words 
will stop long enough to question: how bushfire-ready are you 
as an individual? Which resources do you need? What can you 
do to protect and support your family, your community and 
the strangers who are all around you?
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Executive Summary 


1 Introduction 
Over the last 20 years approaches to managing bushfires have 
developed from focussing primarily on preventative land management 
and responsive fire suppression to a broader approach that includes 
community prevention and preparedness.  


In 1995 Petris reviewed state and federal reports on major bushfires in 
Australia that occurred between 1939 and 1994. The review informed 
the development of a National Bushfire Preparedness Strategy (Petris 
and Potter 1995) and identified changes to how the hazards of 
bushfires were understood. The vulnerability of people, rather than the 
intensity of the fire hazard or disaster, was identified as defining the 
magnitude of the disaster.  


The increased focus on preparedness as compared to fire suppression 
evident in the Strategy was informed by a growing body of evidence about 
how to minimise the dangers of bushfires to life and property. The resulting 
National Bushfire Awareness Strategy embraced three main areas: fire 
control capability, management of the natural and built environment and 
community preparedness. Since then a variety of strategies and programs 
with the aim of increasing the level of community preparedness for bushfires 
have emerged.  


The intention of this report is to document how the principles and policy 
directions underpinning current approaches to community safety have been 
developed or refined since the Petris review. This paper reviews six recent 
reports to identify evolving policy directions in the area of community 
awareness, education and engagement. This review will inform the work of 
program C7 of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre that is concerned 
with the evaluation of programs to improve community safety through 
increased awareness, education and engagement of community members.   


Scope 


The reports included in the review are: 


 Natural Disasters in Australia: Reforming mitigation, relief and 
recovery arrangements – a 2004 report to COAG that included 
bushfires as one of several types of natural disasters 


 Fire Prevention and Preparedness 2003 - an audit undertaken by 
the Auditor General of Victoria  


 A Nation Charred: Report on the inquiry into bushfires -  an 
Australian Government House of Representatives inquiry following 
the 2002-2003 bushfires 


 Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 
Bushfires in the ACT - commissioned by the Australian Capital 
Territory Government  


  Report of the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires – 
commissioned by the Victorian Government 
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 National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management – a 2005 
report to COAG following the 2002-2003 bushfires 


For the purposes of this paper ‘policy directions’ are conceptualised as 
expressions about beliefs, convictions, intentions, or the promotion of 
best practice. The evolution of approaches to community awareness, 
education and engagement has been identified by referring to 
discussions in the body of the reports as well as to the specific findings 
and recommendations of the six reports. 


This paper does not assess the extent to which the policy directions are 
reflected in current practice, nor the extent to which specific 
recommendations have been adopted and implemented by 
governments, fire agencies and other organisations. It is recognised 
that during implementation recommendations made in the reports may 
have been further developed. Government responses to 
recommendations made in the reports have not been systematically 
investigated, nor does this paper attend to how other stakeholders have 
responded to the recommendations.  


In line with the focus on community education, awareness and 
engagement, findings and recommendations concerned with the 
following matters have generally been excluded:  


 Operational matters (except informing communities and utilising 
local knowledge during fires) 


 Interagency cooperation and coordination (unless concerned with 
interactions with communities) 


 Fuel management (unless related to community awareness and 
understanding) 


 Building codes and local government land use planning and 
building approvals 


 Funding arrangements including incentives between levels of 
Government. 


Methodology 


The methodology for identifying values and principles was iterative and 
unfolded during the review process. Initially the recommendations from the 
reports were the focus of the analysis; the recommendations from each report 
were reviewed to identify those that related to community education, 
engagement and awareness and the consolidated list of relevant 
recommendations was then grouped into themes. The limitations of this 
approach soon became obvious; recommendations often didn’t reflect the 
depth and substance of discussions nor the range of findings presented in the 
reports, and if current practices were not found to be problematic no 
recommendations for improvement were made.  


The reports were re-analysed to expand and build on the themes identified in 
the initial analysis of the recommendations. The re-examination of the reports 
started with the sections that focussed on community education and 
engagement programs and was expanded to include factors in the context of 
national policy and planning that influenced community safety as well as 
relevant operational and recovery issues. At this stage the relevant concepts 
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were also sorted into whether they related to planning and activities that 
occurred before, during or after a fire.  


The final step in the review was to identify the values and principles informing 
the development of policies to improve community safety. The principles were 
grouped into foundational principles - commonly accepted values shaping 
current approaches, and operational principles - those derived from the 
foundational principles that guide policy development and planning of 
community fire safety programs.  


Structure of the report 


The first section introduces the review and details the scope, purpose 
and methods used to undertake the review. Section two provides an 
overview of the reports included in the review.   


Section three discusses the policy context that influences the 
conceptualisation of approaches to improve community safety. The 
policy context articulates many of the values and principles informing 
policy and program development; national frameworks, risk 
management and planning, and research and ongoing learning to 
inform evidence based policy and program development. 


Section four outlines the range of approaches to community awareness, 
education and engagement programs, discusses the monitoring and 
evaluation of programs and activities and the need for policy 
development in specific areas.    


Section five discusses community awareness and engagement during a 
fire threat and the importance of effective communication with 
threatened communities as well as the value of local information 
provided by community members to fire agencies during a fire.  


Section six covers community involvement during recovery from major 
fires summarising lessons learnt in Victoria, where fires affected a 
number of communities over a relatively long period and in the ACT 
where the fire event was of a shorter duration but had devastating 
consequences. There are a set of agreed national principles that inform 
approaches to supporting communities during recovery from a major 
fire.  


Section seven discusses the values and principles identified as 
underpinning policy and program development in the area of community 
awareness, education and engagement. 


Section eight considers implications of the evolving policy context for 
the evaluation of programs and activities that aim to increase 
community education, engagement and awareness of how to live safely 
with bushfires in Australia.  


Concluding comments are made in section nine.  
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2 Overview of the six reports 
The reports varied in terms of their purpose, geographic area covered, 
scope, methods used and the range of informants. One report was 
concerned with all natural disasters and had a national focus, one was 
an audit of prevention and preparedness measures in Victoria, and four 
were post fire reviews that focussed on different geographic areas; the 
ACT, Victoria and two with a national focus.  


The timing of the completion and release of the reports has influenced 
the extent to which the reports have been able to draw on the findings 
of earlier inquiries. The last report to be published, the National Inquiry 
on Bushfire Mitigation and Management prepared for COAG, drew on 
all of the other reports and the recommendations made in the report 
have been accepted in principle by all Australian Governments. The 
report to COAG on reforming mitigation, relief and recovery 
arrangements for natural disasters was not available to inform any of 
the other reports with the exception of the COAG bushfires report. 


3 Policy Context 
The policy context influencing thinking about community awareness, 
education and engagement activities and programs are discussed 
under three headings:  


 National frameworks,  


 Risk management planning 


 Research and continuous learning  


National frameworks 


The national frameworks outlined in the COAG natural disasters and 
bushfire reports clearly articulate the view that reducing the impact of 
bushfires is a responsibility that needs to be shared between 
individuals, communities, fire agencies and governments. This view is 
also expressed by the other reports included in the review. The 
rationale for sharing responsibility is that individuals and communities 
can take action to reduce the impact of major fires and that fire 
agencies will never have the capacity needed to protect all property.  


The national framework proposed in the COAG natural disasters report 
(and endorsed by the COAG bushfire report) outlines the roles and 
responsibilities of individuals and all levels of government. The COAG 
bushfire report also proposes a shift to a ‘5R’ framework: Research, 
information and analysis; Risk modification; Readiness; Response and 
Recovery. National principles and national indicators of good practice 
were advocated to provide a basis for a national reporting and review 
framework for state and territory governments.  


Risk management and planning  


As bushfires are inevitable, the shared aim is to mitigate risks through 
applying risk management approaches. The need for risk based 
planning processes that recognise local differences and the need for 
integrated planning were accepted in the reports. 
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Risk management planning needs to be informed by a clear 
understanding of the relative importance of potential risks (the likelihood 
of the risk occurring and the impact if it did occur) and the effectiveness 
of different strategies (or treatments) that could potentially be adopted 
to reduce bushfire risks. Improved community awareness, education 
and engagement were recognised as essential elements of strategies 
to reduce the impact of bushfires. 


Saving lives is clearly articulated as the highest priority however the 
ranking of other, sometimes competing, priorities is less clear cut.  
Differences between individuals, communities, natural, built and 
economic environments result in different priorities in different localities. 
As these factors change (perhaps as a result of demographic or land 
use changes) priorities also change. Therefore local planning 
processes that involve a range of stakeholders and include the 
community are advocated.  


Local bushfire planning processes also need to be strategically 
integrated both horizontally and vertically; linking with local community 
networks, agencies and governments as well as with state-wide or 
national organisations and priorities. The Victorian audit of prevention 
and preparedness measures recommended that municipal planning 
inform the targeting of community awareness, education and 
engagement programs to high risk individuals and communities. 


Given the crucial role of community preparedness in preventing 
loss of life and property, it is important that meaningful targets 
based on needs assessment and local risk profiling are 
established and met by each region  


(Victorian Auditor General p 74) 


Research and continuous learning  


A commitment to research and ongoing learning through monitoring, 
evaluation and non-blaming reviews of major incidents is clear in the 
reports. Information gathered from these types of activities enables the 
development of an increasingly sophisticated understanding of 
competing priorities and the effectiveness of strategies to mitigate 
potential risks.  


Building knowledge about bushfire mitigation entails making 
improvements to current information systems in the areas of: 


 comprehensive, consistent and collaborative reporting of 
activities, expenditure and outcomes, 


 data collection, storage and analysis and  


 evaluation and post incident reviews 


 sharing of information between all stakeholders.  


It is argued that by developing structures and processes that enable 
higher quality information to be shared between states and territories, 
fire agencies and communities that the current bushfire cycle that 
includes blame and complacency can be eliminated.  
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4 Community awareness, education and engagement 
programs  
All of the reports share the view that individuals and communities can 
mitigate bushfire risks and have a responsibility to take action to reduce 
risks. Post fire inquiries and research into community safety have 
demonstrated the need to improve community perception of bushfire 
risks, and understanding of the steps that can be taken to reduce risks.  


A variety of approaches to community awareness, education and 
engagement have been identified or proposed in the reports; national 
and state or territory based public education campaigns, school based 
programs and a range of community level programs.  


The effectiveness of different approaches to improving community 
safety is not well understood in terms of outcomes achieved and the 
targeting of the programs to people living in high bushfire risk areas as 
well as those not aware of their level of risk. The mechanisms linking 
education and engagement programs to the desired outcome of safer 
communities also needs further research.  


There is agreement that improved monitoring and evaluation of 
community awareness, education and engagement programs as well as 
further social and psychological research, including surveys of 
households to measure levels of fire awareness and preparedness is 
needed.  


Better information is needed to help programs to target those who most 
need them and to find out which approaches or combinations of 
approaches are most successful, in which contexts with which types of 
individuals and communities.  


Research that has been undertaken has identified the need to clarify 
and refine the ‘stay and defend or leave early’ message and policies 
regarding fire refuges. The need to develop clear and consistent 
terminology for use in community awareness, education and 
engagement programs was also acknowledged. 


5 Warning, informing and being informed by 
communities during a fire 
Accurate, consistent and timely information about fire threats and 
relevant operational matters such as resources available to assist 
residents can save lives and properties. The consequences of 
inadequate communication with the public were the subject of many of 
the submissions to the McLeod Inquiry following fires in the ACT.  


Responsibility for implementing effective systems for warning and 
informing community members is accepted as a crucial role of incident 
management teams. Proposals for improving warnings and information 
provided during a fire included: integrating and formalising the role of 
community liaison staff within incident management teams, publicising 
the role of ABC radio in emergencies, developing better relationships 
with the media and improved media management; improving the 
accessibility of information for people who have hearing impairments or 
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do not speak English well; using local knowledge and key landscape 
reference points; and developing alternative methods of providing 
information to remote communities who may not be reached by 
television or radio.  


Sharing responsibility and working in partnership requires a two way 
flow of information between fire agencies and communities. Risks 
associated with incident management teams not utilising local 
knowledge during a fire and the need for prior planning of systems to 
support the effective use of information from local sources were 
discussed.  


6 Community involvement in recovering from a major 
bushfire 
Lessons learnt about involving communities in the planning and 
implementation of recovery measures in the ACT where a community 
development approach was utilised, and in Victoria where many 
communities had been affected over an extended period are discussed. 
National approaches to recovery proposed in the COAG natural 
disasters and bushfire reports are outlined, including a set of agreed 
principles to guide bushfire recovery practices. The need for 
communities to be engaged in planning and prioritising recovery process 
was a common theme in the reports.  


The value of supporting individuals and families using a case 
management approach as well as the need to attend to communities as 
a whole in order to increase community resilience are acknowledged and 
integrated whole of government approaches are advocated: 


 


7 Values and principles underpinning approaches to 
community awareness, education and engagement 


The review has identified a number of principles that underpin the 
development of policies to improve community safety. These principles 
have been grouped into ‘foundational’ and ‘operational’ principles.  
Foundational principles are commonly accepted values that underpin 
current approaches to community safety in Australia. Operational 
principles, derived from the foundational principles, guide the 
development of effective policy development and planning of community 
fire safety interventions.  


 


Foundational principles related to community safety identified in the 
review of recent reports are that: 


 bushfire safety is a shared responsibility 


 Individuals are responsible for taking action to mitigate their 
bushfire risks 
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 people and communities differ in terms of their risks, assets, 
and capacities  


 priorities differ between individuals and communities, they may 
be competing or interrelated and include environmental, social 
and economic factors 


 increasing community safety requires a risk management 
approach 


 bushfire policy and practice should be evidence based  


The operational principles that therefore inform policy development and 
planning for community fire safety interventions are:  


 working in partnership 


 adopting a comprehensive emergency management approach  


 identifying and prioritising risks and assets  


 planning locally to mitigate risks  


 promoting household planning to stay and defend or leave early  


 understanding local people and communities 


 building and using knowledge through research, monitoring, 
evaluation and information management  


The links between foundational principles and operational principles are 
not direct, one to one linear relationships. The derived principles have 
been informed by two or more foundational principles. In some cases 
foundational principles inform not only what should be done, but the 
process for doing. For example, applying the principles of shared 
responsibility, evidence based policy and planning, and differences 
between people and communities informs how risk management 
planning is implemented. Identifying and prioritising risks becomes an 
inclusive process that involves a range of stakeholders, draws on 
available evidence and takes into account the fact that priorities differ 
between and within communities.  


8 Evaluating community safety programs and 
activities: implications and issues  


The issues discussed in the reports and the values and principles 
identified as underpinning policy and program development have 
implications for the evaluation of activities and programs that aim to 
improve community safety.  


A framework for evaluating the impact of community safety programs will 
need to go beyond monitoring activities (such as the number of 
education sessions provided, the number of people attending and the 
content provided) and short term impacts (such as feedback from 
participants on the value of the information provided).  


While this type of information is important, characteristics of approaches 
taken to educating and/or engaging residents (for example, strengths 
based, applying adult learning principles and/or community development 
based) as well as the short and longer term outcomes (improved 
understanding of risks and taking appropriate action) will need to be 
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considered to increase knowledge of what supports improved risk 
mitigation.  


It is also important to further develop knowledge about what types of 
programs are effective for what types of communities and individuals 
and the factors (such as timing, approach, content, group size, gender) 
that make a difference. This will involve understanding more about the 
community context and the characteristics of people who are 
participating as well as those who aren’t being reached by current 
programs and the barriers to their participation.  


Potential unintended outcomes, whether positive or negative, of 
community education and engagement should be considered. 
Community development approaches to recovery that aim to build 
stronger and more resilient communities suggest opportunities for further 
research into the social impacts of community fire safety activities. Many 
rural communities are undergoing sometimes rapid economic and/or 
demographic changes, and there may be potential for increasing both 
social capital and fire awareness and preparedness. Evaluations could 
consider how social capital might be developed or utilised and how to 
prevent, monitor and respond to possible unintended outcomes, such as 
the lack of involvement or isolation of an individual or group with differing 
perspectives or values.  


Evaluating the application of principles and values will involve 
developing methods for assessing factors such as the capacity of 
agencies, communities and other stakeholders to work in partnership, 
the effectiveness of local planning and the extent to which programs and 
activities are informed by, and add to the evidence base.  


The task of developing useful national performance indicators that take 
account of differences and the need for flexibility and responsiveness 
and consider both short and longer term outcomes presents challenges 
for the monitoring and evaluation of community safety programs and 
activities.  


Developing processes to measure the comparative costs and benefits of 
community education and engagement programs, and other activities 
that increase the involvement of communities in planning and 
responding to fires presents new challenges. Methods for measuring 
cost benefits would need to take into account qualitative measures 
difficult to quantify or convert to a dollar value. It would also be important 
to take into account the full range of stakeholders who could incur costs 
as well as reap benefits.  


9 Conclusion 
The discussion of the roles and responsibilities of individuals, 
communities, governments, fire agencies and other emergency and 
community service agencies in mitigating the impact of bushfires has 
evolved in the 20 years since the Petris review. Individuals and 
communities are viewed as essential partners in reducing the impact of 
major bushfires.  
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A variety of approaches are utilised by community education and 
engagement programs to increase the capacity of individuals and 
communities to reduce risks. Effective communication with communities 
during a fire is viewed as essential, and the value of local knowledge for 
informing responses during a fire is recognised. Effective community 
involvement during recovery planning, and a focus on the recovery of 
communities as a whole have developed.  


The value of processes for communities to influence decisions during 
planning, responding and recovery from fires is acknowledged in the 
reports. Recommendations promoting local level risk assessments and 
mitigation planning recognise the importance of differences between 
individuals and communities.  


In line with an increased emphasis on evidence based policy 
development the continued development of polices regarding community 
education, engagement and awareness will be informed by the 
perceived cost effectiveness of these approaches. 


The reports reviewed in this paper, because prepared shortly after major 
fires have not assessed the longer term impact of a community 
development based approach to recovery, in terms of community 
resilience or ongoing levels of fire awareness and preparedness. Nor 
have the papers explored the link between preventative community 
development based approaches that aim to increase bushfire risk 
awareness and preparedness and the building of more resilient 
communities.  


An evaluation approach that takes into account the values and principles 
underpinning the development of community safety policies, programs 
and related activities, considers the relationships between activities, 
contextual factors and the outcomes achieved (whether intended and 
unintended) will add to our understanding of how to decrease the risks 
posed by major bushfires.  
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1 Introduction 
Over the last 20 years approaches to managing bushfires have 
developed from focussing primarily on preventative land management 
and responsive fire suppression to a broader approach that includes 
community prevention and preparedness.  


Petris (1995) reviewed state and federal reports on major bushfires in 
Australia that occurred between 1939 and 1994. Changes were 
identified in how the hazards of bushfires are conceptualised - rather 
than the intensity of the fire defining the level of hazard or disaster, the 
vulnerability of people defines the magnitude of the disaster.  


The influence of the findings of research following the Ash Wednesday 
fires in 1983 that improved understanding of how to reduce vulnerability 
in the event of a fire was discussed by Petris. Three studies that 
contributed to understanding the nature of vulnerability were identified: 


1. CSIRO research that ‘dramatically improved’ knowledge of factors 
that increase the likelihood of homes surviving a bushfire1 


2. A study by Wilson and Ferguson that examined whether it was 
safer to stay with a home or to leave2, and  


3. A study into the circumstances surrounding civilian deaths3.  


Petris concluded that: 


The most appropriate mix of strategies for any particular 
community or region will vary enormously. Therefore, to develop 
the most effective and efficient capability for reducing the threat of 
bushfire, fire management agencies will need to: (a) understand 
the factors that contribute to the vulnerability of any particular 
community or region, and (b) the extent to which various fire 
management agency strategies are able to reduce this 
vulnerability. 


Traditionally, the options for reducing the bushfire threat have 
been confined by the notion that hazard is influenced only by 
features of the natural environment. Broadening our 
understanding of hazard to include all factors that make a 
particular community or region vulnerable to bushfire, including 
those less tangible factors such as the extent to which a 
community understands the bushfire threat and the resulting 
survival strategies developed by that community will dramatically 
increase the options of fire management agencies. 


 (p 28) 


The intention of this report is to develop an understanding of how the 
principles and policy directions underpinning approaches to community 


                                                 
1 Ramsey GC, McArthur NA, & Dowling VP (1986) Building survival in bushfires: 
paper presented at Fire Science ’86: The Fourth Biennial Conference. Institution of 
Fire Engineers, Western Australian Branch, Perth.  
2 Wilson AAG & Ferguson IS (1984) Fight or Flee: A case study of the Mount 
Macedon bushfire. Australian Forestry. 47(4):230-6 
3 Krusel N & Petris S (1992) Staying alive: Lessons learnt from a study of civilian 
deaths in the 1983 Ash Wednesday Bushfires. Fire management Quarterly (2):1-17.  







STEVENS  IMPROVING COMMUNITY SAFETY: REVIEW OF POLICY DIRECTIONS 
 


RMIT University 


safety have been developed or refined since the Petris review by 
reviewing six recent reports. An understanding of policy directions 
arising from the reports will provide background for other work being 
undertaken by Program C7 of the Bushfire Cooperative Research 
Centre concerned with the evaluation of programs to improve 
community safety through increased awareness, education and 
engagement of community members.   


For the purposes of this paper ‘policy directions’ are conceptualised as 
expressions about beliefs, convictions, intentions, or the promotion of 
best practice. The evolution of approaches to community awareness, 
education and engagement have been identified by referring to 
discussions in the reports as well as to the specific findings and 
recommendations of the six reports included in this review. 


The reports included in this review are: 


 Natural Disasters in Australia: Reforming mitigation, relief 
and recovery arrangements. A report to COAG by a high level 
officials’ group 2004, Department of Transport and Regional 
Services. Commonwealth of Australia. Referred to as the COAG 
natural disasters report 


 Fire Prevention and Preparedness 2003, Auditor General of 
Victoria. Referred to as the Victorian Auditor General’s report 


 A Nation Charred: Report on the inquiry into bushfires. Nairn 
, Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, 2003. Referred to 
as the Nairn report 


 Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 
Bushfires in the ACT. McLeod, R., 2003. ACT Government. 
Referred to as the McLeod report 


 Report of the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires.   
Esplin 2003, Victorian State Government.  Referred to as the 
Esplin report 


 National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management.  
Ellis S., Kanowski P. & Whelan R. 2005, Council of Australian 
Governments.  Referred to as the COAG bushfire report 


This paper does not set out to assess the extent to which the policy 
directions are reflected in current practice, nor the extent to which 
specific recommendations have been adopted and implemented by 
governments, fire agencies and other organisations. It is recognised 
that during implementation recommendations made in the reports may 
have been further developed.  


Government responses to the recommendations of the reviews have 
not been systematically investigated and this paper does not attend to 
the analysis of the reports by other stakeholders. While the implications 
of the findings of recent coronial inquiries for community awareness, 
education and engagement programs will need to be investigated the 
recently published coronial inquiry into the deaths during the ACT fires 
and the impending coronial inquiry in South Australia following the fires 
on the Eyre Peninsula in 2005 have been outside the scope of this 
review. 
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As this report sets out to identify policy implications for approaches to 
community safety with a focus on community education, awareness and 
engagement, findings and recommendations concerned with the 
following matters have generally been excluded:  


 Operational matters 


 Interagency cooperation and coordination (unless concerned with 
interactions with communities) 


 Fuel management (unless related to community awareness and 
understanding) 


 Building codes and local government land use planning and 
building approvals 


 Funding arrangements including incentives between levels of 
Government. 


While three of the reports have a national focus there is more 
information provided about policies and practices in Victoria and the 
ACT than the other states and territories 
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2 An overview of the six reports 
The reports vary in terms of their purpose, geographic area covered, 
scope, methods used and the range of informants. The following table 
summarises these differences.  


Table 1 Summary description of the inquires 


 COAG 
natural 
disaste


rs 
report 


Nairn Vic 
Auditor 
General 


Esplin McLeo
d 


COAG 
bushfir
e report 


Date 
complete
d 


August 
2002 


2003 2003 2003 2003 April 
2004 


Date 
Release
d 


2004 2003 2003 2003 2003 January 
2005 


Jurisdicti
on 


National National Victoria Victoria ACT National 


Scope Natural 
Disaster
s 
mitigatio
n, relief 
and 
recovery  


Bushfire 
preventio
n, 
mitigatio
n and 
suppress
ion 


Bushfire 
preventio
n and 
prepared
ness 


Bushfire 
prepared
ness, 
response
s and 
recovery 


Bushfire 
prepared
ness, 
response
s and 
recovery  


Bushfire 
research
, risk 
modificat
ion, 
readines
s, 
response
s and 
recovery 


Precipitating 
factors 


Report 
on the 
economi
c costs 
of 
natural 
disasters 
in 
Australia 
(2001) 
Internati
onal 
Decade 
for 
Natural 
Disaster 
Reductio
n (1990-
1999) 


2003 
fires 


Addressi
ng the 
strategic 
theme of 
‘sustaina
bility of 
natural 
resource
s and the 
environm
ent’ 


2003 
fires 


2003 
fires 


2003 
fires 
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Purpose 
/ focus 


To 
review 
Australia’
s 
approac
h to 
disaster 
relief, 
recovery 
and 
mitigatio
n 


Identifyin
g how to 
minimise 
the 
incidenc
e and 
impact of 
bushfires 


Performa
nce audit 
of 
bushfire 
preventio
n and 
prepared
ness  


Identify 
how to 
improve 
preventio
n, 
prepared
ness and 
response
s to 
bushfires  


Identify 
how to 
improve 
operatio
nal 
response
s to 
bushfires  


Identify 
how to 
improve 
national 
cooperati
on in the 
manage
ment of 
bushfires 


Methodolo
gy 


Prepared 
by 
Senior 
Officials 
of 
Common
wealth, 
State, 
Territory 
and 
Australia
n Local 
Governm
ent 
Associati
on. 
Met with 
specialist
s 
24 
submissi
ons from 
stakehol
ders 
Consulta
tion with 
departm
ents and 
agencies 


Submissi
ons 
invited  
(507 
written)  
55 
exhibits 
or 
correspo
ndence 
Inspectio
n of 
affected 
areas 
12 public 
hearings. 
State 
and 
territory=
y 
departm
ents and 
agencies 
did NOT 
contribut
e to this 
inquiry 


Conduct
ed 
househol
d level 
research 
into 
communi
ty 
awarene
ss and 
prepared
ness 
Audited 
planning 
and 
delivery 


Submissi
ons 
invited 
(273 
written) 
Consulta
tions 
(400 
people 
as 
individua
ls or 
groups) 
Inspectio
n of 
affected 
areas 


Submissio
ns invited
(130 
written &
verbal) 
 


Advice 
from 
research
ers & 
experts, 
jurisdicti
onal 
represen
tatives, 
departm
ents, &  
agencies 
Analysis 
of other 
reports  
Contributi
ons from
State, 
Territory 
and 
Australian 
Govt 
departme
nts 
Submissio
ns 
received 
from 13
governme
nt 
agencies 
and 83
non 
governme
nt 
agencies 
or 
individuals
.  
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Cross referencing between inquires.  
The timing of the publication of the reports has allowed some of the 
inquiries to draw on the findings of earlier reports while others have 
been undertaken without reference to the other reports included in this 
review.  


Although completed in August 2002 the COAG natural disasters report 
was published in 2004 after COAG gave in-principle approval to the 
recommendations of the report in December 2003. There are therefore 
no references to any of the other inquires in the COAG natural disasters 
report and this report was not available to inform any of the other 
inquires with the exception of the 2004 COAG bushfires report.  


The McLeod inquiry into the ACT fires and the Victorian Auditor 
General’s Performance Audit did not draw on any of the other reports 
included in this analysis.  


The Esplin inquiry reviewed the analysis and recommendations of the 
Victorian Auditor General’s Report and also referred to the findings of 
the McLeod inquiry however there are no references to the Nairn, the 
COAG natural disasters or COAG bushfire reports.  


The Nairn Report doesn’t refer to an examination of other reports in the 
description of the methodology; however reference was made to the 
conclusions of the McLeod and Esplin inquiries and it was noted that 
they were consistent with the bulk of the evidence received by the Nairn 
inquiry. Some of the submissions to the Esplin and McLeod inquires 
were also submitted to the Nairn inquiry.  


The methodology of the 2004 COAG bushfire report specifically 
included a review of other relevant reports. All of the other reports 
reviewed in this paper (as well as other significant reports) informed the 
COAG bushfire inquiry. The terms of reference for the COAG bushfire 
inquiry were issued in September 2003, prior to the publication of the 
Nairn report. The COAG bushfire report was completed in April 2004 
and was publicly released in January 2005.  


Description of each report 
The following section provides a snapshot of each report briefly 
describing the context, terms of reference, methodologies and a 
summary of the overall findings of each report. Findings that relate 
more specifically to policy directions for improving community safety are 
discussed in detail in later sections.  
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COAG - Natural Disasters in Australia: Reforming 
mitigation, relief and recovery arrangements.  


Context 


The commissioning of the COAG natural disasters review was 
preceded by the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction 
(1990 to 1999). A mid-term review of accomplishments occurred at a 
world conference held in Yokohama in 1994 that resulted in the 
adoption of the ‘Yokahama Strategy’ with principles covering: risk 
assessment; disaster prevention and preparedness; prevention, 
reduction and mitigation of disasters; early warning systems; 
participation of all levels of government; application of design and 
patterns of development; sharing necessary technology; environmental 
protection and the primary responsibility of each country for protecting 
people, infrastructure and other national assets from the impact of 
natural disasters.  


In 2001 report the Bureau of Transport Economics reported on the 
high economic costs of natural disasters in Australia. The process of 
developing that report highlighted inadequacies in the data available to 
estimate the costs of natural disasters, significant disasters such as 
Cyclone Tracey and the Ash Wednesday bushfires had not previously 
been costed.  


In June 2001 COAG commissioned a review of the nation’s 
arrangements for dealing with natural disasters. A premise underlying 
the review was that “…any arrangements should facilitate maximum 
involvement of state, territory and local government in contributing to 
disaster relief and mitigation and continued Commonwealth cost-
sharing arrangements”. (p iii) 


A High Level Group (HLG) of senior officials representing the 
Commonwealth and State and Territory Governments and a 
representative of the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) 
undertook the review.  


Terms of reference 


The terms of reference for the review were to:  


 Identify the objectives of current disaster relief arrangements at 
all levels of government.  


 Review the effectiveness, appropriateness and scope of disaster 
mitigation arrangements and programs with a focus on the role 
local government can play and responsibilities for disaster 
mitigation policy with Commonwealth, State and Territory 
governments.  


 Review arrangements for providing disaster relief, assessing 
their appropriateness and effectiveness in meeting national 
objectives and the appropriateness of the allocation of roles and 
responsibilities amongst stakeholders. 
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 Review policy making processes at each level of government in 
relation to disaster relief, mitigation, contingency planning, 
emergency management and processes for governments to 
initially respond to a disaster. 


 Develop options for improving existing arrangements where 
appropriate  


Methodology 


The HLG received 24 submissions from a range of stakeholders that 
included the Commonwealth, State and Territory governments, the 
ALGA, academics and researchers, government agencies, community 
groups and industry organisations. Each member of the HLG also 
consulted with government departments, agencies and other 
stakeholders within their jurisdiction and reported on submissions 
received by each jurisdiction.  


Summary of findings 


The strengths and weaknesses of current arrangements for responding 
to natural disasters were identified. The report made 66 
recommendations to improve disaster mitigation and to reform often ad 
hoc and piecemeal relief and recovery arrangements.  


A national framework for natural disaster management was proposed 
and a five year reform package that detailed roles and responsibilities 
for each level of government was outlined. The rationale and aims of 
reforming natural disaster relief and recovery arrangements were 
outlined in the executive summary of the report:    


The High Level Group found that Australia’s natural disaster relief 
measures providing immediate and urgent assistance to 
individuals and families, and rebuilding damaged infrastructure, is 
sound and effective. However, the current arrangements do not 
deal as well in helping communities as a whole recover from the 
effects of severe disasters. 


In the past, governments have set up one-off or ad hoc relief and 
recovery schemes, recognising the severity, potential 
consequences, and long-term effects of severe disasters and the 
need to assist communities in a holistic way with their recovery - 
social, economic, physical and emotional. 


The approach to disaster relief and recovery proposed by the 
High Level Group aims to: 


 build community resilience by constraining and, over time, 
reducing damage and costs to the community and all 
levels of government though cost-effective mitigation 
recognising of course that major unforeseeable disaster 
events will continue to occur 


 reduce the incidence of ad hoc and disparate relief 
measures by introducing a more disciplined, holistic and 
systematic needs-based approach to relief and recovery 
assistance to communities 
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 introduce new flexibility to enable damaged public 
infrastructure to be rebuilt to a more resilient standard 
where that is feasible and cost-effective 


 ensure equitable assistance and support to individuals 
and communities affected by comparable natural disasters 
across Australia 


 better integrate the relief and recovery arrangements of all 
levels of government, and 


 address the special needs of remote Indigenous 
communities. 


(p viii) 


Comment 


Completed in August 2002, the review resulted in 66 recommendations 
that were accepted in principle by COAG in December 2003. COAG 
agreed that the Australian Police Minister’s Council would have overall 
responsibility for implementation of the recommendations with the 
support of the Australian Emergency Management Committee. The 
Local Government Committee and Planning Minister’s Council were 
identified as playing a major role in implementing recommendations 
relating to land-use planning reforms to address natural hazards. The 
report was published in 2004.  


 


Nairn - A Nation Charred: Report on the inquiry into 
bushfires.  


Context 


A House of Representatives Select Committee chaired by Mr Gary 
Nairn MP undertook this inquiry after the 2002/3 bushfires in the ACT, 
New South Wales, Victoria, Tasmania and Western Australia. The 
report was published in October 2003.  


The decision to establish the inquiry was not negotiated with fire 
affected states and territories and it was noted in the introduction of the 
report that departments and agencies responsible for land 
management, fire prevention and fire suppression did not make 
submissions to the inquiry. The inquiry’s conclusions and 
recommendations were described as “…reflect very much the views of 
those people with the generations of experience and knowledge of 
managing our land.” 
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Terms of reference 


The inquiry was established to identify measures that can be 
implemented by governments, industry and the community to minimise 
the incidence of, and impact of bushfires on, life, property and the 
environment. The terms of reference identified ten matters that the 
Committee were to specifically address: 


(a) the extent and impact of the bushfires on the environment, 
private and public assets and local communities;  


(b) the causes of and risk factors contributing to the impact and 
severity of the bushfires, including land management practices 
and policies in national parks, state forests, other Crown land and 
private property;  


(c) the adequacy and economic and environmental impact of 
hazard reduction and other strategies for bushfire prevention, 
suppression and control;  


(d) appropriate land management policies and practices to 
mitigate the damage caused by bushfires to the environment, 
property, community facilities and infrastructure and the potential 
environmental impact of such policies and practices;  


(e) any alternative or developmental bushfire mitigation and 
prevention approaches, and the appropriate direction of research 
into bushfire mitigation;  


(f) the appropriateness of existing planning and building codes, 
particularly with respect to urban design and land use planning, in 
protecting life and property from bushfires;  


(g) the adequacy of current response arrangements for 
firefighting;  


(h) the adequacy of deployment of firefighting resources, 
including an examination of the efficiency and effectiveness of 
resource sharing between agencies and jurisdictions; 


(i) liability, insurance coverage and related matters; and  


(j) the roles and contributions of volunteers, including current 
management practices and future trends, taking into account 
changing social and economic factors.  


(p xiv, xv ) 


Methodology 


The terms of reference for the inquiry were publicly advertised and 
submissions invited. The Committee received 507 written submissions 
and an additional 55 exhibits or other correspondence. The committee 
toured fire affected areas in New South Wales, the Australian Capital 
Territory, Victoria, Western Australia and Tasmania and 12 public 
hearings were conducted (4 in NSW, 4 in the ACT, 5 in Vic, 2 in WA, 
and 1 in Tas).  


An independent consultancy was also commissioned to provide advice 
to the Committee on fire ecology and bushfire suppression, planning 
and management. EcoGIS provided a report titled “Ecosystem 
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management in the Alpine and Montane Regions of Victoria and SE 
NSW”.  


The terms of reference for this report included: 


 Reviewing the evidence that the Committee received on the 
effectiveness and impact of prescribed hazard reduction 


 Providing advice on the extent to which more extensive 
prescribed burning programs could be undertaken and the effect 
of expanding current programs 


 Providing an assessment of the Australian Interagency Incident 
Management System and alternative approaches to the 
command and control of suppression activities.  


The committee also commissioned an independent consultant to 
provide advice in relation to communication matters raised in evidence 
to the committee. The ‘Report on Communication Issues’ prepared by 
Brian Parry and Associates provided advice primarily in relation to rural 
fire brigade communication and interagency communications.  


Summary of findings 


In the introduction to the report the Committee summarised themes 
consistently raised in evidence: 


 There has been grossly inadequate hazard reduction burning on 
public lands for far too long; 


 Local knowledge and experience is being ignored by an 
increasingly top heavy bureaucracy; 


 When accessing the source of fires, volunteers are fed up with 
having their lives put at risk by fire trails that are blocked and left 
without maintenance; 


 There is a reluctance by state agencies to aggressively attack 
bushfires when they first start, thus enabling the fires to build in 
intensity and making them harder to control; and 


 Better communications between and within relevant agencies is 
long overdue. 


The report made 54 recommendations grouped under the themes of: 


 Land management factors contributing to the severity of recent 
bushfires 


 Fuel Reduction and fire management 


 The approach to the 2003 fires – delays and cautions 


 Management and coordination of fire suppression 


 Fire fighting resources and technology 


 Fire protection 


 Future directions for the Commonwealth: toward a national 
bushfire policy 


Dissenting report  
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One member of the committee, Michael Organ MP, dissented from the 
findings of the inquiry for two reasons: 


 the lack of participation by a number of significant state 
government agencies, and 


 statements by some members of the government to bushfire 
prevention that dismissed valid environmental considerations.  


The dissenting report included eight recommendations for the 
committee to consider, in summary they relate to: 


 The extent to which global warming has contributed to the 
severity of the fires and recommendations to reduce greenhouse 
emissions.  


 Evidence of the correlation between prescribed burning and 
major fires 


 The impact of inappropriate and inadequate hazard reduction 
regimes on biodiversity 


 The economic costs and benefits of prescribed burning 


 The opportunity for the Commonwealth to influence States and 
territories to implement actions to reduce adverse impacts of 
changed fire regimes on biological biodiversity 


 The lack of ecological knowledge of volunteer fire fighters and 
municipal staff and how to reverse this 


 The opportunity for the Commonwealth in partnership with the 
Bushfire CRC to ensure the development of a major research 
program to investigate burning regimes and biodiversity 


 The opportunity for the Commonwealth in partnership with the 
Bushfire CRC and the CRC for tropical Savannas Management to 
undertake further research into the role of fire in Australian 
ecosystems.  


Comment 


The type of evidence presented to the inquiry has of course influenced 
its findings and recommendations. This inquiry, perhaps because of 
both its terms of reference and the lack of involvement of fire agencies 
and state and territory government departments has focussed on the 
experience of people ‘on the ground’.  


The Nairn inquiry provided an opportunity for volunteer firefighters, 
farmers, environmental and conservation groups, local governments, 
timber industry representatives, tourism operators, scientists and other 
members of the community to express their views and relate their 
experiences of these major fires.  
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McLEOD - Inquiry into the Operational Response to the 
January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT.  


Context  


The ACT fires in 2003 resulted in the loss of four lives and over 500 
properties as well as severe damage to over 70% of the ACT’s pasture, 
forests and nature parks. The inquiry preceded a Coronial Inquiry into 
the deaths that was completed in December 2006.  


Ron McLeod, previously Commonwealth Ombudsman was assisted in 
undertaking the inquiry by a small team that included a former CEO of 
the Country Fire Service of South Australia.  


Terms of reference 


The terms of reference for the inquiry were to review the preparation 
for, and operational response to, the January 2003 bushfires by the 
ACT emergency services in order to identify improvements that could 
enhance capacity to respond to large scale events. Particular issues to 
be addressed were: 


 the preparation, planning and response to bushfires and 
strategies for the evaluation and management of bushfire threat 
and risk; 


 Emergency Services Bureau’s (ESB) management structure, 
command and control arrangements and public information 
strategy 


 the ESB arrangements for coordination and cooperation with 
other ACT, interstate, Commonwealth and non-government 
agencies for managing emergencies 


 the adequacy of ESB’s equipment, communications systems, 
training and resources 


Methodology 


The inquiry into the fires in January 2003 was completed in August 
2003. All government agencies and other organisations involved in the 
firefighting response made verbal, and/or written submissions to the 
inquiry. The inquiry team made several inspections of fire affected 
areas and received more than 130 written submissions from the general 
public; a number of people spoke personally with the inquiry The Inquiry 
also consulted with all states, visiting a range of fire and parks 
authorities in New South Wales, Victoria and Tasmania. Consultations 
with experts at the Australasian Fire Authorities Council and the CSIRO 
Bushfire Behaviour and Management Group also informed the inquiry.  


Summary of findings 


The inquiry found that all government agencies involved in emergency 
planning had been involved in coordinated interagency processes to 
develop, review, improve and test a comprehensive ACT emergency 
plan and that at the highest level there was a sound understanding of 
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each agency’s role. The recovery section of the plan was found to have 
worked exceedingly well in responding to large numbers of people who 
needed assistance. 


However a number of factors were identified as inhibiting the response 
to the crisis: Inadequacies in the physical features of the Emergency 
Services Bureau centre contributed to inefficient management of data 
and communications which affected operational manager’s ability to 
control and direct assets on the ground. Organisational and institutional 
arrangements were described as working reasonably well but not 
optimally. Issues related to fuel management, access tracks, the 
responsibilities of land managers, arrangements with interstate 
agencies, resource levels and legislative frameworks were also 
identified.  


Of particular relevance to this paper were deficiencies identified in the 
provision of information to the community, information about the 
progress of the fires, the seriousness of the threat and the preparations 
that members of the community should have been taking was described 
as seriously inadequate. A particular deficiency in the provision of 
information related to apparently contradictory advice from the Police 
and the Emergency Services Bureau about whether people should 
evacuate or stay and defend their properties.  


The inquiry also found that the Canberra community “…had not been 
sufficiently well prepared to understand the nature of the bushfire risk 
that exists as a consequence of the siting of the city in a bushland 
setting.” (p v)  


The inquiry resulted in 61 specific recommendations to improve the 
ACT’s capacity to mitigate the impact of major bushfires in the future. 
The report emphasises that protecting the ACT community is a 
responsibility shared between the government and the community and 
states that:  


A much stronger emphasis on working with the community in 
building together a much more robust set of prevention and 
mitigation strategies and practices is strongly recommended, 
whereas to date the priority has mainly been given to building up 
the ACT’s suppression capacity. 


 (p ix) 


Comment 


A distinctive feature of this inquiry was the steps taken to ensure that all 
people who wanted to voice their views would be heard. This fire 
resulted in several deaths and many people who contributed to the 
inquiry had been seriously affected by the fires. People who requested 
to speak personally with the inquiry did so. In addition those expressing 
critical views to the inquiry, either orally or written, were protected from 
the threat of legal action for defamation by the passage of specific 
legislation. As stated by McLeod in the introduction to the report:  


I was pleased to see the passage of this legislation: it offered 
encouragement to people who might otherwise have been 
reluctant to come forward with critical comments.  


(p 3) 
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Victorian Auditor General - Fire Prevention and 
Preparedness 


Context 


This report, although published after the 2003 fires was not concerned 
with the operations of Victoria’s fire agencies in a fire situation. The 
audit focussed on wildfire prevention and preparedness and “the extent 
to which planning and preparedness processes were clearly 
understood”. This report therefore differed from the other reports 
included in the analysis because it was not concerned with responses 
during a fire or recovery processes. The results of the audit informed 
the Esplin Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian bushfires.  


The audit complied with the Australian Auditing Standards for 
performance audits and included necessary tests and procedures. 
Individuals with specific expertise undertook specific research as part of 
the audit, provided advice during the audit and/or participated in the 
Audit Steering Committee.  


Terms of reference 


The objectives of the audit were to assess: 


 The effectiveness, efficiency and economy of fire prevention 
and preparedness by the Department of Sustainability and 
Environment (DSE) and the Country Fire Authority (CFA). 
Specifically the audit assessed relevant issues at:  


 a strategic level, to cover areas such as research, policy 
development, planning and co-ordination between 
agencies; 


 an operational level, to cover prevention and operational 
activities such as training of staff and the co-ordination 
of fire preparedness activities across agencies; and 


 an infrastructure level, to cover the deployment and use 
of equipment and information technology; 


 The effectiveness of fire prevention strategies by local 
councils under the CFA legislation; and 


 The effectiveness of fire prevention arrangements by 
electricity distribution companies 


(p 145)  


The audit focussed mainly on fire prevention and preparedness on 
private land, where the CFA is the principle agency and on public land 
where the DSE is the principle agency. However the audit also 
examined the adequacy of co-ordination and liaison arrangements with 
other key agencies such as the Office of the Emergency Services 
Commissioner. The audit also examined the adequacy of fire 
prevention activities by local governments, rail companies, electrical 
distribution companies and in private forests. 


Methodology 
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The audit investigated wildfire fire prevention and preparedness in the 
Victorian public sector and relevant private companies in two stages. 
The first stage was a pilot investigation of the DSE, the CFA and local 
government in West Gippsland, a high wildfire risk area of the State. 
The pilot study examined and prioritised 14 potential focus areas for an 
audit of wildfire prevention and preparedness.   


In the second stage of the audit eight focus areas selected on the basis 
of the pilot findings from stage one, were examined in more detail.  


The focus areas selected for detailed examination were: 


 Community education and safety  


 Hazard reduction  


 Operational policy, planning and implementation  


 Coordination with other agencies  


 Recruitment, training and succession planning 


 Equipment 


 Fire access 


 Resource deployment 


Activities at a state level were examined in the central offices of the 
organisations concerned. In addition, fieldwork examining the 
implementation of fire prevention work was undertaken in regional 
offices in Gippsland and the Dandenong Ranges.  


The audit of community preparedness also involved examination of the 
planning and delivery of community education programs and a survey 
of 800 households in high fire risk areas in Gippsland and the 
Dandenong Ranges to assess the level of community knowledge and 
preparedness.  


Summary of findings 


The audit resulted in 47 recommendations. The findings and 
recommendations of the audit were grouped into the following areas: 


 policy and planning, 


 fire hazard management,  


 community preparedness,  


 key stakeholders and wildfire prevention,  


 fire fighting personnel and  


 infrastructure management.  


The overall conclusions of the audit were that: 


…the CFA and the DSE have made significant advances in the 
areas of: 


 co-ordinated strategic planning for joint operations 
between the CFA and the DSE; 


 implementation of common incident control systems, 
allowing clear understandings of fire suppression roles 
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between the CFA, the DSE and interstate and overseas 
firefighters; 


 the DSE’s risk-based approach to resource allocation 
under its model of fire cover; 


 community education programs developed by the CFA; 


 provision of minimum skills training to CFA volunteers; 
and 


 the DSE and the CFA’s co-operative approach to 
implementing nationally accredited competency standards 
within a joint training framework. 


However, further work is needed in a number of critical areas: 


 development of a State wildfire safety strategy by the 
Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner (OESC); 


 increased focus on strategic management of hazard 
reduction on public land, to ensure that appropriate targets 
are set, resources are provided for their achievement and 
performance is monitored; 


 improved fire prevention planning and hazard 
management on private land through the municipal fire 
prevention framework; 


 implementation of whole-of-life cycle management for 
critical firefighting assets; and 


 systematic identification of fire access needs on public 
land and planning to maintain 


 the road and bridge network accordingly. 


(pp 3,4) 


Comment 


The household level research conducted in bush-fire prone areas to 
assess the effectiveness of current approaches to prevention and 
preparedness through community education differentiates the audit 
from other inquires included in this paper.  


Keeping in mind the bushfire cycle discussed in the COAG report, and 
that the fieldwork for the audit took place between May 2002 (prior to 
the fire season) and January 2003 (the height of a serious fire season) 
it would be interesting to see if the survey results reflected an increased 
level of awareness and preparedness as fire activity increased. It would 
also be interesting to explore the impact of participating in the survey on 
the household’s level of preparedness.  
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ESPLIN - Report of the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 
Victorian Bushfires.  


Context 


The Victorian Government established an inquiry into the 2002/3 
bushfires that occurred after a severe drought and burnt approximately 
1.1 million hectares of land. A range of issues were raised after the 
fires, including criticism of changes to Victoria’s public land 
management regime and the way in which the fires were fought.  


The inquiry was undertaken by a panel of three people, the Emergency 
Services Commissioner, who chaired the inquiry and two independent 
experts who brought expertise in the areas of bushfires and the 
environment and the fire ecology of plants.  


Terms of reference 


The terms of reference for the inquiry were to: 


1. Examine the effectiveness of preparedness for the 2002/03 
bushfire season, including hazard reduction and mobilisation of 
resources; 


2. Assess the effectiveness of the response to the 2002/03 
bushfires, including emergency management procedures, cross 
agency response and co–ordination and resource deployment; 
and  


3. Provide recommendations for future bushfire management 
strategies, including any required improvements to existing 
emergency management arrangements including public 
communications, community advice systems, infrastructure, 
training and overall resourcing.  


(p 5) 


Methodology 


In response to a public invitation the inquiry received 273 submissions 
from a range of individuals and groups that were used to frame the key 
issues to be considered by the inquiry. Inquiry members then toured fire 
affected areas talking to fire fighters, incident controllers and regional 
and local staff from the Department of Environment and Sustainability, 
the Department of Primary Industries, Parks Victoria, and the Country 
Fire Authority. A series of meetings were then conducted with 
community members, Local and State Government Departments and 
agencies and other organisations. The inquiry met with over 400 
people, both individually and in small groups to ensure that a broad 
cross section of the community had opportunities to express their 
views. As part of the process of framing recommendations the inquiry 
members re-visited selected communities so emerging themes and 
recommendations could be tested or ‘ground-truthed’.  


In addition the two expert members of the inquiry undertook scientific 
research into relationships between prescribed burning bushfire 
intensity and examined climatic conditions and the history of fires. 
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Outcomes from an external review of the effectiveness of the 
management of aerial firefighting resources also informed the inquiry. 


The findings and implementation of previous bushfire inquires and 
reviews, legislative arrangements and the adequacy of coordination 
between the Department of Sustainability and the Country Fire 
Authority were also considered by the inquiry panel.  


Summary of findings 


An interim report was submitted to the Victorian Government in August 
2003 prior to the completion of the inquiry so that pressing matters that 
needed immediate action could be addressed to assist in preparations 
for the next fire season. An additional reason for the interim report was 
to allow for the early resolution of some matters to assist members of 
the community to move forward in their recovery from the impact of the 
fires. The six recommendations in the interim report were concerned 
with prescribed burning, use of local knowledge, fencing policy, 
rehabilitation and protection of water catchments.  


The inquiry report was structured in five parts: 


 Setting the scene  


 Term of Reference One: Fire and Public Land  


 Term of Reference One: Community and agency preparedness  


 Term of Reference Two: Response and Recovery  


 Term of Reference Three: The Way Forward  


The inquiry resulted in a comprehensive report with a total of 152 
recommendations. In the context of a discussion of the fire safety policy 
directions of the Victorian Government the inquiry report made the 
following statements reflecting the findings of the inquiry. 


The Inquiry acknowledges that traditional fire-management 
performance assessment approaches contribute to suppression 
activity. (These measure response times and containment as 
indicators of performance.)  


However, the adoption of risk management approaches by all fire 
agencies has highlighted the need to review the nature and scope of 
services delivered to the community.  


Improving fire safety relies on:  


 More robust measuring systems; 


 Sophisticated risk assessment processes 


 Prevention programs 


 Community Education 


 Engaging more directly with local communities to maximise 
the benefits of valuable local knowledge; and 


 Improved coordination across and between all agencies 
engaged in the delivery of fire services. 


To achieve this, a more effective balance must be struck between 
suppression and prevention to treat identified risks. This balance will 
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also ensure that decision making is based on accurate and reliable 
data.  


(p 232) 


Comment  


In the forward to the Victorian Government response to the report 
several key messages were identified: 


We have to be better at supporting our prevention and response 
efforts with sound research and knowledge sharing. Good 
response is not enough for our uniquely fire prone State – and we 
can and will learn from this experience. 


Sharing resources and more coordination of planning, training 
and response actions will further strengthen our capability; 


We need to work across all tiers of government to ensure the 
highest protection of our community and natural assets – no 
single arm of government or agency can hope to combat fires of 
the magnitude of the past season on their own;  


Our significant effort to educate communities and individuals to 
assist in the protection against bush fires is crucial and needs to 
remain high on our priorities. Without the significant preparedness 
of individuals the toll of last season’s fires might have been akin 
to the horrors of Ash Wednesday and Black Friday. We are 
thankful it did not and are totally committed to building on this 
level of community preparedness.  


 


COAG - Report of the National Inquiry on Bushfire 
Mitigation and Management  


Context 


The COAG bushfire inquiry was a response to the 2002-2003 bushfires 
and focussed on areas where a strategic national approach could add 
value. The inquiry considered how to improve national cooperation in 
the management of bushfires and included consideration of inter-
jurisdictional arrangements, management and coordination. As a 
consequence of being completed after all of the other reports the 
COAG bushfire inquiry was able to draw on and synthesise the 
knowledge generated by other inquires. Although taking account of 
other inquiries it was not intended to duplicate their work.   


The inquiry is described as taking an evidentiary approach, building on 
existing knowledge about bushfires in Australia and as complementing 
the proposed reform of mitigation, relief and recovery arrangements 
advanced in the COAG natural disasters report, Natural Disasters in 
Australia.  


The inquiry was conducted by a three person panel chaired by Stuart 
Ellis, an independent consultant. The other members of the panel were 
Professor Peter Kanowski, Professor of Forestry and Head of the 
School of resources, Environment and Society at the ANU and 
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Professor Rob Whelan, Dean of Science, University of Wollongong. 
The panel was supported by a secretariat that included a representative 
of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet and the Department of 
the Environment and Heritage as well as people with expertise in fire 
and rescue services, research into forestry and forest products and 
rural fire fighting. 


Terms of reference 


The terms of reference for the inquiry outlined objectives, the scope of 
the inquiry and specific issues to be taken into account.  


The objectives of the inquiry were to:  


…commission an independent inquiry into bushfire mitigation and 
management in Australia. Acknowledging that bushfire 
management and mitigation is constitutionally an area of State 
and Territory responsibility, this inquiry will add value by 
considering issues and identifying situations where there may be 
opportunities to enhance national cooperation and achieve best 
practice. The inquiry will outline the facts on this season’s major 
bushfires (including where the fires started and what was 
affected). Having established the facts, the inquiry will examine 
the efficiency with which major bushfire fighting resources are 
managed on a national basis and the effectiveness of current 
management practices particularly in crown lands, state forests 
national parks, other open space areas adjacent to urban 
development and private property. The inquiry will also explore 
measures such as local government planning and best use of 
technology to minimise the impacts of bushfires.  


(p 243) 


Methodology 


A variety of reports of inquiries that included Coroners Inquests, Royal 
Commissions and Parliamentary inquiries relating to bushfire 
management and mitigation over the past 60 years were considered by 
the inquiry. Relevant researches reports and advice from specialists, 
researchers and recognised experts informed the inquiry. 


The inquiry did not hold public hearings, partly because other reports 
that had included extensive consultation processes into the 2002-2003 
fires were available when the inquiry started. Ninety six submissions 
were received by the inquiry panel.  


The inquiry had the support of all levels of government and government 
departments and agencies. The inquiry met several times with 
jurisdictional representatives, departments and agencies all of who 
were described as providing assistance, advice and encouragement.  
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Summary of findings 


The COAG bushfire report identified 46 findings and made 29 
recommendations. Perhaps the findings of the inquiry are best 
summarised by the vision for 2020 presented in the introduction of the 
report. 


Bushfire in Australia: a vision for 2020 


All Australians understand, accept and respect bushfires and 
know that they will continue to occur. We have drawn on 
Indigenous, local and scientific knowledge in learning to live with 
bushfires. Communities understand that the risk, and the 
responsibility for bushfire mitigation and management, is shared 
by individuals, landholders, communities, fire and land 
management agencies, researchers, and governments. 


Australians recognise that bushfire can be damaging but that 
planned fire can also be beneficial, by sustaining ecological 
processes or by reducing fuels—thus reducing the risk of 
uncontrollable bushfires. Decisions about bushfire mitigation and 
management are made within a risk-management framework, 
known as the 5Rs—Research, information and analysis; Risk 
modification; Readiness; Response; and Recovery. 


Research, information and analysis. All schoolchildren learn 
about bushfire survival and the role of fire in our environment. 
Governments, agencies and community groups guide good 
practice in preparing for bushfire. Coordinated bushfire research 
redresses gaps in our understanding of bushfires and their 
effects, is at the international forefront of knowledge, and informs 
management and policy. A ‘Centre for Lessons Learnt’ distils and 
disseminates lessons from major fire events. 


Risk modification. There is a cooperative approach to risk 
reduction. Arson is a rare source of ignition. Fuel reduction and 
ecological burning are based on fuel management zones that link 
landscape management to the protection of community, 
environmental and economic assets. There is greater knowledge, 
awareness and trust between rural landholders, public land 
managers, communities and fire agencies. Systematic planning, 
development constraints and building codes in bushfire-prone 
areas reduce risk to life and property. 


Readiness. As individuals and as a community, Australians know 
how to defend themselves and their property effectively against 
fire. The previous culture of complacency, blame and risk 
avoidance has been replaced by shared understanding and 
valuing of all assets, cooperative assessment of the most suitable 
risk-reduction measures, and shared responsibility for action. 


Response. Bushfire response is planned, coordinated and 
managed by the states and territories, and cooperative 
arrangements facilitate cross-border assistance. Aerial firefighting 
resources are coordinated nationally. State and territory bushfire 
services operate within integrated emergency services, structured 
for a range of hazards. Volunteers are integral to rural firefighting. 
The states and territories deliver training to national standards, 
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and there are many examples of interagency and interstate 
deployments of personnel affording greater experience. 
Volunteers are valued, encouraged and recognised. 


Recovery. Recovery occurs concurrently with the response effort 
and focuses on individual support, community and economic 
renewal, and environmental restoration. Part of recovery is 
learning from the experiences of each fire event, and from other 
emergencies, to maintain our awareness and improve our 
knowledge, planning and responses. 


(P ix) 


Comment 


The recommendations of the COAG bushfire inquiry were often not as 
detailed or prescriptive in terms of how they should be implemented as 
those in the COAG natural disasters report, as stated in the COAG 
bushfire report:” …the Inquiry focussed on the outcomes of the process 
rather than the detailed procedures that are followed”. (p 91).   


The report of the COAG bushfire inquiry is comprehensive and well 
supported by research and evidence presented in submissions. 
However, some of the substance of the report is not contained within 
the findings or recommendations. Some of the themes described as 
important in the report are not reflected in either the findings or 
recommendations; sometimes they are noted as findings without 
corresponding recommendations.  


The rationale for framing conclusions as a finding or recommendation is 
unclear. Even in sections where there is one finding and one 
recommendation the finding and recommendation are not necessarily 
connected, for example the finding and recommendation made under 
the heading Community education, information and action.  


Whether or not a conclusion is presented as a finding or 
recommendation doesn’t seem to depend on who would be responsible 
for implementing the recommendation. In many cases 
recommendations are directed towards COAG or the Australian 
Government working in partnership with state and territory 
governments, in other cases the recommendations are directed towards 
either the Australian Government or state and territory governments. 
Some recommendations are directed towards government or non 
government agencies, for example, fire agencies, the Insurance Council 
of Australia, the Australian National Training Authority, and the 
Australian Building Codes Board. 


While in other sections the inquiry is clear about the importance of 
community education and engagement, the section on ‘risk modification 
for community assets’ only discussed fuel reduction burning. This 
seems inconsistent with the section on risk modification in the vision for 
2020 presented in the report.  
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3 Policy Context  
This section discusses the context for developments in approaches to 
community awareness, education and engagement activities. Broader 
policy directions and principles influence the development of thinking 
about community awareness, education and engagement programs. 
Three broader policy development areas evident in the reports are 
outlined to provide contextual background information for the discussion 
of policy directions related to community awareness, education and 
engagement programs and activities in following sections.  


 national frameworks,  


 risk based planning processes that recognise local differences 
and the need for integrated planning 


 a commitment to research and ongoing learning through 
monitoring, evaluation and reviews of major incidents 


National Frameworks  
The COAG natural disasters and bushfire reports each proposed 
national frameworks for conceptualising and operationalising disaster 
management strategies. The Nairn inquiry also had a national focus but 
focussed specifically on one bushfire season and did not discuss or 
recommend frameworks for mitigating risks associated with bushfires. 
Given that the COAG natural disasters report had already been 
completed, and that the COAG report was planned it is not surprising 
that the Nairn inquiry did not cover this ground.  


The COAG natural disasters report which considered how disaster 
management for all types of natural disasters should be reformed 
understandably focuses on planning issues. The report refers to 9 
elements of disaster management, proposes objectives for a national 
framework (recommendation 3), details 12 commitments for all levels of 
government along with a comprehensive five year reform package 
(recommendation 4) and also details the roles and responsibilities of 
each level of government (recommendation 5).  


 
Improvements in bushfire mitigation and management will be significant only if the community is 
better educated and engaged. More effective education about bushfires is central to the 
realisation of the Inquiry’s vision for bushfire mitigation and management in Australia. 


COAG bushfire inquiry p 42 







STEVENS  IMPROVING COMMUNITY SAFETY: REVIEW OF POLICY DIRECTIONS 
 


RMIT University 


Table 2: Elements of disaster management 


Disaster Risk 
Assessment 


Determine hazards and vulnerability of community 


Policy Development Disaster-related policy formulation 


General disaster 
research 


 


Mitigation Measures to reduce risk and the impact of an 
event, eg land use planning; building standards; 
design and materials; levees; disaster-resilient 
infrastructure; self-help; insurance 


Preparedness Ready for disasters, eg trained personnel; 
equipment; community awareness; counter-
disaster plans 


Response Measures to combat the disaster and reduce its 
impact, eg sandbagging; fire-fighting; back-
burning; evaluations 


Short-term Relief Short-term relief measures that are concurrent 
with the response, eg emergency shelter; food; 
funds 


Relief and Recovery Longer-term relief, recovery and rehabilitation 
measures 


Post-Disaster 
Assessment and 
Mitigation 


Addressing risks revealed by the disaster 


Objectives of the proposed national framework. 


The objectives of the new approach to disaster management are stated 
in recommendation three: 


To establish a unified national approach to natural disasters under 
which governments, households, businesses, volunteer 
organisations, insurers and others with a part to play operate in 
concert to: 


 create safer, more sustainable communities and regions 
in social, economic and environmental terms 


 reduce risks, damage and losses from natural disasters 


 find the right balance among mitigation, preparedness, 
response, relief and recovery activities, and 


 recognise the investment and savings opportunities 
provided by mitigation. 


(p 10) 
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Desirable attributes of a national framework for natural disaster 
management 


The HLG has identified the following desirable attributes of a new 
framework to drive future action jointly by all levels of 
government. 


1. The framework for dealing with natural disasters should fit 
within the ‘all hazards’ approach of Australia’s emergency 
management agencies. This acknowledges the fact that State 
and Territory arrangements are designed to deal with all 
hazards and do not deal separately with natural disasters. 
Specific arrangements proposed for natural disasters could be 
applied more broadly to other emergencies where 
governments so chose.  


2. Natural disaster management activities should be driven by 
an active and coordinated national approach to research and 
development, data collection and analysis, and systematic, 
widespread risk assessments. The intention is to shift national 
management arrangements further towards proactivity, from 
the more reactive approach of the past. 


3. Guided by such research and risk assessments, there should 
be a stronger focus on anticipation, mitigation, and recovery 
and resilience in order to achieve safer, more sustainable 
communities, and a better balance compared with the effort 
and resources traditionally applied to disaster relief. 


4. Sound and effective land use planning, and development and 
building approval regimes by Local, State and Territory 
Governments, should take into account disaster risk reduction 
and mitigation as essential foundations for safer, more 
sustainable communities. 


5. Mitigation measures should be the subject of rational, 
cost/benefit and social investment decisions, with special 
provision for remote, Indigenous and other communities that 
may otherwise be disadvantaged by a strict cost/benefit 
approach. 


6. Disaster management measures should promote household 
and business self-reliance through risk assessment and 
mitigation, encourage private sector involvement, and 
specifically should maximise commercial insurance cover. 


7. Volunteers should be supported in tangible ways and 
obstacles to their involvement removed given that they are a 
fundamental part of Australia’s natural disaster management 
arrangements. 


8. Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Government 
financial arrangements should provide incentives for good 
practice, particularly to encourage disaster mitigation and 
preparedness activities. 


9. Local Governments must have a critically important role in 
disaster risk reduction and mitigation strategies and measures 
as they are best placed to determine local risks and needs. 
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10. All levels of government need to mainstream disaster 
mitigation across their departments and agencies, and take 
an ‘all-governments/ whole-of-government’ approach to 
mitigation to achieve successful natural disaster 
management.         (p 11) 


Five year reform package 


The fourth recommendation provides some detail on how all levels of 
government should work towards these objectives.  


The HLG recommends that all Australian levels of government 
commit to, and announce, the following comprehensive five-year 
reform package. Heads of Government of the Commonwealth, 
States and Territories, and the President of the Australian Local 
Government Association (ALGA) agree to endorse and jointly 
implement the following commitments to reform the way Australia 
manages natural disasters and achieve safer, more sustainable 
communities and regions in economic, social and environmental 
terms: 


1. develop and implement a five-year national programme of 
systematic and rigorous disaster risk assessments 


2. establish a nationally consistent system of data collection, 
research and analysis to ensure a sound knowledge base 
on natural disasters and disaster mitigation  


3. develop, for each level of government, a natural disaster 
mitigation strategy to be implemented by the 
Commonwealth and each State and Territory commencing 
in year 2, and by Local Governments commencing in year 
3  


4. take action to ensure more effective statutory State, 
Territory and Local Government land use planning, 
development and building control regimes that 
systematically identify natural hazards and include 
measures to reduce the risk of damage from these natural 
hazards 


5. support cost-effective natural disaster mitigation measures 
through a Disaster Mitigation Australia Package, 
consisting of a new Disaster Mitigation Programme and 
continuation of the Regional Flood Mitigation Programme, 
to address the risks identified in no. 1 above 


6. reduce the problem of public infrastructure repeatedly 
damaged by natural disasters through cost-effective 
mitigation measures, to make infrastructure more resilient 
where feasible by proactive measures under the Disaster 
Mitigation Australia Package, and post-disaster measures 
under the Commonwealth Natural Disaster Relief 
Arrangements 


7. develop jointly improved national practices in community 
awareness, education, and warnings which can be 
tailored to suit State, Territory and local circumstances  


8. enhance the Commonwealth Natural Disaster Relief 
Arrangements to better support community recovery from 
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natural disasters and agree to nine complementary model 
State and Territory arrangements providing more 
equitable natural disaster relief and recovery assistance 
nationwide 


9. endorse a set of national cost-sharing principles for 
natural disaster management that includes a focus on the 
responsibilities of individuals, businesses and insurers, as 
well as those of governments 


10. support emergency management volunteers in tangible 
ways and remove obstacles to their involvement in 
community safety by addressing key priorities, namely 
legal protection, financial incentives, recognition and 
training needs 


11. establish a new national machinery consisting of a 
Ministerial Council or Ministerial Implementation Forum, 
and a National Emergency management High Level 
Group, to ensure effective collaboration and coordination 
of Commonwealth, State, Territory and Local Government 
action to implement the reform commitments, and  


12. endorse a statement of contemporary roles and 
responsibilities of each level of government in natural 
disaster management. 


(p 14) 


Recommendation five further details the proposed roles and 
responsibilities for each level of government.  


The HLG recommends that all levels of government endorse the 
following statements. 


1 State and Territory Governments 


State and Territory Governments have primary responsibility 
within their own jurisdictions for natural disaster management in 
the interests of community safety and well-being. This involves 
responsibility for: 


 developing, implementing and ensuring compliance with 
comprehensive disaster mitigation policies and strategies 
in all relevant areas of government activity, including land 
use planning, infrastructure provision, and building 
standards compliance 


 strengthening partnerships with and encouraging and 
supporting Local Governments, and remote and 
Indigenous communities, to undertake disaster risk 
assessments and mitigation measures 


 ensuring provision of appropriate disaster awareness and 
education programmes and warning systems 


 ensuring that the community and emergency management 
agencies are prepared for and able to respond to natural 
disasters and other emergencies 


 maintaining adequate levels of well equipped and trained 
career and volunteer disaster response personnel 
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 ensuring appropriate disaster relief and recovery 
measures are available, and 


 ensuring that post-disaster assessment and analysis is 
undertaken. 


2 Local Governments 


Where Local Government powers exist, Local Governments also 
have responsibilities, in partnership with States and Territories, to 
contribute to the safety and well being of their communities which 
means they have an important role participating in local natural 
disaster management. 


In most circumstances, the principal roles and responsibilities of 
Local Governments are: 


 ensuring all requisite local disaster planning and 
preparedness measures are undertaken 


 ensuring an adequate local disaster response capability is 
in place, including local volunteer resources 


 undertaking cost-effective measures to mitigate the effects 
of natural disasters on local communities, including 
routinely conducting disaster risk assessments 


 systematically taking proper account of risk assessments 
in land use planning to reduce hazard risk 


 undertaking public education and awareness, and 
ensuring appropriate local disaster warnings are provided 


 ensuring appropriate local resources and arrangements 
are in place to provide disaster relief and recovery 
services to communities 


 representing community interests in disaster management 
to other levels of government and contributing to decision-
making processes, and 


 participating in post-disaster assessment and analysis. 


(p 20) 


3 Commonwealth Government 


The role of the Commonwealth Government in natural disaster 
management is to provide national leadership in collaborative 
action across all levels of government in disaster research, 
information management and mitigation policy and practice:, to 
reduce the risks and costs of disasters to the nation; to mobilise 
resources when State and Territory disaster response resources 
are insufficient; and to provide national support for disaster relief 
and community recovery. In particular, the Commonwealth 
Government has a major role in: 


 coordinating national strategic emergency management 
policy, in collaboration with the State and Territory 
Governments and Local Government 


 undertaking natural disaster research of national 
significance  







STEVENS  IMPROVING COMMUNITY SAFETY: REVIEW OF POLICY DIRECTIONS 
 


RMIT University 


 identifying national priorities for natural disaster mitigation, 
in collaboration with other levels of government 


 providing support for disaster risk assessment and 
mitigation measures, in conjunction with the States, 
Territories and Local Government 


 providing a national disaster relief and recovery framework 
and resources on a cost-sharing basis with the other 
levels of government, and 


The Commonwealth also has a continuing role in: 


 national leadership on mitigation strategies and 
assessment 


 providing financial assistance to States, Territories and 
Local Government for cost-effective, priority disaster risk 
management 


 providing financial assistance to States, Territories and 
local Government to assist them in meeting their disaster 
mitigation responsibilities leading to an overall reduction in 
damage and costs, thereby benefiting all Australians and 
all levels of government. 


(p 21) 


The COAG bushfire report was specifically concerned with bushfire 
management and mitigation and was informed by the COAG natural 
disasters report. The COAG bushfire report proposed a ‘5 R’ 
framework, a set of national principles and the adoption of national 
indicators of good practice to provide a reporting and review framework 
for state and territory governments. This report also discussed a 
bushfire cycle that currently limits good practice in bushfire 
management and mitigation. 


Proposed “5R” framework  


The inquiry argued for a shift from the PPRR (Prevention, 
Preparedness, Response and Recovery) framework commonly used by 
fire agencies and provided the following rationale:  


The 5R framework is consistent with AS/NZS 4360:1999.11 The 
Inquiry acknowledges the emergency management sector’s 
investment in introducing PPRR and using that framework in 
education and awareness raising. The 5R framework is, however, 
consistent with PPRR and has the following advantages. 


First, the fundamentally necessary research, information 
gathering and analysis element becomes an integral and explicit 
part of the risk-management process. 


Second, the Inquiry was concerned about the continued use of 
the word ‘prevention’ and the perception that fires can and should 
always be prevented. Continuing use of this term simply 
reinforces an unachievable expectation in the community. 
Instead, the Inquiry considers that ‘risk modification’ and 
‘readiness’ are much more useful concepts, especially in relation 
to the community. The potential of the 5R framework for adoption 
in bushfire mitigation and management might be worth exploring 
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further in an all-hazards context, especially if it results in better 
engagement with the community.  


(p 52-53) 


Table 3: Proposed 5R framework 


Research, 
information and 
analysis 


Risk management cannot be applied effectively without some prior 
knowledge and relevant data and information. Planning and 
management cannot be improved without analysis of past events. 
Research provides valuable insights into critical factors and causal 
relationships. 


Risk modification Modifying the risk (likelihood and consequence) posed by fire can 
have several components. The Inquiry classes these as risk 
avoidance, which covers land use planning for fire-prone areas; risk 
limitation, which includes limiting the number of ignitions by 
reducing the incidence of arson; and risk reduction, which relates to 
both reducing the hazard (for example, fuels) and reducing the 
vulnerability of assets through building design and construction 
regulations. 


Readiness No matter how effective risk modification is, there is inevitably a 
residual risk of impact by bushfire. All residents and property 
owners therefore need information on which to base effective 
preparation and make informed decisions in the event of a bushfire. 
Fire services and recovery agencies also engage in readiness 
actions, independently and in association with other public and 
private sector organisations and residents. 


Response Response is the firefighting part of the overall fire management 
process. This component receives the greatest media coverage and 
attention from the community. It is generally the role of the fire and 
land management agencies, although well-prepared residential and 
rural property owners can deploy effective measures to defend their 
properties. 


Recovery. Recovery is complex, dealing with social, economic, physical and 
environmental rehabilitation. It must be an integral part of the whole 
process and a conscious consideration at each other stage of the 
process. It calls for a recovery strategy and an operational plan. 


National Bushfire Principles  


The inquiry recommended that a statement of national principles 
articulating a common understanding of bushfire mitigation and 
management be adopted by COAG. The primary reasons for national 
principals as outlined in the report were to: 


 establish and communicate shared goals,  


 provide a framework for future directions in bushfire mitigation 
and management, 


 facilitate cooperative approaches and responses across borders, 
and  
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 provide a basis for a common framework for performance 
assessment and community accountability.  


Indicative national principles are:  


Bushfires are understood, accepted and respected  
Like other natural hazards, bushfires cannot be prevented. In 
many instances, bushfires are an important tool to assist in 
achieving land management objectives. The impact of unplanned 
fires needs to be minimised through effective action based on 
learning and understanding. This also requires strong self-
reliance. 


Shared responsibility 
A philosophy of responsibility shared between communities and 
fire agencies underlies our approach to bushfire mitigation and 
management. Well-informed individuals and communities, with 
suitable levels of preparedness, complement the roles of fire 
agencies and offer the best way of minimising bushfire risks to 
lives, property and environmental assets. 


Decisions within a risk management framework 


No single action will lead to the elimination of bushfire risk. The 
best approach to minimising risk is to make decisions about 
bushfire mitigation and management within an integrated risk 
management framework. 


Integration of learning and knowledge 
Analysis of fire events is based on operational and scientific 
evidence and research. This should be informed by extensive and 
consistent national data, including fire regime mapping. The best 
results will be achieved by integrating all forms of knowledge, and 
good information about fire history, with analysis at the local and 
regional levels. 


Manage fire according to the landscape objectives 
Australia has a great diversity of climates, environments, land 
uses and built assets. Fire management objectives and outcomes 
will vary across landscapes and over time. Clear agreed 
objectives and an adaptive management approach are required 
for implementation. 


Consistency of purpose and unity of command 
There needs to be consistency of purpose during bushfire 
mitigation and unity of command for all fire response, irrespective 
of organisational structures. 


Protection of lives as the highest consideration 
Firefighter and community safety must be at the forefront of 
bushfire mitigation and management deliberations. Although 
there should always be a balance between safety, effective 
response and environmental considerations, it is personal safety 
that must be the greatest concern. 
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Monitoring performance 
The states, territories and local governments need to regularly 
review their performance against these principles and other 
appropriate indicators. Performance review should not be allowed 
to wait until after a major bushfire event. If the principles are to 
improve performance and bring about change, they must be 
monitored on a regular basis. 


(p 240) 


National Indicators of Good Practice 


To support the implementation of the last of the suggested principles, 
monitoring performance, a common set of performance indicators were 
proposed:  


The Inquiry recommends that the states and territories agree to a 
common set of national bushfire indicators of good practice, 
based on the five mitigation and management factors it has 
identified—the 5Rs. These indicators, together with an 
assessment against the proposed national bushfire principles, 
would provide a consistent framework for review and reporting in 
each state and territory.  


(p 233) 


Bushfire Cycle 


The report described a bushfire cycle that can extend over 20 to 50 
years, a series of cycles can also occur concurrently but with different 
starting times.  


Figure 1: The bushfire cycle 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


(p 231) 


The inquiry questioned whether this cycle is inevitable and concluded 
that government and community action can reduce the impact of or 
even eliminate some elements of the cycle. 


Major Bushfire Event 


Accusations and Blame 


Government or independent 
inquiry and consequences 


Increase in 
emergency services 


funding 


Initial community 
compliance 


Coronial inquiry and 
further consequences 


Growing complacency 
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Adoption of a common set of national indicators of good practice 
and subsequent state and territory auditing against them will not 
stop bushfires happening. Regular review and effective post 
incident operational inquiries will, however, provide—for state and 
territory and local governments, fire authorities and 
communities—transparent, consistent measures across a broad 
range of areas relating to bushfire mitigation and management. 
National indicators of good practice should not be used to 
compare the performance of the various states and territories: the 
focus should be on regularly reviewing overall performance, 
thereby reducing the impact of, or eliminating altogether, 
elements of the bushfire cycle. Were this achieved, major 
bushfire events’ effects on communities, the environment and 
individuals would be considerably reduced.  


(p 234) 


In contrast, the Nairn inquiry expressed the view that performance 
between states and territories should be compared as an accountability 
measure. 


The recommendations made by the COAG bushfire inquiry were 
generally consistent with and supported the framework for reform 
proposed in the COAG natural disasters report. The COAG bushfire 
inquiry acknowledged the roles of Commonwealth, State and Territory 
and local governments as identified in the COAG natural disasters 
report. The proposed 5R framework modifies the nine elements of 
disaster management presented in the natural disasters report; 
mitigation becomes risk modification, there is no differentiation between 
short term and longer term recovery processes and risk assessment, 
post disaster assessment and policy development as described in the 
COAG natural disasters are covered by the first ‘R’, research, 
information and analysis. The schedule for implementation detailed in 
the 5 year reform package that was outlined in the COAG natural 
disasters report was not reflected in the later COAG report which did 
not set timelines for the implementation of recommendations.   


Risk management planning 
The national frameworks recommended in the COAG natural disasters 
and COAG bushfire reports both included risk based planning to 
mitigate the impact of bushfires and inform the planning of 
preparedness measures.  


The COAG natural disasters report discussed the need to mainstream 
disaster mitigation and proposed a disaster mitigation program that 
would fund a range of measures:  


 natural disaster risk management studies 


 disaster mitigation strategies 


 disaster resilient infrastructure investments 


 mitigation measures for all natural hazards 


 disaster warning systems 


 community awareness and readiness measures 
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 more rapid development of standards for buildings and 
materials 


 disaster and mitigation related research of public benefit 


 nationally consistent data collection and analysis 


 nationally consistent post-disaster evaluations, and 


 land and building purchase schemes in high-risk areas.   
(p 27) 


COAG natural disasters report also specifically recommends the 
inclusion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in 
planning processes and activities. The COAG bushfire report defined 
the risk management process as: 


 …the systematic application of management polices, procedures 
and practices to the task of establishing the context, identifying, 
analysing, evaluating, treating, monitoring and communicating 
risk. 


(p 46) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry discussed the application of risk 
management to bushfires drawing on the Australian Standard for Risk 
Management, Emergency Management Australia’s Emergency Risk 
Management Applications Guide and the Victorian CFA’s Municipal Fire 
Prevention Planning Guidelines. The inquiry recommended that: 


…a structured risk-management process based on the Australian 
Standard for Risk management be further developed and applied 
in all aspects of bushfire mitigation and management, informed by 
a thorough understanding of the full range of assets.  


(p 53) 


As shown in the following diagram of the risk management process, 
which was presented in the COAG bushfire report, applying risk 
management to bushfires involves: 


 Establishing the context, 


 Identifying risks, 


 Assessing risks through analysis and evaluation, and 


 Treating risks.  


The processes of monitoring and review, as well as communication and 
consultation apply to each stage of the risk management process and 
should involve all who are affected by bushfires. 
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Figure 2: The Risk Management Process  


  
 (p 46) 


A range of treatment options for managing and mitigating bushfire risk 
were presented under the following headings: 


 Risk avoidance – limiting the likelihood or consequences of 
bushfire 


 Likelihood reduction – reducing the likelihood of fire ignitions and 
fire spread 


 Consequence reduction – reducing the economic, social and 
environmental impacts of bushfire 


 Risk Transference –sharing the responsibility for reducing the 
likelihood and consequences of bushfire  


Risk transference treatments included: 


 community awareness raising—mass campaigns 


 targeted education programs—preparedness 


 targeted education programs—prevention 


 targeted education programs—response (stay or go) and 
recovery 


 public warnings—Standard Emergency Warning Signal 


 mutual agreements and arrangements between agencies within a 
jurisdiction and between jurisdictions 


 fire refuges, evacuation and recovery centres identified 


The shift to a risk management paradigm, demonstrated by the 
Australian Government’s funding of a Disaster Mitigation Australia 
Package as recommended in the COAG natural disasters report, is 
described in the COAG bushfire report as: 


“…a fundamental structural reform in disaster management that 
will move the focus beyond recovery and relief towards a cost-
effective, evidence-based disaster mitigation”.  


(p 51) 
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The Victorian Auditor General and Esplin reports each discussed 
planning processes in some detail. A number of limiting factors were 
identified and strategies to refine and improve risk based planning in 
Victoria were recommended. 


In Victoria, local governments under CFA jurisdiction (those in rural or 
interface areas) are required to undertake joint fire prevention planning 
with the CFA through fire prevention committees and the CFA is 
required to audit the plans. The functions of fire prevention committees 
were described as identifying hazards, submitting recommendations to 
reduce fire risks and acting as consultative forums.  


The Auditor General found that fire prevention planning through 
regional or municipal fire prevention committees did not work well. 
Factors identified as limiting the success of municipal planning were: 


 the heavy focus on works level plans without strategic 
emphasis, which limits the interest of stakeholders; 


 the low priority given by some councils to regional and 
municipal fire prevention committees; and 


 the CFA’s lack of powers to audit the implementation of 
municipal fire prevention plans. 


The report went on to state that: 


Until stronger arrangements are made between municipal 
councils and the CFA that encourage and, where necessary, 
enforce better prevention and preparedness activities, private 
landowners may not be sufficiently apprised of: 


 their responsibilities for fire management on their own 
land; and 


 the benefits of improved prevention and preparedness 
over reliance on fire suppression after a fire occurs. 


(p 40) 


 The Auditor General referred to ‘Municipal Fire Prevention - Best 
Practice Review’, a report commissioned by the CFA in 2002 that found 
significant variations in council performance on fire prevention. The 
Auditor General supported the following recommendations made as a 
result of the best practice review: 


 revising the CFA Municipal Fire Prevention Planning Guidelines (1997) 
to: 


 incorporate practical examples of better practice; 


 clarify outcomes that reflect legislative responsibilities; and 


 develop integration with other community safety processes; 


 improving the status given to fire prevention activities within 
municipalities; 


 improving the integration of planning and implementation to bring 
public, private, voluntary and stakeholder groups together; 


 reviewing the current regional and municipal fire prevention 
committee structure to reduce duplication and better focus 
available resources; and  
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 introducing auditing powers under the Country Fire Authority Act 
1958 so that the CFA can assess the implementation of municipal 
plans 


(p 64) 


In addition the following areas for further improvement were identified:  


 the need for management level involvement for effective fire 
prevention planning within local government range as the range 
of skills needed include strategic planning, risk assessment, 
negotiation, communication and relationship building, 


 forming smaller executive committees within existing committees 
to assist them to become more effective and raise their status as 
large committees (over 40 in some cases) act more as community 
consultative committees than advisory bodies. 


 align CFA group and brigade boundaries with municipal 
boundaries (that changed as a result of the amalgamation of local 
governments) to improve fire prevention coordination and 
management. The need for these changes to be carefully 
negotiated and driven by the CFA was acknowledged. 


The Auditor General also recommended that: 


 fire agencies ensure that local governments give high priority to 
meeting the requirements of the State Planning Policy Framework 
and that they continue to improve the quality of local fire 
prevention planning.  


 there be greater cooperation between fire agencies, local 
governments and the Office of the Emergency Services 
Commissioner and that municipal and regional fire prevention 
committees be reorganised to focus more clearly on planning and 
managing fire prevention activities.  


Of particular relevance to community awareness, education and 
engagement are recommendations that propose a structured and 
systematic risk based approach to planning community education 
programs. The Auditor General also recommended that the DSE and 
CFA develop a coordinated, agreed position on responsibilities and 
actions for community education. 


Key stakeholders in fire prevention including the DSE, the CFA, local 
government and the OESC work to develop mechanisms that support 
broader co-operation in fire prevention and preparedness; 


(p 42) 
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The Esplin inquiry considered both municipal and State-wide planning 
policies and processes and the links between them. Most of the findings 
and recommendations in the Esplin report were consistent with those of 
the Auditor General however Esplin did not agree that the legislative 
framework was adequate.  


Esplin identified the following weaknesses in current planning 
arrangements:  


 a significant level of resources is required from participating 
agencies and there is duplication of effort and information, 


 the legislative framework is fragmented, diverse, incomplete and 
doesn’t require the cooperation of all responsible agencies 


 a lack of integration between the separate planning processes for 
private and public land and an inadequate focus on planning for 
the interface between public and private land.  


 inadequate consultation and input from a range stakeholders, 
including a lack of consultation with the community about the 
protection of community assets prior to a fire, and  


 the lack of effective audit arrangements covering both planning 
and implementation. 


Esplin concluded that: 


Broad policy direction for the development of planning at all levels 
of fire prevention and mitigation currently rests with the response 
agencies. There is no formal structure to ensure consistency 
across agencies or to gain endorsement from Government.  


…the State would benefit from establishing a group operating as 
a subcommittee of the Victoria Emergency Management Council 
tasked with ensuring there is a policy framework, developed by 
the responsible agencies, within which the necessary planning 
can take place effectively and efficiently at all levels.   


(p 149) 


Esplin made a number of recommendations for improving planning 
processes, and identified the following key outcomes to be achieved by 
improved planning: 


 Determining appropriate mitigation strategies 


 Establishing an agreed inventory of community assets 


 Determining response priorities based on the agreed mitigation 
strategies and asset hierarchy 


 Identifying common information and processes for use in both 
response and recovery activities 


To consolidate fire management planning arrangements Esplin 
proposed the development of Municipal Fire Management Plans based 
on planning input from: utility providers; relevant government 
departments; a Municipal Fire Prevention Committee that includes the 
CFA; DSE strategic fire planning; and industries including tourism, 
timber, plantations, and large manufacturers. The Municipal Fire 
Management Planning document would consolidate fire prevention and 
mitigation planning for all agencies for both private and public land. This 
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plan would then inform response strategies developed by fire agencies 
and would also inform local government land use and industry planning 
schemes.  


To enable consolidated planning Esplin recommended that the Country 
Fire Authority Act 1958 be amended to: 


 Replace the current Municipal Fire Prevention Plan and the 
requirement for a Fire Prevention Committee with a Municipal 
Fire Management Plan, and Municipal Fire Management 
Committee; and 


 Bring together all stakeholders with an involvement in fire 
management for both private and public land within the 
municipality.  


(p 149) 


The Auditor General’s report and the Esplin inquiry both discussed work 
underway to develop a Statewide fire safety strategy. The Model of Fire 
Cover - Fire Safety Victoria Strategy being developed by the Office of 
the Emergency Services Commissioner in consultation with partner 
organisations will provide an enhanced strategic planning framework for 
fire prevention and suppression. Two major components of the strategy 
are: 


1. a fire agency performance measurement framework, and  


2. a series of profiling tools that will identify and quantify 
structure, non-structure and bushfire risk across a variety of 
environments.  


Issues relevant to bushfires to be addressed by the strategy include:  


 The development and application of a methodology for 
identifying and valuing (in economic or non-economic terms) 
assets at risk from bushfire; 


 How damage and losses resulting from bushfires should be 
quantified; and 


 The application of performance indicators for assessing the 
success of fire agencies in bushfire prevention and 
suppression.  


(WHICH REPORT p 232) 


The strategy is designed to ensure that similar areas of risk have the 
same standard of fire service regardless of the fire agency providing the 
service and is described as a critical tool for developing and 
implementing the proposed Municipal Fire Management Plans. The 
provision of valid and consistent quantitative measures of bushfire risk 
and the identification of the drivers of risk will allow mitigation strategies 
to be appropriately targeted. Esplin envisages that Municipal Fire 
Management Committees and fire agencies can build on the model 
using detailed local knowledge, including knowledge of which assets 
are important to the community. 


The Auditor General examined the approach to developing the model 
concluding that it was robust and that the close involvement of the CFA 
has supported the CFA to adopt a more risk based approach. The 
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Auditor General made the following recommendations regarding the 
model: 


The OESC expedite a wildfire component of the State fire safety 
strategy, continue CFA involvement, and involve the DSE more 
actively in the preparation of the strategy, particularly in the 
development of the wildfire component of the project.  


The CFA commence allocating resources according to risk as 
soon as the OESC model is available. Such an approach will 
need to take into account volunteer availability and brigade-
owned resources. However, once this analysis is completed, a 
more focused application of training and firefighting resources 
can be made. 


(p 6) 


Fire agencies were criticised after the 2003 fires for not consulting with 
the community about the protection of community assets while 
developing fire suppression plans. The Esplin? inquiry expressed the 
view that assets should be identified and prioritised through consultative 
processes during Municipal Fire Management Planning Processes, not 
during a fire.  


The Esplin Inquiry and the Auditor General recognised that improving 
municipal fire management planning would require Local Governments 
to appoint appropriately senior staff working at a strategic level within 
Council to oversee the process.  


Municipal Fire Management Plans need to be consistent with and 
informed by State-wide fire control priorities. Esplin recommended that 
these priorities be: 


 developed annually by CFA and DSE; 


 endorsed by the Victoria Emergency Management Council; 


 incorporated into the co-operative agreement between DSE and 
CFA; and Inform the Fire Control Priorities in the Municipal Fire 
Management Plans.  


(p 155) 


The Esplin Inquiry also identified the need for improved planning and 
consultation in relation to the availability of water for firefighting, road 
and track access on public land, the special needs of small, remote 
communities, and the collation of accurate and up to date information 
about people who may be at risk in the event of a fire.   


To ensure adequate water supplies for firefighting Esplin recommended 
that:  


… communities, public land managers, Water Authorities and 
Catchment Management Authorities jointly identify and implement 
local and environmentally sound solutions to improve the 
availability of water for firefighting through the Municipal Fire 
Management Planning process.  


(p 152) 


Many community members expressed concerns about reduced access 
to public land and the implications for fire suppression, the inquiry 
therefore recommended that:  
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… DSE undertake community consultation on policies relating to 
roads and access tracks on public land, particularly in respect to 
fire management.  


(p 161) 


The inquiry found that some small and isolated communities were 
advised that they would be unlikely to be assisted by fire agencies if 
fires reached them. While understanding what led to these situations 
the inquiry noted the anxiety caused to community members and the 
need to do more to empower these communities by adopting a more 
flexible approach to planning for their specific needs. The following 
recommendations were made regarding small and isolated 
communities:  


 That CFA, in conjunction with isolated small communities, 
develop and promote a suite of appropriate fire readiness and 
fire management strategies to meet their needs.  


 That CFA reports to the Minister for Police and Emergency 
Services on recommended solutions and implementation 
strategies for isolated small communities by June 2004 


 (p 135) 


Rather than expecting Local Governments to collect information about 
people in the municipality who may be at risk the Inquiry found that 
Councils should work with local networks to develop information that is 
as accurate as possible about people who may be at risk in an 
emergency situation. While privacy principles should guide this process 
the provision of information should be ‘without fear of action under the 
privacy legislation’ (p 147).  


The Auditor General’s research identified the need for policy 
development on fire refuges to inform municipal fire safety planning 
processes; this issue is discussed in the next section in the context of 
policy development needed to inform community education and 
engagement programs.  


The Esplin Inquiry views audit arrangements as a fundamental 
component of effective planning and recommended that the CFA, DSE, 
OESC and Local Government develop an appropriate audit model for 
endorsement by Government. The proposed expansion of the audit 
process to include public lands, roads and utilities as well as private 
land resulted in the Esplin Inquiry not recommending that responsibility 
for auditing plans be solely the responsibility of the CFA as was 
recommended by the Auditor General. Esplin recommended that 
amendments to the legislation covering Municipal Fire Management 
Plans include provisions for auditing to include: 


 Content;  


 Process of development and implementation; and 


 Compliance reporting to the Victoria Emergency 
Management Council. 


(p 149) 


Nairn also referred to risk based planning but focussed exclusively on 
land use planning recommending the need to identify bushfire prone 
areas and to restrict or prohibit building in those areas.  
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McLeod found that planning undertaken by fire and emergency service 
agencies in the ACT had generally been of a high standard and did not 
make any recommendations about how to improve planning processes. 
However, as was the case in Victoria the need to improve planning for 
the specific needs of smaller rural communities in the event that fire 
agencies cannot provide assistance was identified:  


A sub-plan of the ACT Emergency Plan should be developed to 
assist with the design of special arrangements to cater for the 
needs of ACT residents who live beyond the city bounds. 


(p 202) 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Research and continuous learning 
In addition to further research and evaluation of community education 
and engagement programs the need for research in other areas and 
further development of approaches to support continuous learning and 
improvement were identified in some reports.  


The COAG natural disasters report emphasised the role of research 
and learning in moving towards a more proactive approach to disaster 
management:  


Natural disaster management activities should be driven by an 
active and coordinated national approach to research and 
development, data collection and analysis, and systematic, 
widespread risk assessments. The intention is to shift national 
management arrangements further towards proactivity, from the 
more reactive approach of the past. 


Guided by such research and risk assessments, there should be 
a stronger focus on anticipation, mitigation, and recovery and 
resilience in order to achieve safer, more sustainable 
communities, and a better balance compared with the effort and 
resources traditionally applied to disaster relief. 


(p 11) 


Of the 12 reform commitments recommended by the High Level Group 
the first two commitments related to research: 


1. develop and implement a five-year national programme of 
systematic and rigorous disaster risk assessments. 


2. establish a nationally consistent system of data collection, 
research and analysis to ensure a sound knowledge base on 
natural disasters and disaster mitigation. 


Lessons Learnt from a case study : Tallangatta Valley, Victoria 
Strategy developed in isolation from the community and without input from any key 
stakeholder is likely to be compromised. The likely strategic response to a fire must be 
established between the agencies and the community before the fire starts. Strategies 
should be based on an agreed understanding of the values placed on private and community 
assets and how they will be protected during fire suppression activity. This is best achieved 
through an holistic planning process that identifies those values well before the fire starts. On 
this occasion, any possibility of developing a co-operative partnership was lost due to the 
failure to communicate with and give consideration to the views of the community. 


Esplin Inquiry p 148  
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(p XX) 


This report also specified the role of the research community:  


The research community has a key role in advancing knowledge 
of natural disasters, their costs and consequences, and cost-
effective mitigation measures, so that disaster management 
decision-makers can take the most effective action in planning, 
mitigation, preparedness, response and recovery. In particular, 
the research community should: 


 play a leading role in systematic data collection and analysis 


 play a leading role in a systematic national programme of 
disaster risk assessments, and 


 develop innovative ideas about better measures to mitigate 
and respond to natural disasters. 


(p 18) 


The Commonwealth was seen as having a major role in undertaking 
natural disaster research of national significance and, in collaboration 
with other levels of Government, identifying national priorities for 
disaster research.  


The COAG bushfire inquiry further developed the focus on research, 
data development and learning recommended in the COAG natural 
disasters report. Research, information and analysis made up the first 
‘R’ in the proposed ‘5R’ framework. The executive summary of the 
report succinctly argued the importance of research. 


Information and data, and their analysis and synthesis, are the 
basis for knowledge and learning from which we can continuously 
improve the effectiveness and efficiency of bushfire mitigation 
and management. Consistent data gathering and collation about 
bushfires across Australia have been limited, handicapping 
informed decision making. 


 (p xiii) 


The chapter on research, information and analysis is comprehensive 
and takes into account knowledge management issues and the need to 
build relevant capacity among stakeholders, including communities.  


The Inquiry strongly supports further capacity building relevant to 
bushfire data and information among communities and the public 
and private sectors 


(p 72) 


While acknowledging the significantly increased investment in bushfire 
research through the Natural Heritage Trust and the Bushfire 
Cooperative Research Centre the report identified an urgent need for 
further investment in research.  


… there remain gaps and urgent priorities. For example, more 
research is needed on building design and materials, climate and 
climate change, fire behaviour and ecological responses, 
individual and community psychology and social processes, and 
Indigenous Australians’ knowledge and use of fire. 


Strategic research planning, and sustaining research capacity 
beyond the lives of the cooperative research centres are critical 







STEVENS  IMPROVING COMMUNITY SAFETY: REVIEW OF POLICY DIRECTIONS 
 


RMIT University 


concerns and need to be addressed now if current research is to 
continue to inform bushfire mitigation and management.  


(p xiv) 


The history of attempts to improve coordination into bushfire research, 
the value of links between bushfire Cooperative Research Centres and 
industry partners, the roles of other research centres and fire and land 
management agencies, and shortcomings in currently processes for 
coordinating research priorities and funding were discussed.  


Achieving and maintaining a critical mass of innovative researchers was 
identified as necessary for achieving the vision for bushfire 
management and mitigation essential articulated in the report.  
Challenges associated with developing and sustaining research 
capacity were discussed and the inquiry recommended that:  


The Australian Government, in partnership with the states and 
territories and relevant research organisations, develop a strategy 
for sustaining bushfire research and capacity building, in the 
context of a risk management approach to bushfire mitigation and 
management.  


(p 87) 
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Continuous learning and improvement 


Policy developments are also informed by knowledge generated by 
identifying and reflecting on lessons learnt.  


The COAG natural disasters report recommended that: 


… post-disaster assessments be undertaken routinely after every 
event of significance and the findings incorporated into improved 
disaster management processes to deal with future events.  


(p 33) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry noted that many agencies have worked to 
promote learning cultures however specific barriers to the development 
of a ‘learning organisation’ culture in bushfire mitigation and 
management that were identified in the United States by Garvin are 
discussed. Barriers to ongoing learning were both cultural and technical 
and administrative.  


Cultural factors were: 


 High penalties for mistakes results in errors being hidden or not 
discussed 


 A strong hierarchical culture that discourages dissent from below 
and valuing minority views 


 Critical time constraints that devalue reflection after the event 


 Communities and media that value decisiveness at the cost of 
time spent learning 


Technical and administrative barriers that make if difficult to identify 
practical and generally applicable lessons learned through an analysis 
of incidents (such as prescribed burns that get out of control) were:  


 A focus on the particulars of the specific incident rather than 
general principles 


 A focus on technical aspects rather than group dynamics and 
social, communication, decision making or administrative 
processes 


 A focus on analysing and reporting on what has ‘gone wrong’ 
without also analysing what has ‘gone right’.  


Continued development of organisational learning within and between 
agencies responsible for bushfire mitigation and management was 
strongly supported by the COAG bushfire inquiry. Elements described 
as being vital for fostering a culture of organisational learning relevant 
to bushfire mitigation and management in Australia were:  


 institutional commitment to the adoption of a learning 
organisation culture 


 a continuing strong role for existing groups, such as 
the Australasian Fire Authorities Council and the 
Forest Fire Management Group, in facilitating the 
exchange of information and staff, between states and 
territories and internationally 


 a continuation of regular meetings of people involved 
in particular aspects of bushfire mitigation and 
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management, such as the Forest Fire Management 
Group, the Northern Australia Fire Managers Group 
and the Australasian Fire Authorities Council Strategy 
Group 


 a continuation of both interstate and international 
deployments of response Personnel  


 wider adoption of various forms of benchmarking 
across the states and territories 


 a process of cultural change, in fire agencies in 
particular, to increase the representation and 
contribution of women and of Indigenous Australians, 
who are generally under-represented in organisations 
responsible for bushfire mitigation and management 


 establishment of a national Centre for Bushfire 
Lessons Learnt.  


(p 209) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry recommended that: 


… the Council of Australian Governments support and fund the 
establishment of an Australian Centre for Bushfire Lessons 
Learnt, for an initial period of five years. 


 (p 211) 


Such a centre would facilitate processes within organisations to identify 
lessons learnt and importantly, also facilitate the sharing of information 
between agencies to increase the value of these lessons. As well as 
judging that current conditions supported the establishment and 
operation of a centre for lessons learnt the COAG bushfire inquiry 
reported that all state and territory fire and land management agencies, 
as well as national agencies supported the proposal. The centre was 
viewed as being of substantial strategic benefit to the mitigation and 
management of bushfires in Australia and internationally.  


 


Refer Esplin p 230 and 231 and 232 
 


Summary  


The national frameworks outlined in the COAG natural disasters and 
bushfire reports clearly articulate the principle that reducing the impact 
of bushfires is a responsibility that needs to be shared between 
individuals, communities, fire agencies and governments.  


Another key principle evident in these reports is that as bushfires are 
inevitable the shared aim is to mitigate risks through applying risk 
management approaches. Improved community awareness, education 
and engagement are essential elements of strategies to reduce the 
impact of bushfires. 


A risk management approach needs to be informed by a clear 
understanding of the relative importance of potential risks (the likelihood 
of the risk occurring and the impact if it did occur) and the effectiveness 
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of different strategies (or treatments) that could potentially be adopted 
to reduce bushfire risks.  


Saving lives is clearly articulated as the highest priority however the 
ranking of other, sometimes competing, priorities is less clear cut.  
Differences between individuals, communities, natural, built and 
economic environments result in different priorities in different localities. 
As these factors change (perhaps as a result of demographic or land 
use changes) priorities also change. Therefore local planning 
processes that involve a range of stakeholders and include the 
community are advocated.  


Local bushfire planning processes need to be strategically integrated 
horizontally and vertically – they need to link with local communities, 
agencies and governments as well as with state-wide or national 
organisations and priorities.  


Local planning also has the capacity to inform better targeting of 
community awareness, education and engagement programs to 
individuals and communities with high risk levels. 


A commitment to research and ongoing learning through monitoring, 
evaluation and non-blaming reviews of major incidents is clear in the 
reports. Information gathered from these types of activities enables the 
development of an increasingly sophisticated understanding of 
competing priorities and the effectiveness of strategies to mitigate 
potential risks.  


It is argued that by developing structures and processes (a national 
reporting framework, agreed national principles and improved data 
collection and information management) that enable higher quality 
information to be shared between states and territories, fire agencies 
and communities that the current bushfire cycle that includes blame and 
complacency can be eliminated.  


 


4 Community awareness, education and 
engagement programs 


A common finding across the inquiries was that many individuals and 
communities lack awareness of bushfire risks and the measures they 
can take to reduce these risks. For example, the Nairn Inquiry found 
that:  


…the recent Australian bushfires demonstrated a general lack of 
community awareness about the active role that it can play in 
reducing the severity of bushfires. 


(p 274)  


…It also appears that the community as a whole is not aware of 
the ways in which it can contribute to minimising the loss of lives 
and properties in the event of a bushfire. 


(p 273) 


The McLeod Inquiry found that Canberra residents had an attitude of 
denial about both the threat of bushfires in general and the threat to 
residences once the initial fires in 2003 were not contained: 
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“…at a general level, the Canberra community has not been 
sufficiently well prepared to understand the nature of the bushfire 
risk that is present as a consequence of siting the city in a 
bushland setting.”  


(p 173) 


Responsibilities of individuals and communities 


All of the reports acknowledge the importance of the role of individuals 
and communities in mitigating the risk of bushfires as well as limits to 
the capacity of fire agencies to respond during a major fire. 


The COAG natural disasters report discusses in detail the need for 
families, individuals and communities to take responsibility for being 
aware of and take steps to reduce their vulnerability to the impacts of 
natural disasters.  


Households have principal responsibility for safeguarding their 
property and assets against risks from natural disasters through 
risk identification, mitigation measures and adequate property 
and contents insurance where insurance for the risks they face is 
available and reasonably affordable. 


The collective actions, or inaction, of individuals and families can 
have a major influence on the severity of a disaster’s impact. In 
significant disasters, disaster management career personnel and 
volunteers do not, and never will have, the capacity to simply 
‘solve’ the disaster threat for every individual at risk. Nor do 
governments and charitable agencies have the ability or 
responsibility to fully offset the financial losses incurred by 
families and individuals in the course of a natural disaster. 


It is the role and responsibility of families and individuals to attain 
the highest degree of physical and financial self-reliance, before, 
during and after a disaster. In particular they should: 


 be fully aware of the risk of natural hazards to the home 
and regular activities 


 arrange where available for adequate home and contents 
insurance to cover likely risks in their area 


 make plans and preparations for dealing with a disaster 
situation 


 minimise hazard risk factors in and around the home 
environs, and 


 find out what local plans are in place in the event of a 
disaster. 


(p 16) 
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Local communities can take a wide range of actions to become 
more resilient and, in particular, should: 


 promote high levels of awareness of natural hazard risks 
in the community and the collective preparations and 
actions that should be taken in the event of a disaster 


 provide active support for government and community 
efforts to minimise the possible consequences of 
disasters, such as natural hazard risk reduction measures, 
and 


 provide a culture of support and recognition for volunteers.  
(p 16) 


Although not emphasised in the terms of reference the findings and 
recommendations of the COAG bushfire inquiry clearly recognise the 
important roles of communities and individuals. This is reflected in the 
proposed National Bushfire Principles; the second of the eight 
principles concerns shared responsibility: 


A philosophy of responsibility shared between communities and 
fire agencies underlies our approach to bushfire mitigation and 
management. Well-informed individuals and communities, with 
suitable levels of preparedness, complement the roles of fire 
agencies and offer the best way of minimising bushfire risks to 
lives, property and environmental assets 


(p 240) 


(It is noted that in areas of new development the COAG bushfire inquiry 
concluded that the single most important mitigation measure for 
reducing loss is land use planning that takes into account natural 
hazard risks (finding 6.1)). 


The McLeod report stated that a theme running through submissions 
was: 


“…the need for a greater involvement of the ACT community in 
helping itself with personal and property protection. This involves 
the authorities working in a closer partnership with the 
community, helping citizens to better understand the nature of the 
fire risks they face, what they can do about improving their 
personal and property protection, and what kind of assistance 
they can expect from government agencies”.  


(p 171) 


The report suggests that there needs to be a change of focus from 
relying solely on the government for fire protection to a shared 
arrangement where people have a greater awareness of fire risks and 
take on a greater level of self protection with government providing 
encouragement and protective back-up through professional services.  


The Nairn inquiry drew the following conclusions:  


…individuals can use a combination of the available 
preparedness measures appropriate to their physical and 
financial capacity, value and level of risk.  


(p 259)  


The Auditor General’s introduction to the discussion on community 
preparedness is clear about the responsibilities of community members: 
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In the event of a large wildfire, the community cannot rely solely 
on emergency services to protect their property. They need to 
understand wildfire behaviour, be able to carefully plan their 
response and prepare their household accordingly. These actions 
can make the difference between loss and preservation of 
buildings, and between life and death of occupants.  


(p 69)  


The principle underpinning the discussion and analysis of public 
awareness and preparedness in the Esplin report was that: 


The community need not be a passive recipient of services; it can 
and should be an active participant in developing safety 
strategies.  


(p 128)  


Approaches to improving community awareness 


In response to the identified need to improve community awareness 
about bushfire risks and mitigation measures public education 
programs (national approaches and state and territory campaigns) and 
community based programs are discussed and/or recommended in the 
reports. Some reports have also identified the need to adopt a risk 
based approach to the planning and targeting of community education 
and engagement programs.  


National education programs 


The reports with a national focus, the COAG natural disasters, COAG 
bushfire and Nairn reports, recommended national approaches to the 
development of programs for educating the community about bushfires.  


The COAG natural disasters report recommended the development of 
jointly improved national practices in community awareness, education, 
and warnings about all natural disasters which can be tailored to suit 
State, Territory and local circumstances. 


The COAG bushfire inquiry discussed both school based and 
community based education programs and recommended a national 
approach to school based education:  


The Inquiry recommends that state and territory governments and 
the Australian Government jointly develop and implement national 
and regionally relevant education programs about bushfire, to be 
delivered to all Australian children as a basic life skill. These 
programs should emphasise individual and household 
preparedness and survival as well as the role of fire in the 
Australian landscape. Program effectiveness should be audited 
by each state and territory after five years, with a national report 
to be provided to the Council of Australian Governments.  


(p 39) 


Nairn recommended that the relevant programs of the Bushfire 
Cooperative Research Centre consider a range of suggestions made in 
submissions to the inquiry as part of a national education program. The 
approaches suggested were: 


 Introducing bushfire skills training to schools and libraries. 
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 Training various categories of emergency services personnel 
on their specific role in the event of a bushfire. 


 Ensuring that those in the fields of building, engineering, 
urban planning, forestry and science have a clear 
understanding of bushfire risk management including current 
related regulatory codes and legislation. 


 Counselling prospective land developers in bushfire prone 
areas on the risks and necessary protective planning. 


 Running adult education courses on protective planning 
(including insurance, building design and maintenance and 
defence techniques) in the context of bushfires. 


 Broadcasting protective planning issues through the media, 
television, Internet, radio and publications. 


 Structuring the community into groups and providing them 
with guidelines for launching an initial attack on a bushfire. 


 Enclosing brochures about bushfire protection with rates 
notices. 


 Having a Bushfire Awareness and Preparedness Day (similar 
to Clean Up Australia Day) where the community is 
encouraged to undertake risk reduction with local 
governments coordinating the disposal of hazardous material. 


 (p 275) 


State and territory education programs  


The COAG bushfire report refers to material and documents made 
available by states and territories on the internet and describes the ACT 
campaign developed after the fires in 2003 that involved delivering a 
comprehensive Bushfire Information Booklet to all ACT residents 
supported by an extensive print and television campaign. The point is 
made that the challenge is to maintain this level of activity when public 
interest in bushfires (and perhaps funding) is not high as a result of a 
recent disaster.   


The Esplin report describes a summer publicity campaign operating 
every summer in Victoria that includes television and radio advertising 
and the distribution of printed information in Melbourne and regional 
centres.  


State and territory wide public education programs are discussed as an 
adjunct to national education and community based approaches.  


Community based programs 


The COAG bushfire inquiry described community education programs 
as having a vital role that complements school based education in 
developing knowledge about bushfires and increasing individual and 
community readiness. Community education and public information is 
identified as “central to several of the fundamental elements of bushfire 
mitigation and management” discussed in the report. The elements 
referred to are: understanding of and attitude to bushfires, risk 
modification, stay or go, operational response and recovery. In terms of 
risk modification the report states: 
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Greater community understanding of and involvement in aspects 
of bushfire mitigation and management, such as risk awareness, 
prevention activity, capacity building and arson detection, 
increase community preparedness and decrease the impacts of 
bushfires.  


(p 131)  


The COAG bushfire inquiry supports the integration of bushfire 
community education and engagement with education about all natural 
hazards as advocated by the COAG natural disasters report however 
the need for additional bushfire specific advice, particularly in areas at 
high risk of bushfires is acknowledged.  


The reasons why it is important to tailor community based approaches 
to the unique circumstances of each community are articulated:  


Individual attitudes and perceptions can have a strong influence 
on how people respond to bushfire risks. Variations in attitudes 
and perceptions can be particularly strong in areas experiencing 
considerable demographic change—such as the rural–urban 
interface. Individuals’ attitudes to fires can be shaped by many 
factors, among them education, age, income, personal 
experience and knowledge of bushfires, peer group influences, 
emotions, beliefs and residential location. Economic and social 
circumstances can influence residents’ attitudes and behaviour to 
bushfires and their mitigation and management; for example, a 
stressed community is likely to have less capacity to respond to 
challenges than a more vibrant community.  


(p 41) 


The inquiry found that community information and engagement 
programs conducted by the states and territories were generally 
comprehensive. Four types of programs were identified: State or 
territory wide community information programs, community education 
programs provided by fire agencies that usually involve street or 
community meetings, volunteer fire brigades and community based fire 
units. 


Membership of voluntary rural fire brigades is described as a major way 
in which community members contribute to the mitigation and 
management of bushfires. The COAG bushfire inquiry specifically 
discussed the potential for volunteer rural fire brigades to take on a 
greater role in community education and engagement.  
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The potential contribution of volunteer brigades to community 
learning can be realised only if community engagement and 
education needs are seen as one of their major roles. The 
Inquiry considers that community engagement and education 
are a key role of local volunteer bushfire brigades but notes that 
past attraction and recruitment has probably focused on the 
response aspect of the role: adjustment is needed, to include 
volunteers who are able and willing to provide community 
education. This important paradigm shift is necessary if greater 
effort is to be directed towards risk reduction. Brigades will 
require significant agency assistance to bring about this change.  


 (p 41) 


This approach is supported by the wider influences that volunteer 
firefighters have in their communities and by research into learning 
preferences.  


Volunteer rural fire brigades have a very important role in 
facilitating community learning —largely because ‘people 
principally prefer interactive and personal communication 
approaches to passive reception of fire information’. In addition to 
their participation in formal community education programs, 
volunteers have direct and indirect influence through personal 
interactions with members of the public—family, friends, 
neighbours, work colleagues, clients, and so on.  


(p 41) 


Community based fire units that operate in New South Wales and since 
the 2003 fires in the ACT are described in the COAG bushfire report. 
Groups of local residents are trained by fire services and provided with 
protective clothing and basic fire fighting equipment. Their purpose, with 
the support of and under the direction of fire agencies, is to suppress 
ember attacks and to be involved in local community education and 
bushfire mitigation activities.  


The McLeod, Esplin and Victorian Auditor General’s reports 
emphasised local approaches for improving community safety through 
community based education and engagement programs, in conjunction 
with state or territory wide public information campaigns.   


As discussed in the previous section on planning, the Victorian Auditor 
General’s report recommended that planning for community education 
and engagement programs be informed by evidence based risk 
assessments.  


The McLeod inquiry recommended that the ACT’s Emergency Services 
Bureau be allocated additional resources to upgrade its public 
education capability and that a continuing campaign should be aimed 
at: 


 …improving the Canberra community’s bushfire awareness, its 
understanding of the nature of the threat, and its knowledge of 
how people can better protect themselves and their properties.  


(p 176) 


McLeod recommended that Canberra learn from interstate experience, 
in particular the Victorian CFA’s public education programs, and also 
recommended the adoption of community engagement programs such 
as fire guard to encourage self-help arrangements in the community.  
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Specific measures that might be included in a broader public education 
campaign were suggested by McLeod: 


 community television announcements about bushfire prevention 
and preparedness, 


 school programs focusing not only on fire safety in the home but 
also on safety during bushfires, 


 visits by emergency services to aged care, childcare and other 
facilities for vulnerable groups, advising what action to take when 
there is a bushfire threat, 


 roadside signage showing the daily bushfire risk - along major 
corridors in Canberra, not just along the approaches to forests 
and parks, 


 advice about local fire prevention measures, perhaps issued with 
rates notices, and 


 a concerted effort to convince the community that smoke haze 
associated with fuel-reduction burning is an unavoidable 
consequence of limiting the risk of damage to the city. 


 (p 173) 


Content of community education  


The aim of community education and engagement programs is develop 
an awareness of the risk of bushfires and of the action that individuals 
and communities can take to mitigate risks.  


The COAG bushfire inquiry found that education and information 
programs should encompass: 


 awareness of the nature and risk of bushfires,  


 measures for preparing and protecting lives, property and the 
environment,  


 the timely provision of operational and safety information to the 
public in the event of a bushfire (discussed in more detail in the 
section on responding to a fire threat), and 


 the inclusion of a structured public information strategy in bushfire 
response and recovery plans. 


The McLeod inquiry recommended that public education messages 
should inform the public that during major fires: 


 authorities are unable to guarantee that firefighters will always be 
available to assist 


 householders generally need to take sensible precautions and be 
prepared, if that is their choice, to protect their own lives and 
properties 


 authorities are committed to doing all they can to help, including 
advising the community on how best to go about achieving a 
higher degree of personal and household self-reliance.  


(p 176) 


The need to promote adequate levels of insurance through community 
education and engagement campaigns was a common theme in the 
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reports. This applies to both households and businesses. The Esplin 
inquiry for example recommended that: 


That CFA, in their education and information packages, 
encourage appropriate insurance cover, and ensure that 
insurance becomes a part of the householder’s annual checklist. 


(p 138) 


Esplin concluded the chapter on public awareness and preparedness 
by stating that:  


While many effective programs are in place, we conclude that 
there is scope for improved communication and education. 
Among other things, we have suggested increasing positive 
survival stories through the summer publicity campaign; re-
focussing efforts to educate people that staying can make a 
difference, and clarifying the language used in the Bushfire Blitz 
program.  


(p 138)  


This inquiry also recommended that communities be informed of Fire 
Control Priorities established during state-wide planning processes and 
that community education messages encourage householders to review 
their fire safety plan annually 


Prescribed burns are accepted as good practice for mitigating the 
impact of bushfires; however they have been limited because of 
community concerns about the impact of smoke on health and tourism. 
Several reports recommended either further research into the impact of 
smoke on communities or that communities be educated about 
prescribed burning.  


The McLeod and Victorian Auditor General reports recommended that 
more information be provided to the public about the trade-offs between 
the value of fuel reduction burning in reducing bushfire risks and the 
impact of smoke on communities: 


A public information strategy should be prepared to educate the 
ACT community about the beneficial and protective aspects of 
fuel-reduction burning and about the degree of inconvenience that 
will inevitably result for ACT residents during such burning. This 
should accompany the public launch of the revised Bushfire Fuel 
Management Plan.  


(p 92) 


The DSE provides increased public information regarding the fuel 
reduction burning program and the measures taken to protect the 
environment.  


(p 62) 
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The Nairn report recommended further research into the impact of 
smoke from prescribed burns.  


The Committee acknowledges community concerns about smoke 
pollution as a result of prescribed burning and recommends that 
the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre pursue its proposed 
study into smoke modelling.  


(p 90) 


In summary the range of information that could potentially be conveyed 
through community education and engagement programs includes: 


 Understanding bushfire risks – causes of fires, fire behaviour, 
terrain, weather conditions, ember attacks, what may be 
experienced as the fire front passes. 


 Understanding the role of fire agencies – community expectations 
and the capacity of fire agencies, community education and 
engagement, planning processes, providing information about 
fires, fire access, prescribed burning, safety and asset protection 
priorities. 


 Understanding how to get information about fires – observing 
signs of fire, emergency warning signals, ABC radio, websites, 
community meetings and community networks. 


 Mitigation measures – household fire planning, the siting, design 
and maintenance of buildings, vegetation, water supply, fire 
suppression equipment, personal safety, household and business 
insurance and annual reviews of household safety plans. 


 New research - dispelling myths, the impact of different types of 
fires on different ecosystems.  


Roles of different levels of government 


The COAG natural disasters report described the role of state and 
territory governments as taking primary responsibility for natural 
disaster management in the interests of community safety and well 
being. This responsibility specifically includes “ensuring the provision of 
appropriate disaster awareness and education programs and warning 
systems”.  (p 20) 


In partnership with state and territory governments, local governments 
are responsible for contributing to the safety and well being of their 
communities. In most circumstances this includes “undertaking public 
education and awareness, and ensuring appropriate local disaster 
warnings are provided”. (p 20) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry identified the need for the Commonwealth 
government to play a stronger leadership role in supporting the 
development of school based education programs with state and 
territory governments responsible for the delivery of school based 
programs.  


The Nairn inquiry recommended research into possible components of 
a national education program but did not discuss the roles of different 
levels of government in the implementation of programs to improve 
community awareness.  
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The three state or territory based reports do not discuss the role of the 
Commonwealth government in community education or engagement 
programs. As discussed in the previous section on planning, the 
Victorian reports discuss the role of local governments, as well as fire 
agencies, in the planning and delivery of community education and 
engagement programs through municipal fire management committees; 
however the role of fire agencies is emphasised in the 
recommendations that relate to community education and engagement 
programs.  


Role of fire agencies 


The COAG bushfire report acknowledged the role of fire agencies in the 
delivery of community education and engagement programs as well as 
the direct and indirect impact on the wider community of rural fire 
brigade volunteers.  


The Auditor General and Esplin reports made recommendations about 
the role of fire agencies in the delivery of community education and 
engagement programs in Victoria. 


The Auditor General recommended that:  


 the CFA develop and implement comprehensive and 
consistent local needs analysis tools and undertake local 
planning based on risk profiling to determine the number and 
location of community education sessions; and 


 the DSE work with the CFA to develop a co-ordinated and 
agreed position on responsibilities and actions for community 
education.  


(p 74) 


Esplin recommended that:  


 three fire agencies (CFA, DSE and MFESB) develop and 
implement a joint Statewide fire awareness education and 
information program aimed at encouraging a higher degree of 
personal and household self-reliance.  


 CFA should remain the lead agency in delivering the 
community education and information program to rural 
Victoria.  


(p 133) 


The Tasmanian Fire Service advice to the COAG bushfire inquiry and 
the findings of the Esplin inquiry were that care needs to be taken to 
ensure that community based fire units do not participate in fire 
suppression activities that are beyond their capability. The Esplin 
inquiry identified concerns about liability issues if a member of a 
community based fire unit was injured during fire suppression activities 
and recommended that: 


 CFA needs to review and further develop the CFG model. 
CFG has a valuable place in the suite of programs available 
to assist and educate Victorians. However, CFG is not an 
option for communities required to engage in fire suppression 
because assistance is unavailable or delayed.  


 CFA clarifies and restates the roles and function of existing 
Community Fireguard Groups (including their relationship to 
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the Municipal Fire Prevention Plan) to members, co-
ordinators, Incident Controllers and Municipal Emergency 
Resource Officers, prior to the 2003-2004 fire season.  


 CFA provides technical advice to Community Fireguard 
Groups in the selection and purchase of appropriate 
equipment and protective clothing for use on their own land.  


 CFA, recognising the value of the Community Fireguard 
group program, undertake a review by June 2004 to identify 
opportunities to further develop the program to ensure its 
continuing appropriateness in preparing communities for fire 
into the future.  


(p 134-135) 


Role of the Insurance Industry 


Many of the reports made suggestions about how to increase the level 
(in terms of both the number of households insured and the adequacy 
of cover for each household) of insurance cover. These included: 


 the insurance industry taking responsibility for making affordable 
insurance available for all natural disasters as part of normal 
household insurance,  


 making insurance more affordable through the removal of State 
and Territory charges such as fire levies,  


 offering reduced premiums for property owners who have taken 
bushfire preparedness measures, which was also discussed as a 
mechanism for increasing bushfire awareness, 


 the provision of improved and more consistent advice by the 
insurance industry to ensure that insurance covers full 
replacement costs,  


 promoting the role of insurance in bushfire mitigation through 
public education campaigns and/or including insurance 
information in bushfire planning education and information 
programs, and 


 the insurance industry playing a role in, or contributing financially 
to, data collection and research to improve hazard identification, 
risk assessment and mitigation action.  
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The effectiveness of community education and engagement programs 


The COAG bushfire inquiry stated that the effectiveness of community 
information and engagement programs depends on community uptake 
and commitment. Challenges in the development and delivery of 
community based approaches are identified:  


Attempts at engaging with communities are not always successful 
because a group of people in a locality does not necessarily 
constitute ‘a community’, with common interests and a will to work 
together. Divergent values between individuals challenge the very 
existence of a community, let alone views about bushfire 
mitigation and management. This tests the development and 
delivery of community-based strategies. Education programs 
need to be sufficiently inclusive and flexible to engage with the 
diversity of individuals who may not consider themselves part of a 
community but live in a particular locality.  


(p 40) 


Responding to these challenges involves adopting a flexible approach 
to developing community engagement in each community:  


Successful programs are based on the specific community’s 
needs and style, and they work in with other important community 
objectives. This means engaging with each community and 
understanding what is unique about it. What needs to be avoided 
is lecturing the community. Programs for increasing interaction, 
improving preparedness and raising awareness must be flexible, 
adapting to suit the characteristics of the community and to 
empower them to act on their own behalf and share responsibility.  


(p 132) 


The Victorian Auditor General conducted a survey to assess the extent 
to which householders living in high-risk areas: 


 are aware of the potential risk of wildfire; 


 are implementing appropriate household preparedness measures 
for wildfire; and 


 understand appropriate options for ensuring the safety of 
household members in the event of fire. 


Research conducted as part of the audit also explored whether 
education strategies maximise the potential to change community 
attitudes and behaviours. 


The survey identified that some residents in high risk areas did not 
perceive themselves to be at risk of bushfires and that some held 
inaccurate beliefs that could result in behaviour that increases risks 
during a fire.  
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The research found that around 80 per cent of respondents living in fire-
prone areas believed it was likely or very likely that a fire would occur in 
their area in the next 5 years. When probed further about whether it 
was likely that a bushfire would cause damage to their house or 
property 51 per cent overall felt it was “very likely” or “likely”. 
Respondents who had attended a CFA Community Fireguard or other 
community meeting were significantly more likely to believe that a fire 
was likely than those who had not attended any meetings. 


While the survey found that people generally understand that they 
should consider their options and plan well in advance almost 40 
percent of respondents did not have a wildfire action plan. Of those who 
did have a plan few were formalised. The survey found that:  


• 15 per cent of all respondents said they written their plan down; 


• 55 per cent said they had discussed the plan with all members of 
the household; 


• 23 per cent said they had let their neighbours know their plan; 
and 


• 24 per cent said they had practised their plan. 


Residents who had attended a community meeting were more likely to 
have developed a plan, the plan was more likely to be written down and 
more likely to account for the needs of every household member. 


The comprehensiveness of household preparations for fire was 
explored. While a large number had undertaken tasks such as clearing 
gutters and cutting back vegetation near buildings many people had not 
undertaken fire specific preparations considered essential to surviving a 
fire such as obtaining and assembling firefighting equipment (hoses, 
pumps, ladders, buckets) or ensuring that they had effective 
communication systems such as a neighbourhood telephone tree.   


The research found that residents who had not attended meetings had 
made fewer preparations and in one area surveyed people who had not 
attended meetings were less likely to have undertaken even simple 
activities such as clearing vegetation. Those who had attended 
meetings were more likely to have attempted to prepare their property 
and their preparations were more likely to be significant wildfire specific 
preparations.   


Relatively common and significant misconceptions were identified. 
About half of the respondents believed that houses ‘explode’ into 
flames as the fire front passes, and a majority believed that emergency 
services will let people know if they need to evacuate their property 
during a fire. Both of these mistaken beliefs could result in behaviour 
that increases threats to life. Attending fire meetings reduced these 
misconceptions.  


The community information and engagement programs 
conducted by the states and territories are generally 
comprehensive. Their effectiveness depends on community 
uptake and commitment. Community surveying needs to be done 
regularly to ensure that programs retain their relevance and are 
being delivered in ways that maximise community participation 
and understanding.  
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(p 134) 


The Esplin inquiry found that while appropriate community education 
material is available it is not known how much of this information 
reaches the target audience of over 2 million people who live in areas of 
high fire risk. 


Monitoring, evaluation and further research into community education 
and engagement programs 


The COAG bushfire inquiry identified the need for monitoring and 
evaluation of community education and engagement programs and 
further research to inform improvements. The inquiry found that:  


The Inquiry notes and supports the research by both CSIRO and 
the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre into how community 
attitudes towards acceptance of bushfire and bushfire 
management strategies are formed and how community 
education and information programs might be further improved.  


Community surveying needs to be done regularly to ensure that 
programs retain their relevance and are being delivered in ways 
that maximise community participation and understanding. 


 (p134)  


It was also recommended that State and Territory governments 
evaluate the effectiveness of school based bushfire education programs 
after 5 years and report the results of the evaluation to COAG.  


The potential benefits of social and psychological research were noted 
in the COAG bushfire inquiry:  


Programs focused on bushfire risk and preparedness are also 
benefiting from coordination and a greater degree of consistency 
with programs dealing with other natural hazards.   


(p 41) 


Social and psychological research can make a contribution, not 
only to improving communications programs but also in the 
development of programs to promote community resilience. This 
is of particular importance at times of prolonged high bushfire risk 
(as occurred during the campaign fires of 2002–03) and during 
the recovery from major natural disasters. 


(p 134) 


The Victorian Auditor General examined the community education 
sessions undertaken by the CFA over the previous five years and found 
“dramatic fluctuations” in numbers of sessions delivered over 
successive years. The reasons given for these differences included 
precedence being given to operational priorities; perceptions that the 
community is over-familiar with the program’s content; and challenges 
such as dispersed populations in more remote areas. The audit found 
that there appeared to be no consistent method for prioritising regional 
needs for community education sessions; however one region did 
employ a comprehensive risk-profiling tool in each brigade area to plan 
the location of sessions.  
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The audit concluded that without consistent risk assessment and target 
setting there were dangers that: education activities will be focussed on 
locations where communities are motivated and positive; difficult to 
reach communities with high risk levels may miss out; and that when 
extreme fire risk increases demand on operational resources there is a 
risk that community education activities will decline even though 
community preparedness activities are most needed at these times.  


Given the crucial role of community preparedness in preventing 
loss of life and property, it is important that meaningful targets 
based on needs assessment and local risk profiling are 
established and met by each region  


(p 74) 


The evaluation of community education activities by the CFA was found 
to be in line with the Australasian Fire Authorities Council guidelines; 
the approach was community-centred, had clear program logic and a 
structured framework for research and evaluation. While central 
evaluation processes were strong at the local level processes for 
evaluating the delivery of individual programs were found to be less 
clearly defined. In addition to reporting on activity levels the audit 
proposed that standard quality control and presenter-evaluation tools 
be developed to identify whether key messages are understood and 
whether needed local information is provided.  


The audit found that limited resources for community education within 
the Department of Sustainability and the Environment have resulted in 
a lack of strategic needs analysis, program development and 
evaluation. The was also a lack of formal liaison and coordination with 
other fire agencies, the need to develop a co-ordinated approach to 
community education between DSE and the CFA was described as 
being of paramount importance, particularly for residents whose 
properties adjoin public land. 


The Victorian Auditor General also recommended that the CFA 
continue to work to identify common misconceptions and community 
information needs.  


Esplin identified the need for further research to identify the link 
between community education and action to reduce risks:  


‘It also remains unclear to the Inquiry what is the actual ‘trigger’ 
for households, neighbours or communities to move from 
‘awareness’ to a heightened level of involvement and active 
participation in community-wide fire prevention planning and 
suppression. Research on this would inform the further 
development and refinement [of[ information programs’. 


 (p 135) 


Esplin recommended that the CFA and MFESB:  


 Conduct an annual survey of households to test the level of 
awareness and acceptance of fire knowledge amongst 
Victorians; and 


 Regularly measure whether access to information leads to 
safe behaviours. 


 (p 133) 
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The Nairn inquiry received submissions promoting property protection 
products that included programs to improve bushfire awareness. The 
Committee was not in a position to evaluate these products or make 
recommendations about their use and they recommended that program 
D of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre undertake research to 
inform recommendations about the use of these products.  


DOES BELOW FIT HERE? 


The COAG natural disasters report discussed the need for decisions 
about mitigation measures to be informed by social investment 
considerations and an analysis of costs and benefits. The need for 
special provisions for communities that might be disadvantaged by a 
strict cost benefit approach such as remote or Indigenous communities 
was acknowledged. In response to the need for better data to inform 
assessments of costs and benefits and it was recommended that: 


… jurisdictions jointly and progressively develop processes and 
systems that capture costs for all areas of disaster management, 
so that the cost of natural disasters, government expenditures, 
and the costs and benefits of disaster mitigation are increasingly 
accurate and understood.  


(p 30) 


While not specifically referring to spending on mitigation the Nairn 
report commented that: 


…an indication of expenditure on a natural disaster on which 
management practices have some bearing, such as bushfire, 
could provide a rough and ready indicator of comparable levels of 
the adequacy of appropriate management practices across 
jurisdictions.  


(p 285)  


Policy development to inform the content of community education and 
engagement programs and municipal fire management planning 


Stay and defend or leave early 


In Victoria the CFA have promoted the message that people intending 
to evacuate should leave their homes by 10.00 am on days of high fire 
danger, whether or not there is a fire in the area. The need to revise this 
message was identified by the findings of the Victorian Auditor General 
that most people planning to evacuate in the event of a fire do not 
routinely evacuate by 10.00 on days of high fire danger. As an 
alternative the Auditor General suggested that:  


A more practical position may be that described by the 15 per 
cent of respondents who said that they plan to leave as soon as 
they are aware of fire in the area. …for households with good 
access to transport who live in areas with multiple escape routes, 
it probably presents a realistic and viable option. The meaning of 
“in the area” will vary from region to region. A community 
engagement framework like Community Fireguard is an ideal way 
for residents to define situations under which those who are not 
planning to stay should leave.  


(p 79) 
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The Esplin inquiry supported the Auditor General’s recommended that 
the advice in the ‘stay or go’ message be revised. Esplin also 
recommended that   


…the CFA further develops the information supporting the 
decision to stay or go, to incorporate a better understanding of 
both the likely consequences of leaving home at inappropriate 
times, and the conditions and emotional impacts likely to be 
experienced during the passage of the fire front. 


 (p 130) 


The McLeod Inquiry referred to a position paper developed by the 
Australasian Fire Authorities Council: ‘Community Safety and 
Evacuation during Bushfires’ that included the following points: 


 Fire authorities do not advocate large-scale evacuation of people 
from threatened areas.  


 Communities at risk from bushfires should be allowed and 
encouraged to take responsibility for their own safety.  


 A national framework should allow and encourage members of 
the community to take responsibility for their own safety and that 
of their property.  


 A decision to evacuate people should be made by the lead fire-
combat authority. 


 Time involved in dealing with residents who do not want to leave 
can seriously hamper the process of warning and evacuating 
other members of the community 


 People should be able to choose the option that best suits them 
whether sheltering in their own home, moving to a neighbour’s 
home, or relocating to a nearby point of refuge. 


McLeod recommended that: 


ACT Policing and the Emergency Services Bureau should 
develop as a matter of urgency—and before the start of the 
2003–04 bushfire season— a joint protocol covering their policy 
on community safety and evacuation during bushfires, having 
regard to the framework adopted by the Australasian Fire 
Authorities Council and the evacuation provisions in the Victorian 
Country Fire Authority Act. The protocol should be promulgated 
widely as part of future community education and information 
programs, and it should be incorporated in the training and 
operational procedures of both services, so that it is followed 
consistently during future bushfire events.  


(p 192) 


The Nairn and COAG bushfire reports both recommended the 
development of a national approach to the stay and defend or leave 
early message. Nairn recommended that  


the Australasian Fire Authorities Council’s suggested evacuation 
protocol be adopted by all of the Australian States and Territories. 


 (p 275) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry’s recommendation took into account 
Queensland’s response to the draft report of the Inquiry: 
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Queensland indicated that it found the debate about ‘stay or go’ 
unhelpful. It asserted that the critical concern is to have 
‘consistent approaches to creating, assessing and aiding an 
informed and prepared community, prior to bushfire’   


(p 167) 


The recommendation in the COAG bushfire inquiry therefore did not 
specifically include the adoption of the Australasian Fire Council’s 
Framework. The Inquiry recommended that: 


 the approach that gives residents the option of leaving 
when confronted by a major bushfire threat or making an 
informed decision to stay and defend their home or 
property be adopted as a common national policy 


 implementation of a ‘go early or stay and defend’ policy 
must be fully integrated, with effective community 
education programs to improve preparedness and support 
timely and informed decision making.  


Provision of training for fire, police and emergency services 
personnel in the application of the go early or stay and defend 
policy is essential if this approach is to be applied safely—with 
particular emphasis on minimising evacuations at the height 
of fire events. This should be supported by formal agreements 
between the relevant authorities. 


(p 171) 


Fire refuges 


The Victorian Auditor General’s report found that a significant 
percentage of respondents planned to go to a local fire refuge if they 
evacuated during a fire. The Auditor General identified the following 
issues with fire refuges in Victoria:  


…the Statewide position on fire refuges is unclear and 
inconsistent. Some municipalities have removed all signage and 
information from what were formerly fire refuges because of 
concerns about potential legal liability, a situation worsened by 
the lack of applicable standards. Where signage continues to 
advise the location of fire refuges, there is no guarantee that the 
location and access routes have been subject to a 
comprehensive risk assessment, no process for ensuring that the 
refuge will be open and defended by fire personnel in the event of 
a fire, and no guarantee that the refuge will be built or maintained 
to appropriate standards.  


(p 83) 


Because of these issues it was suggested that the use of fire refuges 
only be promoted in limited circumstances as part of a comprehensive 
municipal fire prevention plan. Policy development in regard to fire 
refuges was recommended.  
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The OESC, in consultation with the CFA, the DSE and local 
government, urgently progress work on a consistent Statewide 
position on fire refuges which incorporates a risk assessment 
process, standards for fire refuges and aligns with the policy 
position on evacuation.  


(p 84) 


As discussed in the Esplin report it is possible that respondents to the 
Auditor General’s survey were unclear about the difference between fire 
refuges and evacuation centres, raising the issue of unclear 
terminology. A review of the survey instrument and clarifications 
provided to respondents would be needed to identify the likely 
interpretation of the term ‘fire refuge’.  


 
 
 
 
 
 


 


Public awareness of natural hazard issues is arguably the least practised and most poorly 
funded mitigation measure in Australia. With very few exceptions, it is undertaken as a 
limited auxiliary activity to other disaster management initiatives, rather than as a sustained 
strategic measure to raise public consciousness and understanding of hazard risks, impacts 
and minimisation. 


Genuine efforts in public awareness are certainly made from time to time. However public 
awareness programmes are generally limited by the following deficiencies: 


 low levels of resources 


 lack of professional design and delivery 


 limited audiences being targeted 


 few programmes being subject to evaluation to assess success or otherwise, and 


 efforts being sporadic rather than sustained 
. COAG natural disasters  p 124-125 
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Clarify terminology 


The Esplin report identified that many members of the public do not 
clearly understand the language used in community education and 
communication. An example given was that a resident thought that a 
‘household safety plan’ was provided by the local council. The inquiry 
concluded that clarifying the terminology used in public education 
activities would enhance outcomes. Esplin recommended that:  


 (p 133) 


…the Co-ordinator-in-Chief of Emergency Management directs that all 
emergency management agencies review, by June 2004, terminology 
and language in current communication and public education material 
to ensure it is clear, easily understood and consistent, particularly with 
regard to fire.  


5 Community awareness and engagement 
during a fire threat 
This section discusses issues related to warning systems, the provision 
of information to communities and the utilisation of local knowledge 
provided by committees during a bushfire. Operational issues are 
generally not included unless they are concerned with improving 
communication with community members.  


Warning and informing the community  
A lack of accurate, consistent and timely information about the intensity, 
position and direction of fires, as well as the level of assistance that can 
be expected from fire agencies, can have extremely serious 
consequences. All of the reports discussed the importance of providing 
clear, consistent and timely information to communities when there is a 
fire. As stated by the Victorian Auditor General: 


The most detailed planning may be ineffective if residents do not 
have access to information to: 


 get the earliest possible warning of fire in their area; and 


 monitor the path and intensity of the fire. (p 79)  


As noted by McLeod information provided to the public can serve a 
variety of purposes: 


 provide an honest and realistic assessment of what has 
occurred and what more to expect 


 give the community the best possible indication of 
precautions they should be taking if there is the possibility 
that the threat will be ongoing and may escalate 


 inform the community of immediate relief activities 


 warn the community of post-disaster hazards 


 motivate a required public response to the emergency 


 provide direct assistance to those adversely affected 
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 assist with evacuation and other recovery procedures. (p 177) 


The importance of early information about likely threats from fires is 
reinforced by the Auditor General’s findings that people planning to 
leave if a fire approaches do not routinely evacuate their properties by 
10.00 am on days of high fire danger. Research has clearly shown the 
danger of late evacuations and accurate early warnings are essential 
for informing local risk assessments so that residents can implement 
preparedness measures whether they are planning to evacuate or to 
stay and defend their properties.  


There can be a range of reasons why warning systems can be 
ineffective, as summarised in the COAG natural disasters report:  


.…Post-hazard analysis of the performance of warning systems 
often shows substantial failure of various factors, including the 
performance of the technological components to detect and 
predict the hazard, the systems for disseminating information to 
affected areas, and the effectiveness of the response of the 
communities and agencies in those areas. This serves to 
underscore the reality that effective warning systems rely on the 
close cooperation and coordination of a range of agencies, 
organisations and the community throughout all stages of 
development. (p 124) 


Local Warning Systems  


The survey undertaken as part of the audit of fire prevention and 
preparedness measures in Victoria found that the way that people find 
out about a fire varies. In one rural area (Gippsland) 47% of survey 
respondents anticipated that seeing or smelling smoke at a distance 
would be their first warning of a fire. 


In contrast, 47% of respondents in the other area surveyed 
(Dandenongs) believed that a fire siren would be the first sign that there 
was a fire. This latter finding may be related to a highly publicised trial 
of fire-alert sirens held in a local area a few years earlier. The 
evaluation of this trial was inconclusive about the effectiveness of the 
siren as an alert system for residents.  


The three ways of finding out about a fire considered reliable by the 
CFA; radio announcements, warnings from neighbours or friends, or 
listening to a scanner or 2-way radio were not considered by the 
majority of survey respondents as likely ways that they would find out 
about a fire.  


Fire sirens are not advocated by the CFA for the following reasons: 


 they are used for other purposes – such as calling out CFA 
personnel after a road crash, 


 they provide no information about the scale, location or direction 
of a fire 


 they may not be audible in all areas in all weather conditions.  


A component of some (all?) community engagement programs is the 
development of effective fire information networks which can act as 
both local early warning systems and as mechanisms for staying 
informed during a fire. For example the Community Fire Guard program 
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recommends that group members establish telephone trees with one 
member monitoring emergency service transmissions then ringing 
prearranged contacts who in turn call other people in the group. The 
Esplin inquiry found that many Community Fire Guard groups played an 
active role in disseminating information to the community during the 
2003 fires. Telephone trees were activated and properties were 
checked where residents were absent or had additional needs because 
of age, disability, illness or lack of transport.  


The need for further research into the effectiveness of local warning 
systems was identified in the COAG natural disasters report:  


…a better understanding of management of warnings and 
community engagement is required, particularly in relation to the 
development of local area warning delivery methods. Research 
and guidance on these issues needs to be disseminated to all 
relevant authorities engaged in the provision of warning systems.  


(p 124) 


Standard Emergency Warning Signal 


The Standard Emergency Warning Signal (SEWS) is a national signal 
designed to alert the public via radio, television and public address 
systems that an official announcement about an emergency that has 
the potential to harm them is about to be made.  


The Esplin inquiry found that during the 2003 fires the SEWS was used 
only twice. On some occasions when Victoria Police asked that the 
SEWS be played during emergencies media stations have not been 
able to locate their copy of the signal. McLeod found that there had 
been a delay in the use of the SEWS signal in the ACT because a fax 
sent from the Emergency Services Bureau was not received by ABC 
radio in Canberra for 45 minutes.  


The following observation from the Esplin inquiry was consistent with 
messages in the McLeod report.  


The accompanying instructions to SEWS need to be dated and a 
more contemporary message needs to be developed. Protocols 
for use need to be modernised and be more inclusive of those in 
the community with additional needs (eg hearing impaired, 
cultural and linguistic diversity). Further, an awareness program 
for the media needs to be re-established. Consideration should 
also be given to occasionally playing the signal as part of 
exercises to build understanding and awareness of its purpose in 
the broader community. 


(p 136)  


Several of the reports identified the increase in television and radio 
broadcasting networks providing centralised content as a key issue 
making the dissemination of local warnings more difficult. This 
increased reliance on other warning strategies that may not be as 
effective, particularly when warnings needed to cover large or remote 
areas.  
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The COAG natural disasters report stated that:  


Disaster management authorities regard the lack of legislative 
requirements for broadcasters to disseminate natural disaster 
warnings to the public via radio and television as an increasingly 
critical issue, requiring urgent attention. Dependence on uncertain 
degrees of cooperation by broadcasters to provide warnings of 
impending disaster to the public is poor risk management when 
lives and property are seriously threatened. 


(p 124) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry discussed the importance of further 
research into warning systems: 


The Inquiry notes the Communicating Risk to Communities and 
Others project of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre. It 
considers this project should be afforded the highest possible 
priority. The Natural Disasters in Australia report to the Council of 
Australian Governments considered the question of a national 
warning system and made a number of recommendations in that 
regard.  These included: 


 obligations to media to broadcast warnings 


 development of best-practice guidelines for local area 
warnings 


 that warning systems be regularly reviewed. 


In addition to those recommendations, and while not limiting any 
future deliberations, the Inquiry considers that such a warning 
system should include the following: 


 a consistent warning signal at the beginning of the advice 
when lives are at risk or there is a major threat to property 


 the location, size and intensity of the bushfire threat 


 the expected movement of the fire front ----and identification 
of threatened communities or properties 


 advice on appropriate action by residents or community 
members under threat.  


(p 151–152) 
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Staying informed once aware of a fire threat  
The Victorian audit of fire prevention and preparedness researched how 
people stay informed during a fire and found evidence of confusion 
about how to access reliable sources of information. 73% of 
respondents in Gippsland and 49% of respondents in the Dandenongs 
agreed with the incorrect statement that “…if a bushfire occurs, ring the 
fire brigade to find out where it is in relation to your house”. If people did 
use this method of getting information during a fire there is a danger 
that they would block telephone lines preventing emergency calls from 
getting through to the brigade.  


The fieldwork for the audit took place between May 2002 and January 
2003. In light of the following findings from the Esplin report about how 
communities were informed during the 2002-2003 fires it would be 
interesting to know whether the survey was administered prior to 
outbreaks of fire in the areas covered by the survey and whether the 
experience of being informed during the fires would have changed 
responses to the survey.  


The Esplin inquiry reported that: 


“In general the efforts of the Department of Sustainability and the 
Country Fire Authority to keep the community informed of the 
2002-2003 summer fires established a new standard in 
emergency response in Victoria”  


(p 212).  


Communities in Victoria were kept informed about the progress of the 
fires and about how to prepare for the passage of fire. A number of 
methods were used to communicate with the community; community 
meetings, community telephone trees, call centres, ABC radio and 
other media outlets. The resulting heightened level of preparedness 
was attributed as resulting in a lower level of losses than might 
otherwise have been expected.  


This finding is supported by the preliminary results of a CFA 
commissioned survey reported by the Esplin inquiry that was 
undertaken in fire affected communities in 2003. Compared with 75.6% 
of residents who considered that they had been ‘well prepared’, or ‘very 
well prepared’ at the start of summer 96.3% of respondents felt that 
they were either ‘well prepared’ or ‘very well prepared’ when the fire 
became a threat to their property.  


The provision of timely and accurate information to threatened 
communities during the fires was enhanced by establishing Community 
Information Units within Incident Management Teams. Communities 
were briefed by senior members of Incident Management Teams 
providing opportunities for community members to directly ask specific 
questions.  


Internet websites were found to be effective ways of keeping the 
broader community informed during the fires and scope to further 
develop internet based services was identified.  


Submissions to the Esplin inquiry identified the following areas where 
improvements can be made:  
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 providing more information about the location of the fire and fire 
agency plans 


 addressing the additional information needs of community 
members willing to be partners in responding to emergencies but 
without access to current communication strategies and networks 


 improving the equity and accessibility of information provision, 
particularly for people who have hearing impairments or who do 
not speak English well 


 accommodating situations where there is a rapidly escalating 
incident or when there is a long lead time between a fire threat 
and the arrival of the fire front  


 addressing difficulties associated with keeping all potentially 
threatened communities informed, particularly when 


o there is potential for the fire situation to change rapidly 


o access to remote communities is difficult 


o radio and television reception is poor or doesn’t exist 


o properties are dispersed 


Esplin also identified the need for providing locally accurate and 
relevant information in a way that takes account of the heightened 
stress levels (and possibly exhaustion if the fire threat has existed for 
an extended period) of communities under threat from bushfires.  


The heightened fear of impending impact, whether real or 
perceived, will increase the level of stress in and on a community. 
Effective communication should therefore use local knowledge 
and key landscape reference points to give specific information 
and advice. These reference points may be access roads and 
tracks; they may be local fire and wind behaviour, patterns and 
effects. Accurately defining the location and behaviour of a fire 
reduces angst within the community. Accurately defining the 
location and behaviour of a fire also allows householders who are 
considering evacuation to make informed decisions.  


(p 214) 


The McLeod inquiry found that although Canberra residents were 
generally aware of the ACT bushfires, and in some cases were aware 
of road closures and heightened activity of emergency vehicles, they 
did not perceive that urban areas were at risk because of the lack of 
specific warnings. ABC radio was the only medium providing 
emergency warnings and residents were generally unaware that the 
ABC was the major provider of information in an emergency. There was 
also a lack of general understanding about the Standard Emergency 
Warning Signal.  


The lack of early warnings to the community about the impending threat 
was the subject of the strongest and most frequent criticisms received 
in submissions to the McLeod inquiry from the public, the following 
issues were raised in submissions:  


 residents were unaware that ABC radio would be the main 
information provider during an emergency, 
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 residents were not advised via television, newspapers or other 
radio stations to tune to ABC radio, 


 residents were unaware of the role of the Standard Emergency 
Warning Signal, 


 information provided through hotline numbers was hours old, 


 inaccurate information was provided about road closures, 


 there was a lack of public information about the position or 
direction of fires and  


 rural residents reported not having been informed about fires 
entering their properties, 


 some advice was confusing, for example people were told to fill 
their baths – but didn’t know why 


 advice or directions about whether to evacuate were 
uncoordinated and inconsistent, people reported being advised 
by radio to return and defend their properties while houses were 
burning while others were ordered to evacuate although they had 
just extinguished fires burning around their homes. 


As a result of the lack of information about the location and direction of 
the fire and inaccurate information about road closures some people 
evacuated relatively safe areas in conditions of poor visibility and traffic 
congestion with no idea of where to go or whether they were driving 
towards or away from danger. Inconsistent information about whether to 
evacuate created disagreements between Police directing people to 
evacuate and in some cases using the threat of arrest to force 
evacuations, and residents who wanted to defend their homes.  


The Esplin inquiry in Victoria reported that in a few isolated incidents 
police apparently acting on their own initiative encouraged some 
residents to evacuate without being advised to do so by the incident 
controller. This created concern and confusion amongst residents and 
in one case was contrary to a household fire safety plan that had been 
endorsed by the CFA prior to the fire.  


The McLeod inquiry identified the need for effective media management 
in the event of a major disaster stating that: 


Despite the injection of additional personnel, the coordination and 
management of these disparate resources left a lot to be desired 
until an experienced media consultant was engaged to take over 
the management of media relations generally. As a result, from 
the afternoon of 20 January, the situation began to improve 
substantially. 


(p 183) 


The Nairn, McLeod and Esplin inquiries identified issues with the 
information provided to residents about the level of assistance available 
to help them fight approaching fires.  


The Nairn inquiry documented comments from three residents of a 
forestry settlement west of Canberra where the fire destroyed 16 of the 
22 residences. The settlement had been used as a base for helicopters 
engaged in firefighting. Residents stated that they had been reassured 
by firefighters that they would be protected however when the fire 
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arrived the residents received no assistance and had insufficient water 
to defend their properties as their private water supplies had been used 
up by the firefighters. The residents described their sense of 
abandonment at being left to fend for themselves with insufficient 
resources to defend their properties.  


The Nairn inquiry commented on the importance of planning for 
communications during a fire and found that: 


…the lack of communication plans or at least the lack of 
awareness of such plans, needs to be addressed. 


…unless the basic framework is developed well ahead of an 
incident, time will be lost or a communications plan will not be 
promulgated to the people involved at the various levels of the 
suppression effort. The consultant found that with some 
jurisdictions not providing input to the inquiry it was difficult to 
determine the extent of the communication planning problems. 
There was sufficient evidence to say that at some incidents, 
communication planning was far from satisfactory.  


(p 170) 


A range of potential options for improving communication with the 
community in the ACT were identified in a debriefing exercise 
conducted by the Emergency Services Bureau with media personnel:  


 better access for journalists to the fire front and use of a 
‘pool system’ for television footage 


 better marketing of sources of public information—for 
example, the Canberra Connect website 


 using radio for information dissemination as well as purely 
for news 


 an increased public information profile in ESB 


 raising the level of awareness of and providing training for 
media personnel in connection with bushfire and other fire 
and emergency-related issues, including the Standard 
Emergency Warning Signal 


 using ‘crawlers’ on all television stations to alert people to 
listen to their radios in the event of an emergency 


 during an emergency, having a different ESB liaison 
officer dedicated to each arm of the media—radio, 
television and the print press 


 having a number of spokespersons —not necessarily ESB 
personnel —available to address the media when 
incidents occur 


 providing media awareness training for firefighters in the 
field 


 using email as the preferred way of disseminating press 
releases, information, and so on. 


Improving warnings and information dissemination during a fire 
Recommendations in the COAG natural disasters report identified state 
and territory governments as responsible for ensuring that there are 
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appropriate warning systems while local governments were responsible 
for ensuring the provision of appropriate local disaster warnings.  


The COAG bushfire inquiry discussed 


“the provision of timely and comprehensive operational 
information to the public as a key responsibility of all incident 
management teams. This information should cover the status of 
the fire in question, the response measures being taken, a 
realistic assessment of areas potentially at risk, and preparations 
that members of the public can make. …Although the operational 
pressures in such situations are extreme, provision of information 
to enable the public to make informed decisions is essential for 
the protection of life and property. This is another part of the 
philosophy of shared responsibility…” 


(p 134-5) 


The COAG bushfire report recommended that: 


… a central function of the AIIMS Incident Control System be the 
flow of adequate and appropriate information to threatened 
communities, government, police and other emergency services 
authorities. The incident controller should have overall 
responsibility for this.  


(p 149)  


In Victoria the Auditor General, in recognition of the increasing media 
liaison role of regional CFA community education coordinators during 
fires, identified the need to formalise this role and to provide appropriate 
training and resources. The Auditor General recommended that: 


The CFA formally define the role of community education staff in 
managing information flows and content, including any media 
liaison roles that may be involved  


(p 82) 


The Esplin inquiry also identified the need for close links between those 
planning operational responses and the fire agency personnel and 
Local Government officers tasked with keeping communities up to date 
recommending that:   


…in relation to the provision of information to communities 
affected by fires and other emergencies, DSE and CFA ensure 
that: 


 Incident Management Teams understand that one of their 
primary responsibilities, in cooperation with the Municipal 
Emergency Response Co-ordinator, is to keep the 
community informed as to where the fire is and its likely 
path, what is being done to combat the fire and any 
preparations the community should undertake; 


 Community Information Units are effectively integrated 
into the Incident Management Teams; and 


 They continue to develop a joint Internet-based 
communications tool to provide information and advice to 
both affected and broader communities during fires. 


 (p 213) 
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In light of the lessons learnt in the ACT McLeod recommended that: 


The Media Sub-Plan of the ACT Emergency Plan should be 
reviewed to include a greater focus on the provision of community 
information.  


The Community Information Sub-Plan of the ACT Emergency 
Plan should be reviewed to reflect needs broader than just media 
arrangements. 


The role Canberra Connect has demonstrated it can play should 
be included as a part of a revised Media Sub-Plan of the ACT 
Emergency Plan.  


There should be greater coordination of the content of whole-of-
government media releases and messages. 


(p 186 - 187) 


Nairn recommended that: 


…the state and territory bushfire agencies ensure that, on a 
district basis, communications are addressed within the district 
operations plans and that the plans are capable of easy adoption 
to incident action plans.  


(p 69) 


Communicating relevant operational information 


Providing threatened communities with relevant operational information 
enables community members to make informed decisions. Operational 
information identified by the Esplin report as being important for 
communities concerned the transfer of control between incident control 
centres, the determination of ‘no go zones’, (areas where fire fighters 
will not be deployed), the level of assistance that can be expected from 
fire agencies, and the consistency of information provided when fires 
cross state borders. Esplin made the following recommendations to 
improve the communication of operational information during a fire. 


That Interstate Agreements prepared by the fire agencies be 
reviewed to include protocols for the joint release of consistent 
and appropriate information relating to fires burning across State 
borders.  


(p 215) 


That DSE and CFA ensure that: 


 a clear process is established for determining whether a 
specific location is, or is no longer, a ‘no go zone’ or an 
area into which it is too dangerous to deploy resources, 
and that affected communities are advised as soon as 
possible of the determination, the reasons for such 
determination and what actions they should take as a 
result;  


(p 197) 


That when Incident Management Teams implement significant 
changes to objectives and strategies, these are effectively 
communicated to firefighters, fire ground supervisors and affected 
communities, and are incorporated into the broader 
organisational planning.  
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(p 194) 


That DSE and CFA develop an agreed process for the effective 
transfer of control from one Incident Control Centre to another, 
including processes for communicating this change to fire ground 
supervisors and local communities.  


(p 188) 


Improving local warning systems 


The COAG natural disasters report recommended that:  


the proposed National Emergency Management HLG facilitate 
the preparation of guidelines for best practice in the development 
of local area emergency warning systems to include 
management, community engagement and technical issues.  


that post-disaster assessments by relevant agencies routinely 
review the effectiveness of warning systems, including the degree 
to which the warnings resulted in intended changes in behaviour, 
the appropriateness  of information provided, the effectiveness of 
warning delivery methods, and the cost benefit and cost efficiency 
of the warning system.  


(p 32) 


McLeod recommended that:  


Well-defined, well-practised processes should be developed to 
support the delivery of information to the public. This includes 
improving the alert mechanisms for residents prior to an emerging 
danger period.  


(p 186) 


Improving the Standard Emergency Warning Signal 


Several reports made recommendations about improving the 
usefulness of the SEWS.  


The COAG natural disasters inquiry recommended that:  


… the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and 
the Arts introduce legislative obligations on all broadcasters – 
commercial, public and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation – 
to broadcast natural disaster warnings to the public via radio and 
television, as and when requested by authorised disaster 
management agencies and Bureau of Meteorology personnel. 


 (p 31) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry supported the above recommendation and 
added recommendations that: 


 …all fire ban advice and subsequent ‘bushfire threat 
warnings’ related to specific fires be conveyed consistently in 
all states and territories, including the use of the Standard 
Emergency Warning Signal when lives or property are 
threatened 


 …the final structure of the warnings be based on the findings 
of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre’s project 
Communicating Risk to Communities and Others. 
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 (p 152) 


The Esplin inquiry also endorsed the recommendations on warning 
systems in the COAG natural disasters report and added the following 
recommendations: 


That the Co-ordinator-in-Chief of Emergency Management directs 
the Media sub-committee of the State Emergency Response 
Committee to review the use of the Standard Emergency Warning 
Signal and its accompanying message.  


(p 137)  


That Victoria include an agenda item for both the National 
Emergency Management Committee and the National Meeting of 
Emergency Services Ministers recommending that the Australian 
Communications Authority review both the Commercial Radio 
Codes of Practice and Guidelines, and Community Broadcasting 
Codes of Practice, to ensure they provide necessary guidance 
and obligations on radio stations during emergencies and in 
relation to emergency warnings. 


 (p 137) 


Improving infrastructure 


The Nairn inquiry identified problems with telephone power back-up 
systems for both mobile and landlines. Telephone companies have 
replaced emergency generators with 8 hour back-up battery systems 
that are inadequate in major emergencies when power may not be re-
connected within 8 hours. This has implications for both fire agencies, 
and for communities relying on telephone trees as an early warning 
system. To address this problem the Nairn inquiry recommended that 
the Commonwealth investigate, and where necessary, require the 
urgent enhancement of provisions for power and telecommunications 
systems to restore essential services in fire affected areas.  


McLeod identified the need to improve the infrastructure to support 
effective communication recommending that:  


Back-up power should be available for the Canberra Connect 
call centre  


Media communications systems and facilities at ESB 
headquarters should be improved. 


(p 186) 


Improving media management and arrangements 


The COAG bushfire inquiry recommended that: 


…each state and territory formalise non-exclusive agreements 
with the Australian Broadcasting Commission as the official 
emergency broadcaster, providing an assured standing 
arrangement. Similar protocols with commercial networks and 
local media should also be established. 


 (p 136) 
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Esplin acknowledged the importance of the role of ABC radio in 
disseminating information and recommended that: 


…consideration be given to formalising Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation Local Radio as the official emergency radio station 
for Victoria, given it is the only radio station that can cover the 
whole of the State. 


 (p 214) 


In response to radio reception ‘black spots’ in some remote areas 
Esplin also recommended that:  


… opportunities be explored to use community radio to 
complement other methods of communication with isolated 
communities. 


 (p 215) 


McLeod focussed on improving media management recommending 
that: 


Before each bushfire season familiarisation briefing sessions 
should be held for the media. 


ESB should have the capacity to engage an experienced media 
director to be available in an emergency, to coordinate the 
provision of information to the media and for general public 
information purposes. 


( p 187) 


Clarifying the role of police in evacuations during bushfires 


Esplin identified the need for refresher training for police members and 
recommended that: 


That Victoria Police ensure all police members understand the 
Victorian legislation in relation to evacuation, and that any 
decision to recommend evacuation remains with the Incident 
Controller.  


(p 181) 


In the ACT McLeod identified an urgent need for evacuation policy 
development, protocols between agencies, community education and 
training for police and emergency service personnel. 


ACT Policing and the Emergency Services Bureau should 
develop as a matter of urgency—and before the start of the 
2003–04 bushfire season— a joint protocol covering their policy 
on community safety and evacuation during bushfires, having 
regard to the framework adopted by the Australasian Fire 
Authorities Council and the evacuation provisions in the Victorian 
Country Fire Authority Act. The protocol should be promulgated 
widely as part of future community education and information 
programs, and it should be incorporated in the training and 
operational procedures of both services, so that it is followed 
consistently during future bushfire events.  
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(p 192) 


 


 


 
 
 
 
 
 


Using local information from the community during a fire 
A common finding of inquires into the 2003 bushfires was that local 
landowners and volunteer firefighters were frustrated that fire agencies 
had not utilised local information or expertise during the fire. 


The foreward to the Nairn report stated that one of the consistent 
messages heard during the inquiry was that: “local knowledge and 
experience is being ignored by an increasing top heavy bureaucracy”  


Evidence was presented to the Nairn report that information from local 
landowners as well as the views of experienced local firefighters was 
ignored and the committee concluded that in some cases this led to 
fires causing avoidable and sometimes serious damage. Nairn made 
recommendations that relate to operational matters, such as the 
deployment of local firefighters with incident strike teams, the staffing of 
incident control centres and the chain of command of fire agencies 
however this paper is more concerned with findings and 
recommendations about utilising information from local communities.  


There were many submissions to the Nairn Inquiry illustrating the 
frustration experienced by local landowners when the information they 
provided which was often specific to the local conditions, such as 
experience of previous fires, knowledge of terrain and access, local 
wind conditions and reports of local fires, was either not believed or not 
acted on. The failure to act on local information was viewed as a cost 
associated with centralised and remote incident management centres.  


Nairn recommended that:  


…the Commonwealth, through the Council of Australian 
Governments and the Australasian Fire Authorities Council, 
initiate an overhaul of the incident management systems used by 
bush fire agencies in Australia to better incorporate local 
knowledge and expertise and better understanding of the needs 
and circumstances of local rural communities in the management 
of major fire events. 


The Committee also recommends that this overhaul should aim 
to: 


 refine the system to facilitate setting up simple command and 
control structures, closer to the fire ground, in tune with the 
ever changing local fire ground conditions and needs of local 
communities; 


Lessons learnt from a case study: Deddick Valley and Tubbut, Victoria 


The principle of recognising the value of local knowledge and the need to 
communicate effectively with communities should be addressed in the agreements 
that are developed with interstate agencies. The process for development, 
implementation and communication of strategy applied to fires burning across state 
borders must be documented in these agreements. 


Esplin p 159 
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 include training of incident management personnel on how to 
engage and involve local people in planning and management 
of fires. 


 establish national models for community fire planning and 
provide for the integration of community fire plans into incident 
management; and 


 include national reporting of the success of incident 
management of fires as a means of auditing the cost 
effectiveness or incident operations.  


(p 169) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry discussed the need to make ‘best use’ of 
local knowledge and while acknowledging the significant benefits of 
centralised control systems, strongly endorsed the need for 
improvements that were identified in the Australasian Fire Authorities 
Council’s review of the AIIMS Incident Control System that: include a 
role for a ‘safety adviser’ and discuss the requirements to take account 
of community needs and the integration of ‘local knowledge’. (p 147) 


While supporting improvements in the use of local knowledge the 
COAG bushfire inquiry also made the following observation: 


An important observation needs to be made in connection with 
local knowledge. Although the inclusion of such knowledge in the 
Incident Control System for bushfire operations is critical, 
managing large fires is complex and demanding and has 
consistently been underestimated by many involved. People with 
vital local knowledge might not always be best placed or have the 
required competencies to manage large incidents. This can lead 
to local firefighters feeling they have been excluded from decision 
making or have been ‘taken over’ by fire managers brought in 
from elsewhere. This need not be the case if tact and awareness 
are displayed.  


(p 151) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry found that: 


Failure to acknowledge and use local knowledge erodes the 
credibility of fire agencies and the AIIMS Incident Control System, 
ultimately reducing the effectiveness of the national bushfire-
response effort.  


(p 150) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry differentiated between knowledge about the 
local environment and knowledge of previous fire events suggesting 
that while there may be many sources of information about the local 
environment that local knowledge of fire behaviour should be generally 
be provided by either a local firefighter or landowner.  


In response to these findings the COAG bushfire inquiry recommended 
that: 


the AIIMS Incident Control System be adjusted so that it adequately 
allows for the identification and integration of local knowledge during 
firefighting operations 


 (p 148) 
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The inquiry into the fires in Victoria also identified the need to make 
better use of local knowledge during a fire. Much of the discussion 
about using local knowledge related to the local expertise of firefighting 
personnel however the need to make better use of information provided 
by members of the community was also identified. Esplin identified the 
limited understanding that local people may have of broader issues 
impacting on firefighting responses as a key factor influencing the 
willingness of Incident Management teams to utilise local knowledge. 
The report points out that Incident Management Teams may have valid 
reasons for not implementing strategies suggested by local firefighters 
and identifies the problem as a communication issue that can be 
overcome. In some instances however local knowledge could and 
should have been used more effectively. 


The Esplin inquiry recommended that: 


DSE and CFA review methods of gathering and processing fire 
information to ensure all methods are pursued to greatest effect.  


(p 196) 


The Interim Report addressing urgent matters included 
recommendations that: 


…in preparation for the coming fire season, the CFA modifies its 
operational procedures to ensure that local knowledge is flexibly and 
appropriately incorporated into tactical and strategic fire management  


…the DSE reviews procedures to ensure that all Incident Controllers 
and Incident Management Teams have full access to those 
Departmental, Parks Victoria or appropriately experienced and 
qualified community members who can provide local knowledge and 
expertise in the development of fire suppression strategies and that 
advice from the fire ground is incorporated into decision making. 


(p 264) 


Planning to support the effective use of local information during a 
fire 


Local planning can support the use of local knowledge during a fire by 
collating information that is not available from other sources, and by 
identifying local people who are best placed to provide or coordinate 
useful information that can inform responses during a fire.  


As discussed in the earlier section on fire management planning 
preplanning can provide information about agreed priorities of 
community assets as well as specific information about terrain, fire 
access, water sources and the availability of local equipment.  


The value of local planning is reflected in the following quotations:  


Local knowledge should be collected on an ongoing, long-term basis 
and be included in fire management and response plans, with 
individuals being identified as suitable sources of local knowledge 
well before a fire event occurs. 


 (COAG p 150) 
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A local community fire plan is a bottom up approach to fire 
management, which involves local rural communities in planning how 
best to deal with local and bigger fire scenarios. A local fire plan can 
also put in place some basic principles of operation, which can be 
documented for incident management system teams to use, and to 
establish who are the leaders in the local community, and how best to 
make use of all people in a local community. These community fire 
plans can be integrated into broader risk management plans. When 
this level of local planning is incorporated into a regional risk 
management, they provide a useful level of detail, which can bear 
fruit in a fire incident, whatever its size. They also provide the link 
between local knowledge and its use in the development of 
appropriate fire strategies in major fire incidents. 


(Nairn, p 164) 


Strategy developed in isolation from the community and without input 
from any key stakeholder is likely to be compromised. The likely 
strategic response to a fire must be established between the 
agencies and the community before the fire starts. Strategies should 
be based on an agreed understanding of the values placed on private 
and community assets and how they will be protected during fire 
suppression activity. This is best achieved through an holistic 
planning process that identifies those values well before the fire 
starts.  


(Esplin, p 148) 


 


 


 


 


 


 


When we did actually see spot fires in the area and reported them, it took up to seven hours for 
them to respond to what we had seen. They told us that we were not seeing spot fires at all, that 
the planes had not seen it in the morning. The reality was that we were watching them burning 
probably about one kilometre away from us. This happened a couple of times. The last time it 
happened I actually lost my cool with them and told them that they were breaching their duty of 
care and if they did not do something we would sue them if the fire came through these two areas. 
That is when they decided we had a fire in the area. 


Elizabeth Benton, Transcript of Evidence, 29 July 2003, p. 50 cited in the Nairn Report p 148 
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6 Community involvement during recovery 
from a major bushfire 


This section discusses the lessons learnt and related recommendations 
about improving recovery processes made by the inquires into the fires 
in Victoria and the ACT. The recommendations made by the Esplin and 
McLeod reports mostly related to improvements that could be made at 
State or Territory and local government levels. The national approach 
for improving recovery from major natural disasters, including the role of 
the Commonwealth Government, as proposed in the COAG natural 
disasters report is then outlined. Finally the findings and 
recommendations of the COAG bushfire inquiry, which support and 
build on the recommendations COAG natural disasters report, are 
discussed.  


The Victorian Auditor General’s audit did not cover recovery and the 
Nairn Inquiry did not consider recovery issues, except in the context of 
a discussion on insurance. One issue that Nairn did raise, that wasn’t 
covered in the other reports was the potential for profiteering by 
builders; an example was given where quotes for the cost of replacing a 
40 square dwelling varied by over $200,000.  


Insurance is an important element in recovery from bushfires and is 
discussed in some of the reports in this context; others discussed 
insurance as a risk mitigation measure. In this paper insurance has 
been discussed in the context of prevention and preparedness and has 
not been included in this section. Planning for recovery is related to 
both the preparedness and recovery phases of disaster management; 
in this paper planning for recovery is discussed in the context of the 
discussion about recovery. The need to make these choices illustrates 
the point discussed earlier in the section on national frameworks that 
however conceptualised (5R or PPRR) the phases or stages of bushfire 
management are inter-related rather than being discrete phases.  


Lessons learnt in Victoria – assisting many communities  
The impact of bushfires in Victoria differed from the ACT, although 
there were fewer properties damaged and fewer lives lost, the fires 
burnt for a much longer time period, covered a larger area, crossed 
several municipalities and affected many smaller communities. 


The Inquiry into the Victorian bushfires identified many lessons learnt 
about improving recovery planning and practices.  


 The swift communication processes established by local 
governments for communities, including those in remote areas, 
provided up to date information and advice and assisted in 
recovery. 


 Recovery centres established by local governments often 
provided a ‘one-stop-shop’ for assistance and were seen as 
providing valuable assistance.  


 The establishment and maintenance of a register of trained 
volunteers available to assist the community by local 
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governments assisted local governments to undertake the 
multitude of additional administrative and support tasks generated 
during a major fire. 


 Rapid contact with farmers whose stock had been affected by the 
Department of Primary Industries and the prompt and sensitive 
actions of Agricultural Recovery Officers led by senior veterinary 
officers in providing remedial advice, helping to identify stock 
suitable for sale to abattoirs and assisting with stock disposal was 
appreciated by farmers. In some areas where farmers did not 
have contact with this service (some farmers didn’t seem to know 
about the range of services available) they acted on uninformed 
advice which was later regretted. 


 The immediate commencement of land rehabilitation on public 
land and water catchment areas reduced further environmental 
and economic damage by ensuring roads were opened as soon 
as possible, stabilising land, protecting catchments to ensure 
water quality and revegetating where needed.  


 Reopening and repairing roads (by both local governments and 
VicRoads) as soon as possible, without compromising safety, 
provides a critical foundation for effective recovery. 


The Esplin inquiry found that some unemployed people, who may have 
become unemployed because of the impact of the fires on local 
industries were financially penalised because income support was only 
paid from the date of registration and people had to register in person. 
Some people in fire affected communities could not access Centrelink 
offices because they were engaged in fire fighting activities, and/or 
because of road closures.  


In addition to direct loses suffered in the bushfires the incomes of many 
rural households were affected, either because people were engaged 
as volunteers in responding to the fires, in firefighting or community 
support roles, or because industries (particularly tourism related 
businesses) experienced a downturn. Financial counsellors were in 
high demand and many people needed assistance that was either not 
available or for which they were not eligible. The need for funding to be 
available for community development officers within local governments 
for as long as demonstrable community need exists was discussed.  


Esplin noted that the relationship between those seeking support and 
those providing it was fragile and easily disturbed. Many people 
requiring support did not initially recognise their own needs and some 
were reluctant to ask for help or seek support from a local person 
because of privacy concerns. 


Esplin reported that the value of Ministerial Taskforces in the recovery 
process has been clearly established but that the practice of 
establishing Ministerial Taskforces on a case by case basis wastes 
valuable time as terms of reference and administrative processes are 
established. Similarly, the time taken to establish recovery programs 
and entitlements, and to train those people responsible for delivering 
them, reduced the timeliness of some recovery efforts causing 
frustration within communities.   


The role of community members, at statewide and/or local levels, in 
directing and prioritising recovery activities was not discussed in the 
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Esplin report however the report stated that “The Taskforce 
successfully linked Government and the community.” (p 219)  


The report describes response and recovery as “two sides of the one 
coin”, parallel processes that should be integrated with recovery 
commencing at the same time as responses to the fire commence. 
Effective planning is essential for enabling recovery services to respond 
to community needs as soon as possible after the passage of a fire.  


Including agencies involved in recovery in emergency briefings prior to 
the event was identified as an effective strategy for ensuing speedier 
recovery efforts after the fire had passed. Close physical proximity of 
personnel involved in recovery with those directing responses were 
considered essential for the accurate and timely flow of information.  


While additional infrastructure was provided to support responses to the 
fire the need to plan for additional infrastructure, such as additional 
telecommunications capacity, to support recovery was sometimes not 
appreciated. Esplin found that local governments, utility providers and 
the Department of Human Services need to ensure that there is 
adequate contingency planning for a surge in demand during recovery.  


Planning needs to ensure that relief and recovery efforts are 
predictable, equitable and consistent, this involves: 


 Having well-publicised guidelines in place prior to an emergency 


 Equitable Government financial assistance schemes so that 
people with similar needs receive similar assistance and that the 
reasons for differences in assistance are obvious and broadly 
acceptable. 


Two particular areas of policy needing clarification to assist in recovery 
were considered urgent and were addressed in recommendations 
made in the interim report to the Victorian Government. These were 
concerned with the replacement of fencing on private land, or on the 
boundary between public and private land and the rehabilitation or 
replacement of private assets damaged during authorised fire 
suppression activity.  


The lack of a coordinated approach and sharing of information between 
the many agencies that people were in contact with during recovery 
often resulted in people having difficulty finding the service they 
needed, having to tell their stories many times over and having to 
complete lots of repetitive paperwork. This lack of coordination caused 
frustration (and although not mentioned in the report may actually have 
re-traumatised some people who had suffered extreme losses) and 
increased the likelihood that people did not access the range of 
services they needed, or were eligible for.  


Recommendations for improving recovery processes were that:  


 Municipal Emergency Resource Officers develop registers of 
volunteers who are available to provide assistance and support, 


 the Department of Primary Industries actively and widely promote 
the agricultural recovery services available to farmers, 


 VicRoads and local governments review their processes to 
ensure that roads are opened as soon as possible following an 
emergency, 
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 the Victorian Government recommend to the Commonwealth 
Government that Centrelink eligibility criteria and registration 
processes be reviewed to improve access to income support 
when access is impeded by an emergency, 


 Government funding for Community Development Officers 
involved in community support and rebuilding incorporates 
flexible resources to enable the purchase of services from a 
range of providers to ensure choice for those needing support, 


 the Emergency Management Act 1986 be amended to include a 
provision that, on the recommendation of the Minister for Police 
and Emergency Services as Coordinator in Chief of Emergency 
management, or of another Minister, the Premier establish a 
Ministerial Taskforce to oversee recovery in situations of extreme 
natural disaster or other emergency events,  


 recovery is recognised as commencing at the same time as 
response and recovery planning and delivery is an integral part of 
the operations of Municipal Emergency Coordination Centres,  


 Victorian government departments, local governments, statutory 
authorities and utility providers be made aware of the need to 
develop contingency plans for recovery activities and that 
associated public education and information strategies are 
included in Municipal Emergency management Plans, 


 all agencies engaged in recovery participate in community 
briefings prior to and during emergency events to ensure 
recovery issues are reinforced and communities are informed of 
the processes established to assist individuals – including matters 
that are not the responsibility of Victoria, such as Centrelink 
payments, 


 the Victorian Government review the emergency relief and 
financial assistance policy, and develop and communicate a 
predictable, consistent and equitable policy designed to assist the 
community to recover from emergencies, including natural 
disasters, 


 the Victorian Government review policies for replacing or 
rehabilitating fences or other private assets damaged as a result 
of a fire, 


 the Victorian Government review policies for replacing or 
rehabilitating private assets damaged as a result of authorised 
fire suppression activities, 


 the Department of Human Services, in conjunction with local 
governments, other Government departments and the non-
government sector, modify recovery planning at all levels to 
include a case management approach supported by an 
appropriate information system to be activated at the time of an 
emergency and that the Privacy Commissioner be asked for 
advice in the development of this model, 


 the State Emergency Recovery Committee explores opportunities 
to establish a ‘one-stop-shop’ approach wherever practicable 
following emergencies, including a single telephone number to 
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connect a person to all agencies involved in the recovery 
process.  


In summary the Esplin Inquiry found that effective recovery processes 
should: 


 be pre-planned and include consideration of necessary 
infrastructure (both physical such as telecommunications and 
strategic such as a Ministerial taskforce) 


 be initiated concurrently with response activities 


 provide relief that is predictable, equitable and consistent 


 adopt a case management approach  


 be wide-ranging and flexible  


 continue to be supported by community development officers as 
long as there is a demonstrable community need 


In the section discussing holistic planning the inquiry recommended a 
Municipal Fire Management Planning approach as a consolidated, 
more holistic planning process that would result in: 


’… greater consistency, more effective co-ordination, better co-
operation, effective and concurrent implementation of response 
and recovery activities and reduced duplication of effort’.  


(p 139) 


Lessons learnt in the ACT – implementing a community 
development approach  
The ACT fires had an unusually severe and sudden impact on the 
community and the recovery processes put into place are discussed in 
the McLeod report in some detail. Recovery is discussed in terms of the 
immediate actions that were implemented during the fires as well as 
medium and longer term recovery processes. 


Short term recovery processes included: 


 establishing evacuation centres, 


 informing the community about evacuation centres - mainly via 
radio, 


 establishing a 1800 bushfire information line,  


 providing immediate financial relief and emergency relief such as 
food and blankets,  


 providing emotional support,  


 responding to unprecedented demand for emergency medical 
services for people with bushfire related injuries, 


 evacuating group homes for people with disabilities and  


 restoring power and telephone services. 


Training exercises carried out prior to the fire season assisted in the 
rapid establishment of the evacuation centres and the implementation 
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of various sub-plans of the ACT emergency plan was considered to 
have been well managed. Scope for improvements in managing 
information dissemination at the peak of the crisis was identified. 


Once the evacuation centres were closed the ACT established a 
Recovery Centre that acted as a primary contact point for a range of 
services. The Recovery Centre was widely publicised and well used. 


Medium term recovery activities included: 


 meeting accommodation needs, including for ACT Housing 
clients;  


 developing a range of government financial grants for affected 
households, businesses and rural lessees; 


 managing waste and establishing safe disposal sites for 
contaminated waste from block clearance; instituting a 
streamlined demolition and building approvals process;  


 dealing with emerging public health and safety concerns (such as 
asbestos); 


 monitoring air and water quality;  


 providing services to replace lost personal records;  


 conducting road safety inspections and cleaning up roads and 
verges;  


 removing fire-affected trees;  


 carrying out environmental restoration in Tidbinbilla Nature 
Reserve and Namadgi National Park; 


 restoring fences in rural areas; and  


 carrying out salvage operations in ACT forests and clearing away 
burnt pines.  


 implementing processes to support ACT Public Service staff 
affected by the fire event. 


The inquiry found that the Recovery Centre operated well and that a 
strength of the ACT approach to recovery was the early adoption of a 
case management approach to assisting people affected by the fires.  


One of the sub-plans of the ACT emergency management plan was a 
community sub plan that managed over 1,000 registered volunteers 
who helped with the clean-up and rehabilitation of the environment and 
an appeal that raised over $8.5 million. In the short term the ACT 
community (including businesses) provided generous assistance in the 
form of food, blankets and other goods.  
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A feature of the management of the medium and longer term recovery 
processes in the ACT was the establishment of a Bushfire Recovery 
Taskforce made up of ACT residents and government officials to 
provide leadership during the recovery, advise the government and act 
as a bridge between the community and government agencies. In 
addition, the main advisory body to the Bushfire Recovery Taskforce a 
Community and Expert Reference Group made up of community 
organisations, fire-affected residents, unions, the business community 
and the Commonwealth government. The six goals of the Taskforce 
Action Plan cover themes of: supporting people, community 
involvement, clean-up, rebuilding, learning lessons and building a 
stronger future.  


The McLeod report didn’t make any specific recommendations that 
related to recovery - generally finding that recovery processes were well 
managed. McLeod reported the areas for improvement to the 
community recovery planning process that were identified by the ACT 
Bushfire Recovery Taskforce. Suggestions for improvement were:  


 Develop procedures for maintaining up-to-date contact numbers 
for the Community Recovery Team. 


 Expand the degree of participation of government agencies and 
key community groups in the preparation of the Community 
Recovery Sub-Plan. 


 Review the Major Technical Systematic Failure Sub-Plan so as to 
include major technical systems providers. 


 Investigate the co-location of response and recovery operations 
centres, including emergency power supplies, back-up 
telecommunications, access to the ACT government network, and 
appropriate accommodation. 


 Develop processes for effective and regular liaison between 
disaster management agencies at the planning and activation 
stages. 


 Review the Community Recovery Sub-Plan to more explicitly 
define the roles and responsibilities of participating agencies. 


 Improve processes for issuing emergency financial assistance to 
victims. 


 Improve the management of donations. 


 Develop procedures for effectively managing public information, 
including public health and safety information, and appeal 
processes. 


 Develop safety plans for the frail aged and people with 
disabilities. 


 Adopt case management and community development models as 
best practice. 


 Consider the need to establish dedicated management 
arrangements for planning for and coordinating community 
welfare recovery services to respond to emergencies in the ACT. 
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A national approach to improving recovery from major natural 
disasters 
Disaster recovery is described in the COAG natural disasters report as: 


…the coordinated process of supporting disaster-affected 
communities in the reconstruction of the physical infrastructure 
and restoration of economic, physical and emotional wellbeing.  


Through this process, it is preferable that individuals and 
communities are supported in the management of their own 
recovery as they know best what their needs are, and this 
approach is most likely to build community capacity and 
sustainability. 


(p 36) 


It is pointed out that disasters can have severe and wide ranging 
impacts on health, social and economic functioning and the long-term 
wellbeing of individuals and communities and that the recovery process 
can take one to five years.  


Box 1: Eight Principles of Disaster Recovery  


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


The High Level Group who prepared the COAG natural disasters report 
found that while measures to provide immediate and essential relief to 
families and communities after a disaster were effective, there was 
room for improvement in developing arrangements to assist 
communities as a whole to recover from the effects of severe disasters.  


Eight Principles of Disaster Recovery 


Disaster recovery is most effective when: 


 management arrangements recognise that recovery from disaster is a complex, dynamic and 
protracted process 


 agreed plans and management arrangements are well understood by the community and 
disaster management agencies 


 recovery agencies are properly integrated into disaster management arrangements 


 community service and reconstruction agencies have input into key decision making 


 recovery services are conducted with the active participation of the affected community 


 recovery managers are involved from initial briefings onwards 


 recovery services are provided in a timely, fair, equitable and flexible manner, and 


 recovery personnel are supported by training programmes and exercises.  
COAG natural disasters  p 36 


These principles, originally developed by the Disaster Recovery Sub-Committee of the Community 
Services Ministers Advisory Council were presented in the COAG natural disasters and COAG bushfire 
reports and are supported by the Council of Australian Governments.  
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In line with generally accepted recovery principles (see Box 1) the 
approach to disaster recovery proposed by the High Level Group 
(which is described as being consistent with a community development 
views) is: 


 to build community resilience by constraining and, over time, 
reducing damage and costs to the community and all levels of 
government though cost-effective mitigation, recognising of 
course that major unforeseeable disaster events will continue to 
occur 


 to reduce the incidence of ad hoc and disparate relief measures 
by introducing a more disciplined, holistic and systematic needs 
based approach to relief and recovery assistance to communities 


 to introduce new flexibility to enable damaged public 
infrastructure to be rebuilt to a more resilient standard where that 
is feasible and cost-effective 


 to ensure equitable assistance and support to individuals and 
communities affected by comparable natural disasters across 
Australia 


 to better integrate the relief and recovery arrangements of all 
levels of government, and 


 to address the special needs of remote Indigenous communities. 


(p 38) 


The need to provided assistance at a whole of community level as well 
as providing assistance to individuals and families, small businesses 
and primary producers is emphasised. The objective of government 
natural disaster and relief and recovery arrangements are specified in 
recommendation 41: 


“…arrangements put in place by governments and other parties 
for recovery from natural disasters should ensure support for 
disaster-affected communities in reconstruction of physical 
infrastructure and restoration of social, economic, physical and 
emotional wellbeing through effective, coordinated processes”.  


(p 38) 


The report makes extensive and detailed recommendations for 
reforming current disaster relief and recovery arrangements. These 
include: introducing Special Community Recovery Modules; further 
enhancing and modernising Commonwealth natural disaster relief and 
recovery arrangements; and introducing complementary relief and 
recovery arrangements to be implemented by States and Territories.  


Special Community Recovery Modules 


The development and incorporation in the National Disaster Relief 
Arrangements of a set of four Special Community Recovery Modules is 
recommended to foster a holistic approach to community recovery and 
resilience. The modules would be able to be applied either individually 
or in any combination to address specific circumstances. The 
recommended modules are:  
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Module A Community recovery fund  


Where a community is severely affected and needs to restore 
social networks, functioning and community facilities, a 
community recovery fund of an agreed amount (a sum to be 
determined by the circumstances) would be established. The 
local community, through the Local Government, would determine 
priorities for action within broad guidelines and criteria agreed 
between the Commonwealth and the relevant State or Territory 
Government. 


Expenditure from the community recovery fund would be aimed at 
community recovery, community development and community 
capacity building for the future and would be administered by the 
State or Territory Government in close collaboration with Local 
Government, or other community governance bodies. 


Module B Ex-gratia payments for individuals and families  


Where the severity of the disaster warrants a higher scale of 
financial assistance to individuals or families than the standard 
provisions under the personal hardship and distress payment 
under NDRA, Clause 2.2 (a), there would be provision for ex 
gratia payments as mutually agreed between the Commonwealth 
and the State or Territory. 


Module C Recovery grants for small business  


Where the business sector generally was severely affected and 
this could result in the community losing essential businesses, 
grants to small business to cover the cost of clean-up and 
reinstatement, but not compensation for losses, would be 
provided within guidelines and criteria agreed between the 
Commonwealth and the relevant State or Territory Government. 


Module D Recovery grants for primary producers  


Where the farming sector generally is severely affected and could 
have production and viability disrupted beyond the current 
season, grants to farmers, pastoralists, horticulturalists and the 
like would be provided to cover the cost of clean-up and 
reinstatement, but not compensation for losses, within guidelines 
and criteria agreed between the Commonwealth and the relevant 
State or Territory Government.  


(p 41) 


The advantages of adopting a more systematic approach through the 
development of these special community recovery modules are 
envisaged to be that they would: 


 reduce the incidence of ad hoc measures devised for particular 
disasters 


 mean that relief and recovery measures do not have to be 
invented or reinvented on a one-off basis 


 provide governments with a set of measures ‘on the shelf’ which 
can quickly and seamlessly be applied when the need arises 
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 enable relief and recovery agencies to learn, adapt and refine the 
measures, criteria and delivery practices into a more seamless 
process of assisting communities with their needs 


 retain the flexibility governments need to ensure that they are 
addressing the real needs of disaster-affected communities, and 


 introduce a greater degree of equity in the assistance and support 
available to different communities in similar circumstances 
  


(p 39) 


Enhancing and modernising Commonwealth natural disaster 
relief and recovery arrangements 


Other recommendations for enhancing the Commonwealth role in relief 
and recovery arrangements included: 


 Introducing flexibility so that during the immediate post-disaster 
stage infrastructure can be upgraded to a more resilient standard 
where feasible and cost effective,  


 a 10% deduction in disaster relief assistance available to Local 
Governments that have not implemented disaster mitigation 
strategies unless exceptional circumstances apply (as an 
incentive for Local Governments to undertake disaster mitigation 
activities), 


 Reducing inequity, ‘double dipping’ gaps in eligibility and 
administrative costs by encouraging charities, non government 
organisations and Local Governments that arrange public 
appeals to pool funds raised for distribution under the Special 
Community Recovery Modules, or under appeals launched by 
Commonwealth, State or Territory governments, and/or to deliver 
assistance and resources in ways that complement government 
programs.  


Recommended amendments to the Natural Disaster Relief 
Arrangements Determination included: 


 Including ‘Recovery’ in the title to reflect the widened focus on 
recovery 


 Deleting arson as a reason for precluding claims for assistance so 
that innocent individuals and communities affected by fires are not 
deprived of assistance 


 Introducing small grant options instead of concessional-interest 
loans for not-for-profit organisations without other financing 
options that have lost assets. 


 Introducing small grants for people in need rather than 
concessional-interest loans where they have lost significant 
assets and are not able to borrow or service a loan. 


 In addition to psychological counselling to include provisions for 
personal or financial counselling, or community development or 
capacity building measures to alleviate distress as this will be 
more suitable for a wider range of groups and cultures. 
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 Repealing the provision for Disaster Relief Payment assistance 
under the Social Security Act 1991 so that all such payments are 
made under NDRA (the Disaster Relief Payment is approximately 
$750 for a couple with 1 or 2 children and only applies where the 
Commonwealth Minister declares an event and there is a major 
loss of life. This provision has been used only once since its 
introduction in 1991 in the case of the 1997 NSW bushfires). 


 New requirements for reporting the cost of natural disasters on a 
consistent national basis, and for a post-disaster assessment 
report for each natural disaster for which an NDRA claim is made, 
be introduced. These reports will enable improved national 
understanding of the cost of disasters and the effectiveness of 
preparedness, response, relief, recovery and disaster mitigation 
measures. 


Complementary relief and recovery arrangements to be 
implemented by States and Territories  


The HGL, for the first time, examined existing State and Territory 
provisions for disaster relief and found significant variations and 
anomalies in assistance available to individuals, families, farmers and 
businesses. Best practices in State and Territory arrangements were 
identified and a set of model arrangements were proposed to 
complement Commonwealth arrangements.  


The nine model arrangements included in Recommendation 49 were:  


Model Arrangement 1: Personal hardship and distress assistance 
measures 


States and Territories should ensure that access to the full range 
of personal hardship and distress assistance for individuals and 
households is available. The amount of personal hardship and 
distress assistance should be assessed on the basis of need, 
taking into account the capacity of applicants to meet their own 
needs. Additionally, assistance on the basis of need should apply 
to assistance provided for: 


 temporary accommodation and living expenses 


 repairs to or replacement of essential household items, 
and 


 repairs to dwellings. 


That assistance should be available where there has been a 
significant disaster impact, the cost of which remains below the 
small disaster threshold. 
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Model Arrangement 2: Local Government contribution 


States and Territories should ensure: 


 that there is a broadly consistent and equitable regime 
under which Local Governments contribute a threshold 
amount of disaster relief and recovery expenditure before 
access to NDRA funds is available to them, and 


 that expenditure thresholds are modified, as appropriate, 
to provide an incentive for the practice of mitigation. 


Model Arrangement 3: Assistance to small business and farmers 


States and Territories should ensure that concessional-interest 
loans and/or interest subsidies (grants) are available for disaster-
affected small business owners and farmers who cannot obtain 
finance on reasonable terms from normal sources, for enterprises 
which have reasonable prospects of recovery. 


Model Arrangement 4: Assistance to voluntary non-profit 
organisations 


States and Territories should ensure that grants of up to $5,000 
or interest subsidies on loans of up to $100, 000 are available to 
disaster-affected voluntary non-profit organisations to replace 
facilities and equipment to regain their operational capacity. 
Alternatively, concessional-interest loans of up to $100,000 
should be available to organisations which are unable to obtain 
finance from other sources, and which have a reasonable 
prospect of repaying the loan. The conditions of a loan should not 
limit the organisation to restoring assets to the pre-disaster 
standard, but allow flexibility so that relocation or design features 
which reduce susceptibility to future disasters may be 
accommodated. 


Model Arrangement 5: Assistance for housing repair/replacement 


States and Territories should ensure that a concessional-interest 
loan of up to $100,000, subject to a means test and evidence of 
ability to repay the loan, is available to persons whose dwelling 
needs substantial repair/replacement as a result of a natural 
disaster, and whose income is insufficient to obtain funding from 
normal sources. Alternatively, a means-tested grant for basic 
dwelling replacement or repair should be available to needy 
persons who do not have the capacity to repay a concessional-
interest loan for that purpose. In both cases, a portion of the 
funds provided may be used for relocation or redesign of the 
dwelling to reduce the risk of future hazards. 
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Model Arrangement 6: Counselling and community capacity 
building 


States and Territories should ensure that (subject to changes in 
the Commonwealth NDRA Determination) measures are 
introduced to support personal and financial counselling services, 
and community development and community capacity building 
measures, to alleviate distress and promote recovery in disaster-
affected communities. 


Model Arrangement 7: Emergency works and operations 


States and Territories should ensure that measures are available 
to reimburse authorised organisations for the costs of designated 
emergency works and operations undertaken in disaster 
response situations, within the limits of NDRA eligibility 
provisions. 


Model Arrangement 8: Community recovery 


Arrangements should ensure that, in appropriate circumstances: 


(a)  States and Territories, jointly with the Commonwealth, can 
contribute to Special Community Recovery Modules, 
comprising 


 a Community Recovery Fund 


 ex gratia payments for individuals and families 


 recovery grants for small business and 


 recovery grants for primary producers, and 


(b)  where charitable and other non-government organisations 
arrange public appeals for communities  affected by 
disasters, they are encouraged to 


 pool the funds raised for distribution under the Special 
Community Recovery Modules, or under any national or 
State/Territory appeal that might be launched by the 
Commonwealth, State or Territory, and/or  


 deliver their assistance efforts and resources in ways that 
complement government programmes. 


Model Arrangement 9: Insurance cover 


States and Territories should ensure that: 


(a)  in relation to Model Arrangements 3, 4 and 5, available 
assistance takes into account the level of insurance that 
affected individuals, organisations and businesses have, and 
assistance provided incorporates requirements for insurance 
cover wherever practicable. Disincentives to insure should be 
avoided, and 


(b)  assistance available under Model Arrangements 1 and 8 
should not serve to discourage use of insurance. 


(p 45-46) 
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The COAG bushfire report echoed the approach outlined in the COAG 
natural disasters report stating that: 


“Overall, the aim of a recovery program should be to ensure that 
affected communities emerge from the event as stronger, more 
cohesive communities.”  


(p 178) 


The COAG bushfire inquiry supported the recommendations in the 
COAG natural disasters report report for modernising and enhancing 
recovery arrangements. The inquiry specifically recommended that 
lessons learnt since the preparation of the COAG natural disasters 
report report, and the outcomes of a review by the Community Services 
Ministers Advisory Council be incorporated, as a matter of priority, into 
a revision of the Australian Emergency Manual – disaster recovery to 
be undertaken by Emergency Management Australia in consultation 
with States and Territories, and the Commonwealth departments of 
Transport and Regional Services and Family and Community Services.  


The Inquiry embedded recovery within the 5R risk management 
framework in the sense that successful recovery from a major bushfire 
requires that recovery be successfully integrated into each of the other 
aspects of the 5R risk management framework.  


Therefore recovery should be:  


 the subject of Research, information and analysis; 


 understood as a part of reducing consequences (Risk 
Modification) as having recovery structures and processes 
developed prior to potential disasters reduces the impacts when 
disasters do occur; 


 included in training and exercises as part of Readiness; and  


 implemented when major fires are imminent and fully integrated 
into emergency management planing and response.  


Lessons learnt about good practice in recovery from the review of 
inquiries into major fires were: 


 That as bushfire recovery involves a complex set of interrelated 
factors and actions it is essential that recovery planning adopt a 
whole-of government and whole-of community approach.  


 The requirement for whole-of government recovery management 
mechanisms and effective transition back to normal service 
delivery arrangements at an appropriate point after the disaster. 


 The provision of longer-term aspects of recovery, particularly 
services that support families and individuals, through normal 
community services 


 Service delivery arrangements should match the scale of the 
event and the size and geography of affected areas. This may 
involve ‘one-stop-shops’ such as recovery centres, linking people 
to existing services or a mix of specialist centralised services and 
use of existing services (which may need increased resources). 


 When recovery centres or special arrangements are established 
particular attention should be paid to sensitively re-integrating 
clients with services providing ongoing support. 
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 The adoption of a case management approach where case 
managers link clients to the range of government and non-
government services providing assistance and advice.  


 Comprehensive and clear information needs to be provided, and 
reiterated, throughout recovery using a range of mechanisms 
such as electronic and print media, public meetings, internet, call 
centres, mail and through community organisations. 


 Community confidence benefits if there are early investments in 
resources for recovery which allow emerging problems to be 
quickly resolved and early signs of recovery, such as clearing 
destroyed properties, are achieved.  


 Building community capacity and beneficial legacies was 
described as perhaps the most important lesson learnt from 
recent recovery activities associated with major bushfires. 
Maintaining a high degree of community involvement in the 
development and implementation of recovery programs helped 
communities to recover.  


It is important to keep in mind that the inquiries into bushfires 
considered in this paper were initiated soon after the fires in order to 
inform changes prior to the next fire season. They have therefore not 
been able to explore the impact of recovery processes in the longer 
term limiting their capacity to make evidence based recommendations 
for improving long term recovery outcomes for both individuals and 
whole communities.  


Summary 
Post fire inquiries and research have clearly demonstrated the need for 
greater understanding and perception of bushfire risks by individuals 
and communities. Appropriate individual and community action prior to 
a bushfire is then needed to reduce risks. The reports agree that 
individuals and communities, governments, fire agencies and the 
insurance industry all have roles in increasing awareness of fire risks 
and how to reduce them.   


A variety of approaches to community awareness, education and 
engagement have been identified or proposed in the reports however 
the success of these approaches is not well understood. Differences 
between communities,  


There is agreement that monitoring and evaluation of community 
awareness, education and engagement programs as well as further 
social and psychological research is needed. This is consistent with the 
emphasis on research and ongoing learning required to inform risk 
management processes discussed in the previous section. Better 
information is needed to help programs to target those who most need 
them (people in high bushfire risk areas and/or those who don’t 
accurately understand or respond to the level of risk) and to find out 
which approaches or combinations of approaches are most successful, 
in which contexts with which types of individuals and communities.  


Research that has been undertaken has identified the need to: 


 further refine the ‘stay and defend or leave early’ message,  


 clarify policies regarding fire refuges, and 
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 develop clear and consistent terminology 


Accurate, consistent and timely information about bushfire risks, 
operational matters and resources available to assist residents can 
save lives and properties. The importance of systems for informing 
communities and individuals is accepted as a crucial element of 
responding to fires and the reports discussed ways of improving the 
utility of warnings and information provided. 


Community education and engagement programs can generate 
methods of communicating that pay off in the event of a bushfire.  


Sharing responsibility and working in partnership requires a two way 
flow of information between fire agencies and communities. Planning 
and developing systems to support the effective use local knowledge by 
incident management teams during a fire, and the consequences of 
relevant local information that can inform fire fighting and information 
dissemination priorities not getting to those who needed to know were 
discussed in the reports 


There are a multitude of tasks required during each phase of recovery 
and decisions need to be made about how to make best use of 
available resources. Recovery involves  


There are a set of agreed principles guiding the development of policies 
and practices in bushfire recovery. The case studies from the ACT and 
Victoria demonstrated how these princi 


Additional principles that while probably implied in the nationally agreed 
disaster management but are worth stating explicitly are: 


Recovery process should aim to increase community resilience and 
strengthen communities 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 
Direct community involvement is a vital element of recovery following a bushfire that has 
had major community consequences.  


(COAG  p 132) 
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7 Values and principles underpinning 
approaches to community awareness, 
education and engagement 


The review has identified a number of principles that underpin the 
development of policies to improve community safety. These principles 
have been grouped into ‘foundational’ and ‘operational’ principles.  
Foundational principles are commonly accepted values that underpin 
current approaches to community safety in Australia. Operational 
principles, derived from the foundational principles, guide the 
development of effective policy development and planning of community 
fire safety interventions.  


Foundational principles related to community safety identified in the 
review of recent reports are that: 


 bushfire safety is a shared responsibility 


 Individuals are responsible for taking action to mitigate their 
bushfire risks 


 people and communities differ in terms of their risks, assets, and 
capacities  


 priorities differ between individuals and communities, they may be 
competing or interrelated and include environmental, social and 
economic factors 


 increasing community safety requires a risk management 
approach 


 bushfire policy and practice should be evidence based  


The operational principles that therefore inform policy development and 
planning for community fire safety interventions are:  


 working in partnership 


 adopting a comprehensive emergency management approach  


 identifying and prioritising risks and assets  


 planning locally to mitigate risks  


 promoting household planning to stay and defend or leave early  


 understanding local people and communities 


 building and using knowledge through research, monitoring, 
evaluation and information management  
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The links between foundational principles and operational principles are 
not direct, one to one linear relationships. The derived principles have 
been informed by two or more foundational principles. In some cases 
foundational principles inform not only what should be done, but the 
process for doing. For example, applying the principles of shared 
responsibility, evidence based policy and planning, and differences 
between people and communities informs how risk management 
planning is implemented. Identifying and prioritising risks becomes an 
inclusive process that involves a range of stakeholders, draws on 
available evidence and takes into account the fact that priorities differ 
between and within communities.  


Each of the principles is briefly discussed.  


Foundational Principles 


Shared responsibility. This concept referred to the need for responsibility to 


be shared between individuals, fire and other agencies and governments 
recognising that: (a) householders can take action that significantly reduces 
their bushfire risks; and (b) fire agencies will never have the capacity to assist 
all households in the event of a major fire. Research has shown that some 
residents expect that fire services will be able to protect them in the event of a 
major bushfire however this is an unrealistic expectation that could endanger 
people in the event of a fire and responsibility needs to be shared. 


While the reports contained different emphases on the need for a broader 
range of stakeholders to take responsibility for mitigating bushfire risk, all 
agreed that responsibility should be shared. All levels of government, fire 
services and other agencies, small businesses and industries such as 
tourism, farming, forestry and insurance as well as communities and 
individuals have responsibilities to reduce risks.  


Individual responsibility. Individuals and households are responsible for taking 


action to mitigate their risk of bushfire. This involves undertaking preventative 
and preparedness measures, developing household bushfire response plans 
that take into account the needs and capacity of each household member and 
maintaining adequate insurance cover. Preventative and preparedness 
measures include building and garden design and maintenance that can 
reduce risks regardless of whether the plan is to stay and defend or to leave 
early when there is a fire threat. 


Differing Priorities. Saving lives was clearly stated as the highest priority 


however the ranking of other priorities varies amongst individuals and 
communities. Bushfires have economic, environmental and social 
consequences that vary depending on the landscape and land use and fire 
management objectives therefore vary across landscapes and over time. The 
landscape may support threatened plants and animals, water catchments, a 
range of industries, a range of community assets and privately owned assets. 
Priorities may be competing or complementary, for example controlled burns 
may support some environmental priorities in some landscapes and protect 
private or community assets yet, at the same time, have a negative impact on 
health, agriculture or tourism. 


People and communities differ. Individual attitudes and perceptions influence 
how people respond to bushfire risks and are shaped by many factors; 
education, age, income, personal experience, knowledge of bushfires, peer 
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group influences, emotions, beliefs and residential location. The factors that 
lead individuals to act on knowledge of how to manage risks are not well 
understood.  


A group of people in a location do not necessarily constitute a community with 
common interests and a cooperative attitude. Differences between individual 
views about bushfire mitigation and management can be stronger in areas 
experiencing demographic changes such as rural-urban interface areas and 
differences in the social and economic resources available within a 
community influence capacity to mitigate risks. The need for further research 
into the social and psychological factors that influence levels of preparedness 
and action taken during a bushfire threat was recognised.   


Risk management. Steps in the risk management process include 


establishing the context, identifying risks, assessing risks through analysis 
and evaluation, and treating risks. Risk management requires relevant data 
and information to inform strategies to reduce the likelihood of bushfires and 
to minimise consequences when bushfires do occur through readiness, 
response and recovery processes. Community education, engagement and 
awareness are recognised as essential elements in bushfire risk 
management.  


Evidence based policy and practice. A key purpose of the post-fire reviews 
was to add to the evidence base informing policy development. Varied 
sources of evidence were presented, including reports of the experiences of 
local residents, farmers, fire fighters and others, and expert scientific and 
technical knowledge. Fire suppression has historically been better funded 
than community engagement, education and awareness activities and it is not 
clear whether this is the most effective use of resources. Better evidence is 
needed about the cost effectiveness of different strategies for reducing the 
impact of bushfires to inform risk management planning and the allocation of 
resources. 


Operational Principles  


Comprehensive emergency management. A comprehensive emergency 


management approach involves a focus on the consequences of emergency 
events for affected communities rather than on reactive responses to the 
event. This requires coordinated planning and processes for preventative, 
preparatory, responsive and recovery phases. Comprehensive emergency 
management involves whole of government planning and coordination 
between levels of government, between fire agencies responsible for private 
and public land and rural and urban areas, and with non-government 
agencies and community groups involved in preparing for, responding to, or 
recovering from bushfire.  
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Understand local people and communities. The capacity of individuals and 


communities differ, for example stressed communities are likely to have less 
capacity to respond to challenges than a vibrant community. An 
understanding of the limitations and opportunities influencing local people and 
communities informs effective planning to reduce risks. To engage all people 
at risk, including those who do not regard themselves as being part of a 
community, education, engagement and awareness activities (including fire 
management planning) need to be flexible and inclusive.  


Working in partnership. Working in partnership refers to partnerships within 


communities, between local communities and fire agencies, between fire 
agencies responsible for public and private land and rural and urban areas, 
between fire agencies, local governments and other local agencies, between 
fire agencies and the media, and between government departments and 
different levels of government.  


The increased emphasis on the provision of accurate and timely 
communication between fire agencies and communities during a fire threat, 
and the application of community development practices where local 
governments and state government departments support communities to 
manage their own recovery processes are examples of the implementation of 
this principle.  


Identify and prioritise risks and assets. A risk management approach needs to 
be informed by a clear understanding of the relative importance of potential 
risks (the likelihood of the risk occurring and the impact if it did occur) and the 
effectiveness of different strategies (or treatments) that could potentially be 
adopted to reduce bushfire risks. Risks and assets prioritised at local and 
state-wide levels need to be integrated as State-wide priorities, as well as 
local proprieties should inform fire management plans. 


Local planning to mitigate risks. Local community fire planning is a bottom-up 


approach that supports the development of local solutions to local problems 
taking into account social and physical resources available in the community. 
Plans that identify local leaders, networks, and people with valuable local 
knowledge can inform the full range of prevention, preparedness, response 
and recovery activities. Strategies that do not take into account local views 
are not likely to be as effective in the event of a fire. 


Planning processes should enhance community partnerships, be inclusive 
and broadly representative, identify shared values, prioritise assets and 
include preventative and responsive measures. Local planning can inform the 
targeting of community awareness, education and engagement programs to 
high risk individuals and communities. 


Promoting household planning to stay and defend or leave early. Household 


planning to stay and defend or leave early should be done before each fire 
season. This principle applies risk management at a household level. 
Planning should assess whether the house is defendable and take into 
account factors such as the needs and capacities of each member of the 
household, non-resident family members, neighbours and pets. It might also 
involve prioritising assets such as buildings, equipment and livestock. 
Agencies promote the recommendation and provide information to assist 
household decision-making, planning and preparation.  
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If the decision is to stay and defend a range of bushfire specific preparations 
should be undertaken and residents should not assume that a fire agency will 
be available to assist them. If planning to leave residents should be ready to 
leave well before the fire is anticipated, to know where they are going and 
what they will take with them. Differences between people apply at the 
household as well as community level. Some members of a household may 
plan to leave early while others stay and defend the property.  


Research, monitoring, evaluation and information management. The need for 


further research as well as improved monitoring and evaluation of the 
effectiveness of activities aiming to improve community safety was a theme 
running through all of the reports. Recommendations included improving data 
collection and analysis, developing a national reporting framework, improving 
access to information for all stakeholders, the need to value local information, 
the importance of non-blaming post-incident reviews and the development of 
learning cultures within agencies and communities.  


 


8 Evaluating community safety programs and 
activities: implications and issues  


The issues raised in the reports reviewed in this paper have 
implications for the development and implementation of programs and 
activities that aim to improve community safety and raise challenges for 
monitoring and evaluating community focussed programs and activities.  


These issues and challenges include:  


 the need for flexibility in the development and delivery of 
programs to take into account the specific circumstances of 
individuals and communities,  


 the need to target programs to: communities and individual 
households in high bushfire risk areas, to reach individuals with a 
low level of risk awareness, those who have mistaken beliefs 
about fire behaviour, and those who may not identify as being 
part of the local community 


 individuals respond differently to the same information and the 
link between increased understanding and taking action to 
increase safety are unclear, 


 understanding how educating and engaging communities in 
preparing, responding to and recovering from bushfires are linked 
in terms of outcomes achieved.  


 evaluating the involvement of communities in risk based planning 
for prevention, preparedness, responses to and recovery from 
major fires 


 exploring positive and negative unintended consequences, such 
as the links between social cohesiveness and community 
engagement 


 building and evaluating the capacity of agencies, communities 
and other stakeholders to work in partnership 
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 demonstrating the cost effectiveness of community education, 
engagement and awareness programs, 


 the development of performance indicators that can be 
meaningfully aggregated at a national level. 


The evaluation of the impact of community safety programs needs to go 
beyond monitoring activities (such as the number of education sessions 
provided, the number of people attending and the content provided) and 
short term impacts (such as feedback from participants on the value of 
the information provided).  


While this type of information is important the issues identified in the 
reports suggest that the evaluation of community education and 
engagement programs and other activities (such as community 
involvement in fire management and recovery planning), will need to 
consider what works for which types of communities and individuals 
and the factors (such as timing, approach, content) that make a 
difference. 


The content and approaches taken to educating and/or engaging 
residents as well as longer term outcomes (such as increased levels of 
bushfire specific preparation) will need to be considered. Questions 
about what supports or inhibits increased understanding that leads to 
undertaking bushfire specific preparedness measures need to be 
addressed. The characteristics of people who are participating as well 
as those who aren’t being reached by current programs and the barriers 
to their participation will also need to be considered.  


Factors such as the size and composition of a group, the age or gender 
of participants, the location or timing of activities, or whether the 
facilitator is a local person may make a difference. In terms of 
approaches, does it make a difference if strength based approaches 
that avoid implicit blaming are employed? 
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The move towards community development approaches to recovery 
that aim to build stronger and more resilient communities after a major 
fire suggest opportunities for further research into the evaluation of 
community fire safety. The reports reviewed in this paper, because 
prepared shortly after major fires have not assessed the longer term 
impact of this approaches to recovery, in terms of community resilience 
or ongoing levels of fire awareness and preparedness. Nor have the 
papers explored the link between preventative community development 
based approaches that aim to increase bushfire risk awareness and 
preparedness and the building of more resilient communities.  


Preventative bushfire awareness programs may contribute to building 
stronger communities that in turn support and motivate households to 
maintain higher levels of bushfire awareness and preparedness. Social 
benefits such as reduced isolation and a sense of belonging may be 
generated by involvement in community based bushfire programs. 
Alternatively the same sorts of social factors may limit the involvement 
of some people (those who don’t have a sense of belonging) in 
community education and engagement programs. If social benefits are 
important for motivating continued involvement in bushfire awareness 
and preparedness activities, what types of approaches and programs 
build social benefits?  


Many rural communities are undergoing sometimes rapid economic 
and/or demographic changes, and there may be some potential to 
increase both social capital and fire awareness and preparedness as 
well as to utilise existing social capital. The approaches used by 
programs to identify and respond to possible unintended outcomes, 
such as increasing the isolation of people with differing perspectives or 
values could be explored.  


Another area to explore is what ‘community’ means in the context of 
greater community involvement in fire management planning. Is it 
assumed that Local Government involvement equates to community 
involvement? If community representatives are involved in planning 
committees how are they selected, how many are there, are they able 
to fully express their views on the committee? What structures or 
mechanisms are used for community representatives to feed back to 
and be informed by the communities they represent? Do committee 
processes allow effective representation (for example, decision making 
timelines that allow representatives to consult before making 
decisions)?  


The aim of working in partnership with communities, a theme 
throughout the reports, raises a range of questions. The importance of 
informed and prepared communities in mitigating the impact of major 
bushfires is obvious but to what extent do community members want, or 
have the capacity to engage with ongoing groups or involved in 
planning processes?  


In small (and perhaps not so small) communities the requirement for 
community involvement in planning processes may add to the burden of 
citizens already committed to various community organisations. On the 
other hand, what opportunities exist for those who do want to contribute 
and how do we find out who these people are, what they can contribute 
and how they would like to be involved?  
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There are implications for agencies of working in partnership with other 
organisations and communities as resources are needed to support 
partnership approaches, including the skills of paid and volunteer staff, 
and additional time for developing relationships, consultation processes 
and often decision making.  


Developing processes to measure the comparative costs and benefits 
of community education and engagement programs, and other activities 
that increase the involvement of communities in planning and 
responding to fires presents new challenges. Methods for measuring 
cost benefits need to take into account qualitative measures that are 
difficult to quantify or convert to a dollar value. It would also be 
important to take into account the full range of stakeholders who could 
incur costs as well as reap benefits.  


The reports presented clear evidence that households are motivated to 
undertake fire specific preparations by an awareness of an imminent 
fire threat - which is hardly surprising. The challenge is to maintain 
awareness of fire safety and actions that can reduce risks when the 
threat is not imminent and, as discussed in the COAG bushfire report, 
to reduce or eliminate the elements of the fire cycle (recriminations and 
complacency) that are counterproductive to improving community 
safety. 


The COAG bushfire inquiry expressed the view that auditing by states 
and territories against a national set of best practice indicators would 
provide stakeholders (including communities) with transparent and 
consistent measures across a broad range of areas relating to bushfire 
mitigation and management. It was proposed that national indicators 
used to regularly review overall performance (and not to compare the 
performance of states and territories) would eliminate or reduce the 
impact of elements of the bushfire cycle and considerably reduce the 
impact of major fires.  


Adoption of a common set of national indicators of good practice 
and subsequent state and territory auditing against them will not 
stop bushfires happening. Regular review and effective post 
incident operational inquiries will, however, provide—for state 
and territory and local governments, fire authorities and 
communities—transparent, consistent measures across a broad 
range of areas relating to bushfire mitigation and management. 
National indicators of good practice should not be used to 
compare the performance of the various states and territories: 
the focus should be on regularly reviewing overall performance, 
thereby reducing the impact of, or eliminating altogether, 
elements of the bushfire cycle. Were this achieved, major 
bushfire events’ effects on communities, the environment and 
individuals would be considerably reduced. 


p 234 


The mechanism by which sharing useful information between 
governments, fire agencies and communities in a non-competitive 
process would result in better practice is not explicitly stated. Such an 
approach to improving practice may need to be carefully managed and 
facilitated to ensure that the process develops a sufficient level of trust 
and shared purpose between different stakeholders to support the both 
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the collaborative generation of knowledge about what does and doesn’t 
work and the implementation of this knowledge.  


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


9 Conclusion 
Since the Petris and Potter report there has been a change of 
language, many of the issues raised then are still current and 
responses to them have evolved. Rather than talking about vulnerability 
the discussion is about risk assessments that can inform disaster 
mitigation strategies as illustrated in the following comments from the 
COAG natural disasters report:  


…until the late 1980’s Australian Disaster Management tended to 
focus on planning and preparations with disaster rescue and 
response.  More recently the focus of disaster management has 
shifted towards disaster risk assessments, community 
preparedness, disaster mitigation measures, and in some States, 
recovery management. 


(p 9) 


Central to the new approach is a systematic and widespread 
national process of disaster risk-assessments and, most 
importantly, a fundamental shift in focus towards cost-effective, 
evidence-based disaster mitigation. This represents an historic 
move beyond disaster response and reaction, towards 
anticipation and mitigation.  


(p iv) 


The need for further research and better knowledge management to 
inform evidence based disaster mitigation strategies is an important 
element of current thinking about mitigating the impact of bushfires. As 
stated in the COAG bushfire report the rationale for introducing 
research to the proposed 5R framework was so that:  


… the fundamentally necessary research, information gathering 
and analysis element becomes an integral and explicit part of the 
risk-management process 


.(p 52) 


The community need not be a passive recipient of services; it can and should be an 
active participant in developing safety strategies. 


Esplin p 128 
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The reports reviewed in this paper have demonstrated that strategies 
for improving community awareness and preparedness are being 
considered in discussions about risk based strategic planning 
processes. The need for integrated planning at local levels that takes 
into account differences between communities, levels of bushfire risk 
awareness and local asset priorities and has been largely accepted. 
The model of consolidated fire management planning proposed by 
Esplin illustrates how local planning processes could be enhanced (see 
Appendix 1).   


The discussion of the roles and responsibilities of individuals, 
communities, governments, fire agencies and other emergency and 
community service agencies in mitigating the impact of bushfires has 
developed. Community members are viewed as essential partners in 
reducing the impact of major bushfires. A variety of approaches are 
utilised by community education and engagement programs to increase 
the capacity of communities to reduce risks. Timely and accurate 
communication with communities during a fire is seen as an important 
component of incident management, and the value of local knowledge 
for informing responses during a fire is recognised by fire agencies. 
Effective community involvement during recovery planning, and a focus 
on the recovery of communities as a whole were promoted.  


The reports reviewed in this paper, because prepared shortly after 
major fires have not assessed the longer term impact of a community 
development based approach to recovery, in terms of community 
resilience or ongoing levels of fire awareness and preparedness. Nor 
have the papers explored the link between preventative community 
development based approaches that aim to increase bushfire risk 
awareness and preparedness and the building of more resilient 
communities. 


In line with an increased emphasis on evidence based policy and 
program development the continued development community education 
and engagement programs will be informed by the perceived cost 
effectiveness of these approaches. 


In a discussion on the balance between prevention and mitigation and 
response on public land Esplin explained that community safety is in 
part determined by relative investments in a) mitigation and prevention 
and b) developing response capability. The same argument could be 
applied to prevention strategies that involve community education and 
engagement rather than prescribed burning. 


Historically it has been easier to justify resources for enhanced 
response, or in the case of fire, suppression capability. This is 
partly due to the difficulty in putting a value on the effectiveness 
of prevention strategies and the challenge of developing related 
performance measures. Contemporary policy in fire management 
is beginning to turn this around.  


(p 229) 


The reports reviewed have identified areas for improvement in the 
development and evaluation of activities and programs to improve 
community safety. This review has identified values and principles 
influencing the development of policies and practices to improve 
community safety in bushfires that can inform the evaluation of 
community education and engagement programs. Improving 
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understanding of the relationships between community education and 
engagement activities, contextual factors and the outcomes achieved 
(whether intended and unintended) will add to our understanding of how 
to decrease the risks posed by major bushfires.  
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Appendix 1 – Proposed Consolidation of Fire Management 
Planning Arrangements  


 


 


 
 


Esplin p 145 
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Executive summary 


Background 


While agencies that are responsible for delivering community safety programs are 


very familiar with assessing and evaluating the physical risks and hazards associated 


with bushfires there has been less emphasis on the social issues relating to bushfire 


risk. There are few tools or mechanisms available to evaluate these programs.   


In spring 2006, the Tasmania Fire Service (TFS) launched a new campaign to inform 


Tasmanians about how to prepare themselves and their homes for bushfire.  During 


December of 2006, fires threatened communities and destroyed land and property in 


the Scamander and Four Mile Creek locations on the east coast of Tasmania.  This 


research focuses on investigating the possible impact of the DVD by comparing 


bushfire safety attitudes both before and after the distribution of the DVD.  


Research approach 


Survey items aimed at capturing the attitudes and behaviours of people towards a 


range of bushfire safety issues were based on the outcomes from 11 workshops held 


with community groups and bushfire agencies across five states.  These items were 


grouped into the following scales: awareness of bushfire risk, responsibility for 


bushfire safety, knowledge about bushfire safety, planning for bushfire, preparing 


households for bushfire (people preparing their household for bushfire), preparing 


communities for bushfire (community activities focused on bushfire preparation), 


community engagement and bushfire safety (people helping others in the community 


to prepare , and self efficacy (people’s confidence that they can ‘do what it takes’ to 


improve their bushfire safety). 


The survey was formatted for self administration (pencil-and-paper) and the research 


team was provided with a list of addresses that had been used as part of the original 


mailout of the DVD.  Two specific locations were selected to enable to comparison of 


households that had and had not been recently affected by bushfires.  


Bridport was chosen to represent a bushfire prone area that had not experienced a 


recent bushfire.  Weymouth, Lulworth and Pipers Brook, which are slightly more 


remote, were also included in the Bridport mailout.  Households in Scamander, St 


Marys, Beaumaris and Mathinna were either significantly threatened or experienced 


losses as a result of bushfires during the summer of 2006-2007 were also included in 


the survey. 
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Findings 


One hundred and thirty eight (52%) of the 269 respondents indicated that a bushfire 


had threatened their home at some time in the past.  Of those whose homes had 


been threatened,  


87 per cent were at home during the bushfire threat and 90 per cent believed that 


their home or property was threatened by bushfire during the summer of 2006.   


Just over a third of respondents (36%) who had made a decision about what to do in 


the event of a bushfire indicated that they would ‘stay and defend’, eight per cent felt 


that they would ‘leave early’ and 19 per cent would pursue a mixed strategy of 


defending the property but sending family members away.  It is of concern that 


slightly more than a third of respondents had decided to ‘leave when they were told 


to’ (22%) or ‘leave when it feels dangerous’ (12%).  This finding suggests that a large 


number of people in these communities are intending to either wait for a clear 


indication to evacuate from service providers on the ground or flee if the bushfire 


approaches their property. 


As that there was a significant bushfire event at in the Scamander area around the 


time that the DVD was distributed it is difficult to assess the direct influence of any 


intervention, particularly a passive intervention such as watching a DVD, on bushfire 


safety and preparation.  The majority (79%) of people who responded to the survey 


believed that they had received a copy of the DVD ‘Bushfire – Prepare to Survive’.  


Around half received a brochure from TFS (53%) or believed that they had seen the 


special screening of the DVD on television.  A relatively small proportion of 


respondents indicated that they had obtained information about the ‘Bushfire – 


Prepare to Survive’ campaign from the TFS website (15%). 


Almost all respondents (95%) thought that the DVD was helpful when they were 


making a decision about staying to defend or a decision to leave early or that the 


DVD was helpful when they were preparing their property (94%).  A slightly smaller 


proportion of respondents, 84 per cent, thought that the DVD was helpful with 


planning for a bushfire suggesting that the respondents may have felt that the 


information was more oriented towards short-term bushfire safety activities 


Ratings of positive change (improvements) on one or more aspects of bushfire safety 


were examined in the context of how many times respondents had watched the DVD.  


There appears to be small amounts of positive change associated with watching the 
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DVD on one or more occasions across most of the bushfire safety domains however, 


for the most part, these differences are not significant.  Responsibility for bushfire 


safety was an exception with respondents being significantly more likely to indicate 


that they felt more responsible for their bushfire safety if they had watched the DVD. 


 


Implications 


It is difficult to disentangle the influence of the DVD on the attitudes towards bushfire 


safety from the impact of the bushfire event in the Scamander area.  Overall findings 


from the research suggest that: 


 The most substantial positive change reported by respondents over the 12 


month reference period was in relation to increased feelings of responsibility 


for bushfire safety.  This change was particularly apparent for those living in 


the Scamander area.  It is possible that ‘responsibility’ may function as a 


threshold enabler of the suite of bushfire safety behaviours.  What is currently 


unclear is whether people who appreciate the need to take responsibility for 


their bushfire safety are more likely seek out information or if an 


understanding of the need to take responsibility can be effectively 


communicated by an information resource.  


 When people think about the community and community related preparation 


activities they are not necessarily considering how they personally could 


contribute but seem to be referring to providers of services to the community 


who are responsible for coordinating community efforts. 


 Low levels of perceived self reliance indicate that any thinking by people in 


the community about bushfire plans and preparation takes into account a 


belief that support will be available from bushfire agencies if or when required.  


Respondents appear to feel as though they could be self-reliant up until the 


point where they need professional, outside assistance. 
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1 Background 


1.1 Assessing community safety 


Recently there has been growing interest in and focus on developing community 


safety programs aimed at increasing the ‘bushfire readiness’ of people living in 


bushfire prone areas.  Community safety programs are often conceptualised quite 


broadly and can include one or more of the following activities: community education 


programs and information campaigns for risk understanding and preparedness; 


community development programs that seek to use and/or further develop existing 


community infrastructure and capacity; programs to facilitate the understanding of 


and compliance with regulations and restrictions relevant to fire and fire safety; and 


activities and programs designed to provide timely information during fire 


emergencies. 


While agencies that are responsible for delivering these community safety programs 


are very familiar with assessing and evaluating the physical risks and hazards 


associated with bushfires there has been less emphasis on the social issues relating 


to bushfire risk.  There is an increasing awareness amongst these agencies that 


there is also a need to examine whether these community safety activities have 


contributed to enhanced preparedness or safety outcomes. However there are 


currently few tools or mechanisms available to facilitate an evaluation of these 


programs.  This is largely due to the fact that the concepts of planning and 


preparedness aspects of community safety, particularly as they relate to natural 


hazards, are under researched.  There is also a very limited understanding of the 


causal pathways and linkages connecting an understanding of bushfire risk to 


knowledge of bushfire behaviour and, ultimately, to the active behaviours that are 


aimed at improving community and personal safety for those living in bushfire prone 


communities. 


 


1.2 Tasmania Fire Service and bushfire risk 


In spring 2006, the Tasmania Fire Service (TFS) launched a new campaign to inform 


Tasmanians about how to prepare themselves and their homes for bushfire.  The 


TFS mailed copies of the recently produced DVD ‘Bushfire: Prepare to Survive” to 


areas of the state that were identified as being at risk from bushfire.  Copies of the 


DVD were also made available in some post offices in a range of locations. A media 
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campaign, which included the release of the DVD on television, promoted the 


‘Bushfire: Prepare to Survive’ suite of written and electronic materials and how this 


information could be obtained. During December of 2006, fires threatened 


communities and destroyed land and property in the Scamander and Four Mile 


Creek locations on the east coast of Tasmania.  These communities had been part of 


the distribution program for the DVD as they were known high-risk areas for bushfire.  


As an adjunct to commissioned evaluation of the effectiveness of the ‘Bushfire: 


Prepare to Survive’ campaign, a separate investigation of the usefulness of the DVD 


in particular was undertaken by a student at the RMIT.  This research focuses on 


investigating the possible impact of the DVD by comparing bushfire safety attitudes 


both before and after the distribution of the DVD. Findings from this investigation 


form the basis of this report. 


2 Research approach 


2.1 Questionnaire development 


Concept mapping workshops 


The starting point for the development of the survey items was a series of concept 


mapping exercises.  In 2005, a concept mapping workshop series was developed to 


support the collection and organisation of views on a particular topic, in this case 


community bushfire safety programs.  (For a detailed explanation of the workshop 


process and outcomes see Elsworth et al, 2008). 


In total, 11 concept mapping workshops were held with community groups and 


bushfire agencies across five states including New South Wales, South Australia, 


Tasmania, Victoria and Western Australia.  Workshop participants were asked think 


about the following statement and offer their ideas about what this might mean. 


Thinking as broadly as possible, generate statements that 


describe specific changes or improvements you think need to 


be achieved to make households and neighbourhoods safer 


from bushfires 


All of the statements generated by participants were printed onto cards during the 


workshop.  A card sort activity was then completed where participants were asked to 


place the cards in groups in whichever way made most sense to them.  When every 


statement had been allocated to a pile, as far as possible, workshop participants 


rated each statement in terms of its importance and the difficulty of achievement 
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using scales from one to five. These ideas were then presented on a two dimensional 


‘map’ and subsequent discussions between group members were used to resolve 


any disagreement.  Each workshop generated between five and 11 clusters from the 


34 to 60 statements that were the product of the original brainstorming session. 


The research team then organised the outcomes from all of the 11 workshops using 


a similar process to the concept mapping exercise.  Fourteen overarching concepts 


were identified that seemed to describe bushfire safety outcomes at the level of the 


household and community, the level of the bushfire agency and at the government or 


central agency policy level. 


Bushfire safety survey items 


The statements produced as a result of the concept mapping workshops were 


subsequently used to develop survey items aimed at capturing the attitudes and 


behaviours of people towards a range of bushfire safety issues.  Three clusters, 


listed below, focussed on outcomes for households and neighbourhoods including: 


 Individuals and community having a realistic understanding of risk.   


 Deciding and planning for ‘Stay or Go’ based on individuals and household 


understanding of accurate information about bushfire safety. 


 Household and neighbourhood planning and preparation that allows the plan 


of choice to be effectively implemented. 


Within each cluster, a decision was made to remove a statement generated as part 


of the workshop process if the: 


 intended meaning of the statement was ambiguous or unclear. 


 statement contained more than one identifiable concept and was clearly 


double or triple barrelled. 


 key focus of the statement related to the Commonwealth, State or Local 


governments, specific community organisations and/or particular bushfire 


agencies. 


 statement was only likely to be relevant to people living on rural acreage or 


large properties. 


 main concept was very similar to another statement in the cluster. 


The remaining statements were then reworded and reworked to ensure that each 


questionnaire item captured a complete idea.  In some cases, the original statement 


was shortened and simplified.  Occasionally, specialised language used by policy 


makers and agencies was removed and replaced with more generic terms to 







Findings from research on the Tasmania Fire Service
 ‘Bushfire - Prepare to Survive ‘DVD 


 


 


7 


 


maximise the likelihood that the idea would be accessible to the average person 


reading the questionnaire.  The resulting items were grouped into the following 


potential scales: 


 Awareness of bushfire risk, (four items) 


 Responsibility for bushfire safety (six items), 


 Knowledge about bushfire safety (nine items), 


 Planning for bushfire, (six items) 


 Preparing households for bushfire (people preparing their household for 


bushfire) (ten items), and 


 Community preparation (communities preparing households and communities 


for bushfire) (ten items).  


Splitting the ‘realistic understanding of risk’ concept into the two scales of risk and 


responsibility resulted in a comparatively small number of items directly relating to 


awareness of bushfire risk.  In addition, these risk items appeared to focus 


exclusively on a calm and measured cognitive appreciation of risk which was at odds 


with the more emotional aspects of risk and natural disasters or danger situations.  


Given that one of the aims of the DVD was to communicate just how dangerous and 


frightening a bushfire can be, it was decided to include some additional items to 


capture the less cognitive or mental aspects of risk.  Four new items were developed 


based on Slovic’s (1987) conceptualisation of dread risk where a dangerous situation 


elicits a visceral feeling of dread and is regarded as uncontrollable, potentially fatal, is 


inevitable and involuntary. 


Discussions with the C7 research team and an investigation of the relevant literature 


also suggested that the concept of self efficacy was likely to be extremely relevant to 


the willingness of people to become actively involved in bushfire safety activities.  


Bandura (1997) theorised that thoughts and feelings are governed by personal views 


about the extent to which an individual can exert influence or control over a situation. 


These beliefs about the concept Bandura referred to as self-efficacy are linked to the 


types of actions people engage in, how motivated they are and whether they believe 


they will succeed in what they are doing. Self efficacy, in this case, can be viewed as 


peoples’ confidence that they can do what needs to be done as well as their 


willingness to engage in the appropriate behaviours to prepare for bushfire and carry 


out their bushfire safety plans.  Six additional items were included to measure self 


efficacy in relation to bushfire safety attitudes and behaviours. 


 







Findings from research on the Tasmania Fire Service
 ‘Bushfire - Prepare to Survive ‘DVD 


 


 


8 


 


Retrospective pre test  


A typical approach to measuring the change or improvement that is thought to have 


occurred as the result of the program or intervention is to test participants on the 


domain of interest before they have undertaken the program and then retest after the 


program has been completed.  Taking into account a range of threats to internal and 


external validity, any difference between the score on the pre-test and that on the 


post-test is typically attributed to the effect of the program.   


One of the key limitations of this pre-test/post-test approach is that most participants 


are not aware of their skills or knowledge (or lack thereof) in a particular domain and 


may tend to overestimate their current level of expertise.  Typically, pre-test scores 


are inflated by this type of response bias (known in the literature as ‘response shift’) 


and the post-test assessment of the impact of the intervention may be dramatically 


underestimated.  Response shift can also operate in the opposite direction where the 


respondent, possibly as a result of comparison to others in a group learning situation, 


finds that they have underestimated their skills and knowledge prior to participating in 


a program. To overcome this response shift limitation, a ‘post-then-retrospective-pre-


test’ survey approach was used.  In a retrospective pre-test situation the participant 


is asked to rate their attitude or behaviour after the intervention and then to rate the 


same attitude or behaviour as they believe it was before the intervention on the same 


set of questionnaire items.  Both ‘post-test’ and ‘retrospective pre-test’ items are 


completed at the same time, after the intervention or program has been delivered to 


the participant.  


Recent research (Nolte 2008) had found that a ‘post-then-retrospective-pre-test’ was 


more sensitive to change (more change was reported by respondents) than a 


traditional pre-test then post-test although it not yet clear which of these two 


approaches is more accurate.  Similarly, Nolte (2008) observed that there is a 


tendency for respondents to limit their reporting of a negative change with a ‘post-


then-retrospective-pre-test’ approach although, again, it is not clear which is more 


correct. 


In relation to the TFS DVD, no pre testing was undertaken prior to the release of this 


resource.  As such, the ‘post-then-retrospective-pre-test’ survey approach also 


represents a practically and cost effective approach to collecting pre-test data. It is 


also possible that a ‘post-then-pre’ strategy could prevent an interaction between the 


intervention (in this case, the DVD) and the pre-test where the pre-test sensitises 


respondents to the intervention. Removing the pre-test has the potential to increase 
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validity as the respondents have not been previously ‘alerted’ to the specific types of 


outcomes that are being sought. 


 


Additional questionnaire items 


A small selection of other questionnaire items that related to the TFS DVD and views 


on bushfire safety (e.g. whether they have a plan to ‘stay’ and attempted to defend 


their property or intend to ‘leave early’ before a fire reaches them) were also 


included. Demographic information was sought for response classification purposes 


however these questions did not collect data that was health related, sensitive or 


would allow the participant to be personally identified.  . 


2.2 Survey distribution 


The survey was formatted for self administration (pencil-and-paper) and the research 


team was provided with a list of addresses that had been used as part of the original 


mailout of the DVD.  This list contained households in bushfire prone areas but 


excluded areas that had been targeted as part of the post-DVD survey that had been 


conducted by the TFS.  Two specific locations were selected to enable to 


comparison of households that had and had not been recently affected by bushfires. 


Bridport was chosen to represent a bushfire prone area that had not experienced a 


recent bushfire.  Weymouth, Lulworth and Pipers Brook, which are slightly more 


remote, were also included in the Bridport mailout.  Households in Scamander, St 


Marys, Beaumaris and Mathinna were either significantly threatened or experienced 


losses as a result of bushfires during the summer of 2006-2007 were also included in 


the survey. 


Table 2.2 Survey distribution 


 Bridport Scamander Total 


Original Mailout 711 696 1,407 


Second Mailout 262 373 635 


Letterbox Drop 225 227 452 


Return to Sender 421 371 792 


‘Available Sample’ 290 325 615 


Completed Questionnaires 115 154 269 


 39.7% 47.4% 43.7% 
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In total, 1,407 households were selected to take part and a survey pack containing a 


letter from the TFS, a plain language statement from the research team, a 


questionnaire and a reply paid envelope was mailed out during mid-July 20007 (see 


Table 2.2).  A follow-up letter was mailed three weeks later in the second week of 


August to all potential respondents, discounting any households where the survey 


pack had been returned, inviting them to participate in the research.   


During the first mail out in particular, a surprisingly large proportion of the survey 


packs were returned to the research team unopened.  It was anticipated that as the 


same mailing list had been used to distribute the DVD, the majority of letters would 


be deliverable to the households in the selected locations.  The research team also 


became aware of the possibility that, due to a range of issues, not all of the original 


survey packs had been delivered to the relevant households.  In some cases the 


non-delivery was because there was no letterbox at the address or the residence 


was only used during holiday periods and the letterbox was removed as the residents 


were away at the time of the survey.  In other instances, there did not seem to be a 


clear reason why the survey pack appeared to have been returned by the post office 


rather than a resident. 


As the research team was already travelling to Tasmania during the September 


school holidays (mid-September 2007), it was decided to ‘letter-box’ drop 


questionnaires to the remaining households that were still potentially in-scope for the 


survey.  During this process, it was apparent that a number of the addresses that 


were part of this delivery process were invalid as there was no letterbox present, no 


apparent street address that could be located or the delivery address was a vacant 


lot.  It was unclear why the previous two waves of correspondence had not been 


returned for these addresses.  In addition, when the address list of ‘return to senders’ 


was spot checked, it was evident that many of these dwellings had letterboxes and 


appeared to be permanent rather than holiday residences. 


Further investigation of the delivery concerns with Australia Post did not reveal any 


clear reason as to why mail was not received by all relevant households.  There was 


some suggestion that a number of seasonal residents only had letterboxes in place 


while they were staying in the area or that the people delivering the mail ‘just knew’ 


when people were away and marked any correspondence ‘return to sender’ at this 


time.   


As such, it was not possible to determine a definitive number of the true ‘in-scope’ 


population for this survey.  In the absence of any further information from Australia 
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Post, it has been assumed that all households where the mail was returned were 


genuinely undeliverable.  The overall response rate of 44% is slightly higher than a 


typical mail-out survey however the topic would have been relevant for many of the 


residents in these locations. 


One of the challenges of conducting this type of survey involved the assessment of 


household preparedness by one person living in the home.  It was anticipated that 


some of the questionnaires would be used as a discussion point and completed by 


couples or groups of people rather than individuals.  Respondents were asked 


directly about the way in which they had answered the questions and nearly three 


quarters (73%) indicated that they had completed the questionnaire by themselves.  


Others had filled in the questionnaire with their partner (24%), their children (2%), 


other people (1%) or their neighbours (1%). 


2.3 Data analysis and reporting 


Using the retrospective pre-test approach, respondents were asked a series of 


questions bushfire safety issues and requested to respond both in terms of the extent 


to which they agreed with the statement right now and how they would have 


answered the question 12 months previously.  Ratings were made on a six-point 


scale where ‘strongly disagree’ was given a value of 1 and ‘strongly agree’ a value of 


six.   


The tables in the following sections of the report ‘agreement’ with a statement as a 


combination of three levels of the agree part of the response set, ‘slightly agree’, 


‘agree’, and ‘strongly agree’. For many of the items there appears to be 


overwhelming agreement, often in excess of 90 per cent.  It should be noted that 


many of these agreement responses will be from the ‘slightly agree’ category and 


overall agreement is not the same as strength of agreement with any of the 


statements. 


In addition, a number of respondents did not complete the entire set of attitudinal 


questions which is not surprising given the self completion nature of the 


questionnaire. Patterns of missing data included the omission of one or two 


questions, not answering the retrospective pre-test items or leaving out the third page 


of questions (the items were printed on two facing pages with an ‘overflow’ of 


questions on the back of the third page).  Respondents with more than 50 per cent of 


the items missing overall were removed from subsequent analyses of the scales.  


Further inspection of the individual scales (both retrospective pre-test and post test) 
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was undertaken and any respondent missing more than 50 per cent of valid 


responses to any of the scales was omitted from the analysis.  In total, 48 of the 269 


respondents were not included in attitudes towards bushfire risk analysis. 


A small number of the remaining cases were missing data on one or more of the 


scales.  Missing data was imputed1 using the Expectation Maximisation algorithm in 


PRELIS.  As such, all analyses of the attitudinal data refer to 221 respondents with a 


complete set of responses to the bushfire safety attitude scales. 


A change in attitude over the 12 month period was calculated for each person by 


adding up their responses to all the questions in a particular topic area for both the 


retrospective pre-test and the post test.  These summary totals were then divided by 


the pre-test standard deviation to arrive at an ‘extent of change’ effect score for each 


respondent in each bushfire safety domain.  Subtracting the retrospective pre-test 


effect score from the post test effect score to obtain an effect size shows how much 


change occurred on the individual scales for each person during the 12 month 


period.  These ‘extent of change’ effect sizes were then categorised into three 


groups: No change (an effect of -.5 to .5), Positive change (an effect size of more 


than .5) and Negative change (an effect size of less than .5).  The .5 threshold was 


chosen to indicate a ‘medium effect size’ in keeping with current trends in health 


research where a measurable effect of .5 is regarded as a meaningful change 


(Cohen 1988, Norman et al, 2003). 


3 Respondent characteristics 


Of the 268 respondents, 152 (57%) were from the Scamander area and 116 (43%) 


lived in or around Bridport.  The slightly higher response rate from people living in 


Scamander is not surprising given the relatively recent fires and the salience of the 


survey topic. 


The oldest person who responded to the survey was 86 years old and the youngest 


was 20 with an average respondent age of 57 years. Only 42 (17%) were either 


current members of a fire service organisation or had been members in the past. 


As shown in Table 3a, almost three-quarters of the respondents (72%) identified 


themselves as home owners with fewer indicating that they were still paying off their 


homes had a mortgage (21%). A very small number (6%) were renting and 1 per cent 


                                                 
1 Missing values were replaced with a point best estimate of the value for the specific 
respondent based on the information contained in all the other answers to the items in the 
response set. 
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were living in some other situation, usually in a situation where accommodation was 


provided as part of their employment. 


Table 3a Home ownership status 


 % 


Home owner 72 


Mortgage 21 


Renting 6 


Other 1 


Q85.  Are you a… N=263 


The majority of households consisted of two people living together (127: 49%). 


Almost a quarter of the respondents indicated that they were living alone (23%) and 


fewer resided in households with three people (11%), four people (13%), five people 


(4%) or more than five people (2%).  


Table 3b Household situation 


 % 


Couple without children 44 


Couple with one or more children 27 


Single person without children 18 


Group of adults living together 6 


Single person with one or more children 4 


Other 1 


Q84 Which of the following best describes your household situation? N=254 


In terms of household composition, Table 3b shows that 44 per cent of respondents 


were living as a couple without any children.  This is not unexpected given the 


number of people reported to be living in the household and the age of the 


respondents.  Just under a third of respondents indicated that one or more children 


was present in the household, either with a couple (27%) or a single parent (4%).  


Eighteen per cent of respondents were living by themselves. 
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4 Experience and knowledge about bushfire 


4.1 Perceptions of bushfire threat 


One hundred and thirty eight (52%) of respondents indicated that a bushfire had 


threatened their home at some time in the past.  Of those whose homes had been 


threatened, 87 per cent were at home during the bushfire threat and 90 per cent 


believed that their home or property was threatened by bushfire during the summer 


of 2006.  These respondents were asked to rate how high the threat was to their 


home or property at this time and three quarters (76%) felt that the threat of bushfire 


was ‘high’ or ‘very high’. 


Irrespective of whether or not they had felt threatened by a bushfire, respondents 


were asked if they had made a decision to ‘stay and defend’ or ‘leave early’ prior to 


the summer of 2006.  Seventy per cent indicated that they had made a decision, 17 


per cent had not made a decision, and 13 per cent were unsure.  Of those who had 


made a decision, Table 4.1 shows the type of decision that had been made by 


respondents about staying or leaving. 


Table 4.1 Type of decision made about ‘staying and defending’ or 


‘leaving early 


 % 


Stay and defend 36 


Leave when told to 22 


Stay and defend but send family away 19 


Leave when it feels dangerous 12 


Leave early 8 


Other 3 


Q3a: If YES, which of the following best describes your decision about staying or leaving? N=191 


 


 
4.2 Sources of information 


Almost nine out of ten respondents (89%) reported that they had received general 


information about bushfire safety in the 12 months prior to completing the 


questionnaire.  Table 4.2a provides and indication of where the respondents had 


obtained this information. 
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Table 4.2a Way in which general bushfire safety information was 


received 


 % Number of 
respondents 


Mail or letterbox 85% 180 


Television – news  61% 130 


Newspaper 43% 90 


General programs on television 42% 89 


Radio 37% 83 


Tasmania Fire Service meeting 20% 43 


Local community or neighbourhood meeting 15% 33 


Other 12% 26 


Internet or online 6% 14 


Q4a: If YES, where did you obtain this information? N=237 Note: Responses do not add to 100% as more than one 


information source could be selected. 


 


Respondents were also specifically asked about any bushfire safety information that 


they may have received from the Tasmania Fire Service on how to plan or to prepare 


their property.  The following table (4.2b) shows that the majority (79%) of people 


who responded to the survey believed that they had received a copy of the DVD 


‘Bushfire – Prepare to Survive’.  Around half received a brochure from TFS (53%) or 


believed that they had seen the special screening of the DVD on television.  A 


relatively small proportion of respondents indicated that they had obtained 


information about the ‘Bushfire – Prepare to Survive’ campaign from the TFS website 


(15%). 


Table 4.2b Distribution channels for bushfire safety information received 


from the Tasmania Fire Service 


DVD 79% 


Brochure 53% 


Television 50% 


TFS website 15% 


Q67: During the last summer, did you see or receive information about any of the following? N=205 
Note: Responses do not add to 100% as more than one information source could be selected. 
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Ninety two per cent of the 205 respondents who had a copy of the DVD indicated that 


they had received it in their letterbox.  Five per cent obtained the DVD from the Post 


Office, three per cent called the 1800 number and two per cent borrowed a copy from 


a friend or relative, downloaded it from the TFS website or acquired the DVD from 


the library. 


Respondents who had received or obtained the DVD were asked how many times 


they had watched ‘Bushfire: Prepare to Survive’.   


 17 per cent had not watched the DVD at all. 


 39 per cent had watched it once. 


 39 per cent had watched it two to three times. 


 Three per cent had watched it four to five times. 


 Two per cent had watched the DVD more than five times. 


While a small number of people admitted that they had just failed to find the time to 


watch the DVD, the most frequent reason provided for not watching the DVD was 


that the respondent did not have a DVD player. 


After watching the DVD, 70 per cent of respondents discussed the content with other 


members of the household.  Nearly half (46%) talked about the DVD with friends and 


just under a third (31%) spoke with their neighbours when they had watched the 


DVD.  The 18 per cent of respondents didn’t discuss the DVD with anyone else is 


possibly explained by the fact that a large proportion of these people lived by 


themselves.  


Those who did watch the DVD believed that they understood the messages in the 


DVD (98%) and that the DVD (95%) assisted them in a range of preparation activities 


as shown in Table 4.2c on the following page.  Importantly, the DVD respondents felt 


that their understanding of bushfire risk in the local area had improved as a result of 


watching the DVD (91%) which could potentially motivate people to prepare their 


homes for bushfire as they are now more aware of the danger. These findings could 


suggest that the DVD is communicating the relevant information in a manner that is 


perceived by respondents to be relevant and understandable.  As respondents are 


not asked to provide specific details about the types of messages and advice they 


received it is impossible to assess whether this information is being received 


accurately.  
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Table 4.2c Understanding of messages and advice in the DVD 


I understood the messages in the DVD 98% 


My household understood the messages in the 
DVD 


95% 


The DVD improved understanding of bushfire risk 91% 


The DVD would help if we were threatened by 
bushfire 


91% 


The DVD helped preparation last summer 86% 


Q73-77: The next questions ask about your understanding of the messages and advice contained in the DVD.  
Please check the boxes below to indicate the extent to which you agree of disagree with the following statements 
about the DVD.  


 


Respondents were also asked to provide a number of overall assessments of the 


helpfulness of the ‘Bushfire – Prepare to Survive’ DVD.  Table 4.2d shows that 


almost all respondents (95%) thought that the DVD was helpful when they were 


making a decision about staying to defend or a decision to leave early or that the 


DVD was helpful when they were preparing their property (94%).  A slightly smaller 


proportion of respondents, 84 per cent, thought that the DVD was helpful with 


planning for a bushfire suggesting that the respondents may have felt that the 


information was more oriented towards short-term bushfire safety activities. 


Table 4.2d Bushfire safety information received from the Tasmanian Fire 


Service 


Helpful with making a decision to stay and defend 
or a decision to leave early 


95% 


Helpful with preparation 94% 


Helpful with planning 84% 


Q78-80: Overall, how helpful was the ‘Bushfire – Prepare to Survive DVD when you were…?’ N=166 


 


5 Attitudes towards bushfire safety 


The attitudes towards safety questions have been grouped into a number of domains 


that accord with views expressed in the bushfire safety and preparation literature as 


well as the feedback from stakeholders who attended the earlier concept mapping 


workshops.  These topics included: 


 Awareness of bushfire risk, 
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 Responsibility for bushfire safety, 


 Knowledge about bushfire safety, 


 Planning for bushfire, 


 Preparing households for bushfire (people preparing their household for 


bushfire), 


 Preparing communities for bushfire (community activities focused on bushfire 


preparation) 


 Community engagement and bushfire safety (people helping others in the 


community to prepare , and 


 Self efficacy (people’s confidence that they can ‘do what it takes’ to improve 


their bushfire safety). 


Each of the scales developed from these domains is examined in detail in the 


following sections. 


 


5.1 Awareness of bushfire risk 


Table 5.1a summaries the ‘change scores’ obtained by respondents in relation to all 


of the items comprising the awareness of bushfire risk scale. A positive change 


indicates that awareness of bushfire risk had increased, no change suggests that 


awareness of bushfire risk had stayed the same and a negative change implies that 


awareness of bushfire risk had decreased. 


Overall, more than a quarter (27.6%) of respondents reported a positive change in 


bushfire awareness over the 12 month period.  This positive change was significantly 


more evident in Scamander (41.1%) than Bridport (8.7%). 


Table 5.1a Change in attitude towards bushfire risk 


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 41.1 58.1 0.8 


Bridport 8.7 91.3 0.0 


Total 27.6 71.9 0.5 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


At an individual item level for each of the bushfire risk awareness questions, in 


general, respondents agreed that they were more aware of the extent to which they 
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are at risk of being threatened by bushfire at the time of surveying than they were 12 


months ago.  Table 5.1b shows the proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, 


‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the questionnaire statements about bushfire risk.  


Risk awareness levels were reported to be very high 12 months prior to the survey, 


with more than 4 out of 5 people (84.6%) ‘agreeing’ that they were aware of how at 


risk they were and this reported awareness increased to almost all of the 


respondents (97.3%) at the time of the survey.   


It can also be seen from Table 5.1b that agreement was substantially lower with the 


risk statements that were aimed at measuring ‘dread risk’ or fear of a bushfire event 


including ‘the thought of being involved in a bushfire makes me feel sick in the 


stomach’, ‘there is a good change that I could be killed if I was involved in a bushfire’, 


and ‘it is impossible to control a bushfire’.  While dread risk appeared to increase 


slightly over the 12 month period, half (50.2%) of the respondents to the survey 


agreed that it was possible to control a bushfire. More than a quarter (29.4%) 


disagreed that they worried about being affected by a bushfire despite the fact that 


almost all of them acknowledged that they were aware that they lived in a bushfire 


prone area (94.1%). 


Table 5.1b Attitude towards bushfire risk 


 
% of respondents 


who ‘agreed’ with the 
statement 


 Now 
12 


months 
ago 


I am aware of how at risk I am if there was a bushfire 97.3 84.6 


I know the extent to which my property is at risk of bushfire 95.5 86.4 


I am aware that I live or have property in a bushfire prone area 94.1 87.3 


I believe that I could be involved in a bushfire at some time in the 


future 
91.0 85.5 


I worry about being affected by bushfire 70.6 62.9 


The thought of being involved in a bushfire makes me feel sick in 


the stomach 
61.5 55.2 


There is a good chance that I could be killed if I was involved in a 


bushfire 
58.4 53.4 


It is impossible to control a bushfire 49.8 43.4 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements.  
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Even though people living in the Scamander location had recently been involved in a 


bushfire, they were still significantly more likely that those in Bridport to ‘agree’ that 


they could be involved in a bushfire at some time in the future (95.3% vs 84.8%). 


Respondents in the Scamander area were also more likely than those living in and 


around Bridport to ‘agree’ that it is impossible to control a bushfire both at the time of 


the survey (64.2% vs 45.8%) and 12 months previously (55.0% vs 27.2%).  It is 


possible that the direct involvement of Scamander residents in a bushfire during the 


intervening 12 months provided a more realistic insight into the extent to which a 


bushfire event can be controlled. 


 


5.2 Responsibility for bushfire safety 


Table 5.2a summaries the change scores obtained by respondents in relation to all of 


the items comprising the responsibility for bushfire safety scale. A positive change 


indicates that responsibility for bushfire safety had increased, no change suggests 


that responsibility for bushfire safety had stayed the same and a negative change 


implies that responsibility for bushfire safety had decreased. 


Overall, more than a third (36.2%) of respondents reported a positive change in 


relation to responsibility for bushfire safety over the 12 month period.  Residents of 


the Scamander area were significantly more likely to report a positive change 


(48.1%) than those living in and around Bridport (19.7%).   


Table 5.2a Change in attitude towards responsibility for bushfire safety 


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 48.1 51.9 0.0 


Bridport 19.6 78.3 2.2 


Total 36.2 62.9 0.9 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


The data contained in Table 5.2b on the following page suggest that feelings of 


responsibility for being bushfire safe were relatively high and increased slightly over 


the 12 month period.  One item that appeared to reflect slightly higher levels of 


agreement at the time of the survey was ‘Bushfire safety is a high priority for me’ 


which increased from 84.2 per cent to 96.4 per cent.  In addition, almost all of the 


respondents (93.7%) agreed at the time of the survey that they had a realistic 
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expectation of the extent to which bushfire services could assist them in the event of 


a bushfire.  As the survey did not identify exactly what those expectations were, it is 


not possible to say whether they were actually realistic from the perspective of the 


Tasmania Fire Service. 


Table 5.2b Attitude towards responsibility for bushfire safety  


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 
  Now 12 


months 
ago 


I feel responsible for improving my safety preparedness 97.3 93.7 


Bushfire safety is a high priority for me 96.4 84.2 


I know that I need to be self-sufficient in the event of a bushfire 95.9 88.2 


I feel responsible for reducing my bushfire related risk 95.0 90.5 


I accept responsibility for my home and property during bushfire 
season 


94.6 91.9 


I have a realistic expectation of the capacity of fire-services to help 
me in the event of a bushfire 


93.7 87.8 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


 


As was the case in relation to perceptions of bushfire risk, people who where living in 


the Scamander area were significantly more likely than those in Bridport to 


demonstrate a positive shift in their attitudes towards responsibility for bushfire 


safety.  In particular, 99.2% of respondents living in Scamander ‘agreed’ that bushfire 


safety was a high priority at the time of the survey compared with 92.4% of the 


respondents from the Bridport area. 


 


5.3 Knowledge about bushfire safety 


The change scores obtained by respondents in relation to the items in the perceived 


knowledge about bushfire safety scale are contained in Table 5.3a on the following 


page. A positive change suggests that perceived knowledge about bushfire safety 


had increased, no change indicates that perceived knowledge had stayed the same 


and a negative change implies that perceived knowledge had decreased. 


It can be seen from Table 5.3a just over a quarter (27.6%) of respondents overall 


reported a positive change in knowledge about bushfire safety over the 12 month 
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period.  Residents living in and around Scamander were significantly more likely to 


report a positive change (39.5%) than those in the Bridport area (10.9%).   


 


Table 5.3a Change in perceived knowledge about bushfire safety 


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 39.5 60.5 - 


Bridport 10.9 89.1 - 


Total 27.6 72.4 - 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


At an individual item level, respondents in general believed that their knowledge 


about what to do to improve their safety both before and during a bushfire had 


improved over the 12 months prior to the survey, as can be seen from Table 5.3b.  In 


particular, agreement with the statements ‘I know what having a bushfire plan 


means’, ‘I know what clothing to wear’, and ‘I know when to stay and defend my 


property and when to go’ appeared to increase markedly.  Agreement that 


respondents understood fire safety laws was lowest both at the time of the survey 


(79.6%) and 12 months prior (71.9%). 


Table 5.3b Perceived personal knowledge about bushfire safety  


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 
  Now 12 


months 
ago 


I have a good understanding of fuel management and fuel 
reduction 95.9 89.1 
I know what having a bushfire plan means 95.0 85.5 
I know safe places to go if I have to evacuate 93.7 86.4 
I know what clothing to wear 93.2 83.7 
I know how to get information about practical things I can do to 
prepare myself for a bushfire 


92.8 86.4 
I know when to stay and defend my property and when to go 92.3 83.3 
I know specific actions I could take to make my home safer 91.4 83.7 
I am always aware of what needs to be done to prevent 
bushfires 90.5 83.3 
I understand the fire safety laws 79.6 71.9 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 







Findings from research on the Tasmania Fire Service
 ‘Bushfire - Prepare to Survive ‘DVD 


 


 


23 


 


 


In contrast to the risk awareness and responsibility for bushfire safety scales, there 


were no substantive differences related to the location of respondents regarding 


reported change in bushfire knowledge at the individual item level.  


5.4 Planning for a bushfire 


Table 5.4a summaries the change scores obtained by respondents in relation to the 


items comprising the bushfire planning scale. A positive change indicates that 


bushfire planning behaviours had increased, no change suggests that bushfire 


planning behaviours had essentially stayed the same and a negative change implies 


that behaviours associated with planning for a bushfire had decreased. 


Overall slightly less than a third (30.3%) of respondents reported a positive change in 


bushfire planning behaviour over the 12 month period (see Table 5.4a).  Residents of 


the Scamander area were significantly more likely to report a positive change 


(42.6%) than those living in and around Bridport (13.0%).   


Table 5.4a Change in attitude towards planning for a bushfire 


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 42.6 55.8 1.6 


Bridport 13.0 87.0 - 


Total 30.3 68.8 .9 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


Table 5.4b suggests that compared with 12 months ago, respondents generally 


agreed that they now had a bushfire plan, that they knew what to do if things didn’t 


go according to plan and that they revised their each season.  Even so, marked 


differences are evident in relation to agreement with each of the planning behaviours 


captured by the questionnaire.  Agreement that respondents ‘have a plan to stay and 


defend or a plan to leave early’ elicited the highest level of agreement (92.3%) and 


increased from (79.2%) for the 12 months preceding the survey.   
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Table 5.4b Bushfire planning behaviours 


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with the 


statement 


  Now 12 
months 


ago 
I have a plan to ‘stay and defend my property’ or a plan to ‘leave 
early’ 92.3 79.2 
I know what to do in if things don’t go according to plan 83.7 71.5 
I have a range of complementary fire safety measures that I can 
implement 78.7 69.7 
I have a list of things I need to do in the event of a bushfire 


76.0 64.7 
I revise my bushfire preparation plan each season 


68.3 52.9 
I regularly review my bushfire plan with my family 


56.6 49.3 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


 


It can also be seen from Table 5.4b that respondents were more likely to agree with 


statements that related to more passive, possibly shorter term planning behaviours, 


such as ‘knowing what to do if things don’t go according to plan’ (83.7%) or ‘I have a 


range of complementary fire safety measures that I can implement’ (78.7%).  


Agreement with planning activities that involved longer term commitment or more 


active engagement was notably lower with only 56.6 per cent of respondents 


agreeing that they ‘regularly review their bushfire plan with their family’ and 68.3 per 


cent agreeing that they ‘revise their bushfire plan each season’.  Of course, it could 


also be the case that the reason they have not reviewed or revised their bushfire 


safety plans is because they have only made decisions about planning for bushfire 


relatively recently and they have not had time to consider reassessing these plans.  


Again, it was the case that agreement with the statements was highest for residents 


in the Scamander area.  Almost all (96.1%) of respondents living in and around 


Scamander were in agreement with the statement that they had a bushfire plan 


compared with only 87 per cent of respondents from Bridport. Similarly, respondents 


from the Scamander area were more likely to agree that they knew what to do if 


things didn’t go according to plan (89.0%) whereas only 75 per cent of Bridport 


respondents agreed that this was the case. 
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5.5 Preparing for a bushfire 


The change scores obtained by respondents for the items in the bushfire preparation 


scale are contained in Table 5.5a. A positive change indicates that reported bushfire 


preparation behaviours had increased, no change implies that bushfire preparation 


had stayed the same and a negative change suggests that bushfire preparation 


behaviours had decreased. 


It can be seen from Table 5.5a that, overall, almost a quarter (24.9%) of respondents 


reported a positive change in bushfire preparation behaviour over the 12 month 


period.  Residents living in and around Scamander were significantly more likely to 


report a positive change (34.1%) than those in the Bridport area (12.0%). 


Table 5.5a Change in bushfire safety preparation behaviours 


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 34.1 65.9 - 


Bridport 12.0 88.0 - 


Total 24.9 75.1 - 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


Table 5.5b contains the ratings of a series of statements regarding attitudes to 


bushfire preparation at the time of the survey and 12 months previously.  In general, 


all of the levels of agreement increased, with some showing a more marked change 


than others over the 12 month period.  Agreement with statements such as ‘I have 


made sure that emergency vehicles can easily gain access to my property (94.1 vs 


90.5) and ‘I have my own source of water that is not connected to the mains’ (62.0 vs 


62.6) showed very modest increases in agreement.  This absence of an increase in 


agreement over time on these items possibly reflects, comments noted by some 


respondents on the questionnaire indicating that the items were not relevant to their 


situation (eg their house was on a residential block so of course emergency vehicles 


could easily gain access).   


In contrast to the previous scales, some of the response patterns tended towards 


disagreement, ‘I have completed a dress rehearsal of my action plan’ (46.6%) or very 


low levels of agreement ‘Fire safety is part of my day-to-day habits and practice’ 


(54.8%).  These activities are, as was seen in relation to some of the planning for 
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bushfire safety statements, suggestive of longer term, active commitments to 


preparation.  While ‘I keep my property clear of rubbish and leaves’ could also easily 


be considered as an active preparation strategy, it may be the case that responses to 


this item are more indicative of good gardening practices than bushfire safety 


strategies.   


Table 5.5b Attitude towards preparing for a bushfire 


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with the 


statement 
  Now 12 


months 
ago 


I keep my property clear of rubbish and leaves 96.8 90.0 
I have made sure that emergency vehicles can easily gain access 
to my property 


94.1 90.5 
I have a defendable zone around my house 92.3 86.9 
I am prepared for a bushfire before the season starts 87.8 77.8 
I have appropriate clothing to wear when defending my home 
against bushfire 81.0 72.9 
I have the equipment I need to implement my ‘bushfire plan’ 71.9 65.2 
I have my own source of water that is not connected to the mains 62.0 60.6 
I have a home survival/safety kit 57.0 43.0 
Fire safety is part of  my day-to-day habits and practices 54.8 46.2 
I have completed a dress rehearsal of my action plan 46.6 37.1 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


As was the case with respect to bushfire knowledge, there did not appear to be any 


significant differences between the two communities surveyed on the individual 


bushfire preparation items.  More specifically, similar responses were provided by 


residents in Scamander and Bridport in relation to keeping properties clear of rubbish 


and leaves, having a defendable zone around the house and having a separate 


source of water.  These findings could suggest that messages about bushfire safety 


are being communicated in a consistent manner that is seen as relevant to residents 


in bushfire prone areas irrespective of whether or not they have been affected by fire. 


 


5.6 Community preparation and bushfire 


The original set of items aimed at assessing community involvement included a 


range of statements focusing on bushfire safety from both the perspective of the 
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individual and the viewpoint of the community in general.  During preliminary analysis 


of the data it became apparent that these items fell into two distinct groups of 


community oriented attitudes:  respondents’ personal involvement in community 


bushfire safety activities and their views about the extent to which they feel there is 


community support of and responsibility for bushfire safety.  As such, these groups of 


items will be discussed separately with the community level items in this section on 


community preparation and the individual level items in the following section on 


community engagement. 


The change scores obtained by respondents in relation to the items in community 


preparation for bushfire scale are contained in Table 5.6a. A positive change 


suggests that perceived community preparation for bushfire had increased, no 


change indicates that perceived community preparation for bushfire had stayed the 


same and a negative change implies that perceived community preparation had 


decreased. 


Table 5.6a Change in community preparation for bushfire  


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 52.7 45.7 1.6 


Bridport 6.5 93.5 - 


Total 33.5 65.6 .9 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


Table 5.6a shows that, overall, a third (33.5%) of respondents reported a positive 


change in community preparation for bushfire over the 12 month period.  Residents 


of the Scamander area were significantly more likely to report a positive change 


(52.7%) than those living in and around Bridport (6.5%).   


Table 5.6b contains responses to the individual statements on community 


engagement and bushfire safety.  Overall, those who responded to the survey 


typically agreed that their community was responsible for the safety of the community 


and that people in the community worked together to act on bushfire safety issues 


however there were some items that tended towards lower levels of agreement.  


Agreement with the very non-specific statement ‘my community is responsible for the 


safety of the community’ was already at a relatively high level in the 12 months prior 


to the survey (80.5%) and improved to 91.4% at the time the survey was conducted. 


Somewhat surprisingly, agreement was lower in response to ‘there is a sense of 
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community and mutual preparation for bushfire in out area’ (71.5%) even though the 


statements appear quite similar.  It could be the case that the change in focus from 


general community safety in the first statement to bushfire safety in the second 


statement could account for the change in the proportion of respondents agreeing 


with the level of commitment of the community to safety activities.  


Table 5.6b Attitude towards community preparation and bushfire safety  


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 


  Now 12 
months 


ago 


My local community is responsible for the safety of the 
community 


91.4 80.5 


Our community has a awareness of the need to be responsible 
for local community fire safety initiatives 83.7 67.0 


People in my local area work together as a community to act on 
bushfire safety issues 79.6 69.2 


There is a sense of community and mutual preparation for 
bushfire in our area 71.5 56.6 


Our community supports older people or people with difficulties 
to prepare their homes for bushfire 54.3 52.5 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


 


Just over half of respondents broadly ‘agreed’ with the statement that ‘our community 


supports older people or people with difficulties to prepare their homes for bushfire’ 


(54.3%). Given that the average age of survey respondents was 57, and the oldest 


respondent was 86, it is difficult to ascertain whether the item is being interpreted as 


the respondent not feeling personally supported to prepare their home or respondent 


indicated that they, as a member of the community, are not able to help other 


potentially vulnerable residents.   


Further examination of these findings revealed two distinct differences between the 


two communities surveyed. Ninety two per cent of respondents from the Scamander 


area ‘agreed’ with the statement ‘our community has an awareness of the need to be 


responsible for local community fire safety initiatives’ when making a rating at the 


time of the survey whereas only 71.7 per cent of those in the Bridport area were in 


agreement with this item.  Similarly, 62.0 per cent of respondents from Scamander 
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indicated that they ‘agreed’ with the statement ‘our community supports older people 


or people with difficulties to prepare their homes for bushfire’, compared with only 


43.5 per cent of Bridport respondents.  Despite this difference in opinion about the 


community support of older people or those in the community with difficulties, there 


was no substantive difference in the age profile of survey respondents in the two 


locations with 41.9 per cent aged 60 years or over in Scamander and 38.5 per cent in 


the same age group in Bridport. 


 


5.7 Community engagement 


Table 5.7a contains the change scores achieved in relation to the community 


engagement and bushfire safety scale. A positive change indicates that reported 


community engagement and bushfire safety had increased, no change suggests that 


perceived community engagement and bushfire safety had stayed the same and a 


negative change implies that respondents felt that community engagement and 


bushfire safety had decreased. 


In contrast to the findings reported for community preparation, less than a quarter 


(23.5%) of respondents reported a positive change in community engagement and 


bushfire safety over the 12 month period.  Residents of the Scamander area were 


significantly more likely to report a positive change (34.9%) than those living in and 


around Bridport (7.6%).   


Table 5.7a Change in community engagement and bushfire safety  


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 34.9 63.6 1.6 


Bridport 7.6 92.4 - 


Total 23.5 75.6 .9 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


Aside from the statement, ‘I have a number of places I can go or people I can talk to 


about fire safety’, there was generally lower levels of agreement than the community 


preparation items, both in relation to the current situation and 12 months prior to the 


survey, that respondents were personally engaged in supporting other members of 


the community to improve bushfire safety (see Table 5.7b).   
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Table 5.7b Attitude towards community engagement and bushfire safety 


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 


  Now 12 
months 


ago 


I have a number of places I can go or people I can talk to about fire 
safety 97.7 90.5 
I encourage new residents to think about bushfire safety 


66.1 56.1 
I participate in community activities aimed at reducing fire hazards 


59.7 49.3 
I have discussed my bushfire plan with my neighbours and know 
what they will do in the event of a bushfire 45.2 34.4 
I help people with unsafe properties to prepare for bushfire season 


37.6 32.1 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


 


When compared with other bushfire safety related attitudes, for example planning for 


a bushfire, the magnitude of positive change over the 12 month period regarding 


community engagement was generally modest.  A positive increase in agreement 


was reported least frequently for the item ‘I help people with unsafe properties to 


prepare for bushfire season’ (37.6%) although there was slightly more positive 


change reported for other active community behaviours such as ‘I participate in 


community activities aimed at reducing fire hazards’ (57.9%) and ‘I encourage new 


residents to think about bushfire safety’ (66.1%).  Although the agreement ratings 


made in relation to the statement ‘I have discussed my bushfire plan with my 


neighbours and know what they will do in the event of a bushfire’ were comparatively 


low (45.2% now and 34.4% 12 months ago) this, and other items showed a distinct 


increase over the 12 month reference period. 


It is interesting to note that in terms of attitudes towards personal community 


engagement, there the only substantive difference between the respondents living in 


Bridport and Scamander related to interaction with neighbours.  Residents in the 


Scamander area were significantly more likely that those in Bridport to report that at 


the time of the survey they had discussed their fire plan with their neighbours (55.0% 


vs 31.5%).   
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5.8 Self efficacy and bushfire safety 


The self efficacy items assess the extent to which respondents believe that they have 


the necessary confidence to engage in the behaviours required to ensure their safety 


during a bushfire.  The change scores obtained by respondents in relation to the 


items in the self efficacy and bushfire safety scale are contained in Table 5.8a. As is 


the case with the other scales, a positive change implies that perceived self efficacy 


and bushfire safety had increased, no change suggests that perceived self efficacy 


and bushfire safety had stayed the same and a negative change indicates that 


perceived self efficacy and bushfire safety had decreased. 


It can be seen from Table 5.8a that, overall, just over a third (33.5%) of respondents 


reported a positive change in bushfire preparation behaviour during the reference 


period of the 12 months before the survey.  Residents living the Scamander area 


were significantly more likely to report a positive change (46.5%) than those in and 


around Bridport (15.2%). 


 


Table 5.8a Change in self efficacy and bushfire safety  


 Positive Change No Change Negative Change 


Scamander 46.5 52.7 .8 


Bridport 15.2 84.8 - 


Total 33.5 66.1 .5 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


Table 5.8b on the following page shows an increase in agreement over the 12 month 


period was evident for almost all of the self efficacy statements and agreement was 


extremely high with the statement ‘I am able to think effectively about my safety 


preparedness’ (97.7%).  Other statements with improved levels of agreement at the 


time of the survey included ‘I am confident that I could put my bushfire plan into 


action’ (91% from 81%), and ‘I believe that I would know what to do during a bushfire 


even if something unexpected happened’ (87.8% from 73.8%). 
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Table 5.8b Attitude towards self efficacy and bushfire safety 


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 


  Now 12 
months 


ago 
I am able to think effectively about my safety preparedness 


97.7 84.6 
I am confident that I could put my bushfire plan into action 


91.0 81.0 
I believe that I would know what to do during a bushfire even if 
something unexpected happened 


87.8 73.8 
I believe that I could protect myself if there was a bushfire 


86.9 79.6 
I am confident that I could assist my neighbours or firefighters during 
a bushfire 86.0 81.9 
I believe that I would be largely self reliant during a bushfire and 
would not need to depend on bushfire agencies for help 


37.1 34.4 


Note: % ‘agreed’ is the total proportion of respondents who ‘strongly agreed’, ‘agreed’, or ‘slightly agreed’ with the 


statements. 


 


While respondents’ self efficacy was generally high and had showed improvement 


over the preceding 12 months, only around a third (37.1%) ‘agreed’ that they would 


be self reliant in the event of a bushfire and this level of agreement had barely 


increased from 34.4 per cent.  This finding is at odds with the overwhelming 


agreement reported in relation to the statement that respondents believed that they 


had realistic expectations of the capacity of bushfire services to assist them in the 


even of a bushfire. 


6 Bushfire safety attitudes and the TFS DVD 


The findings reported in the previous section demonstrate that there were some 


positive changes in a range of bushfire safety attitudes and behaviours over the 12 


month period and that most substantial change seems to have been experienced by 


respondents with a home in the Scamander area.  Given that there was a significant 


bushfire event at this location around the time that the DVD was distributed it is 


difficult to assess the direct influence of any intervention, particularly a passive 


intervention such as watching a DVD, on bushfire safety and preparation.  Even so, it 


is useful to explore some possible interactions between the location of the 


respondent, DVD watching behaviour and reported change in bushfire safety 


attitudes and behaviours. 
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DVD watching behaviour was grouped into three categories, those who didn’t receive 


or watch the DVD, those who watched it once and those who watched the DVD on 


two or more occasions with each of there groups representing approximately one 


third of the respondents.  There seem to be small differences in DVD watching 


behaviour between the people living in the Scamander and those in the Bridport area 


(see Table 6a) however these differences are not statistically significant. 


Table 6a DVD watching behaviour by location 


 
Didn’t watch the 


DVD 
Watched DVD once Watched DVD twice 


or more 


Scamander 30.2 33.3 36.4 


Bridport 41.3 29.2 29.3 


Total 34.8 31.7 33.5 


 (number of respondents = 
77) 


(number of respondents = 
70) 


(number of respondents = 
74) 


Note: Total number of respondents from Scamander area = 129.  Total number of respondents from Bridport area = 


92. 


 


A further analysis was conducted to determine whether there was any relationship 


between DVD watching behaviour and whether or not respondents had been 


threatened by a bushfire in the past.  It is possible that, for example, those who had 


never been involved in a bushfire might be more motivated to access information 


about what to do about preparing for bushfire. 


Just over half of the respondents (56.6%) had been threatened by bushfire in the 


past. In general, people who had been threatened by a bushfire in the past were 


generally just as likely to watch the DVD as those who had never experienced a past 


bushfire threat, as shown in Table 6b.   


Table 6b DVD watching behaviour by past bushfire threat 


 
Didn’t watch 


the DVD 
Watched DVD 


once 
Watched DVD 
twice or more 


Yes, threatened by bushfire in the 
past 31.2 32.0 36.8 


No, never threatened by bushfire 39.6 31.3 29.2 


Total 34.8 31.7 33.5 


Note: Total number of respondents who had been threatened by bushfire in the past = 125.  Total number of 


respondents never threatened by bushfire = 96. 
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Respondents were also asked if they had made a decision about what to do if they 


were threatened by bushfire.  Table 6c shows while just over two thirds of 


respondents 69.6 per cent had made a decision about what to do, there were no 


significant differences between those who had watched the DVD once (70.0%) and 


those who had never watched the DVD (62.5%).  It is also of some concern that for 


those respondents who watched the DVD on two or more occasions, 12.5 per cent of 


respondents still hadn’t made a decision about what to do and 11.1 per cent of 


respondents were unsure about which was the best decision to make, although these 


percentages represent relatively small numbers of people. 


Table 6c Decision made about what to do in the event of a bushfire 
and DVD watching behaviour 


 
Didn’t watch 


the DVD 
Watched DVD 


once 
Watched DVD 
twice or more 


Total 


Yes, made a decision  62.5 70.0 76.4 69.6 


No, haven’t made a 
decision 25.0 20.0 12.5 


19.2 


Not sure what to do 12.5 10.0 11.1 11.2 


Note: Total number of respondents who had made a decision = 149.  Total number of respondents who had not 
made a decision = 41. Total number of respondents who were not sure about what to do = 24. 


 


Table 6d on the following page reports DVD watching behaviour by the type of 


decision that respondents indicated they had made about what they would do in the 


event of a bushfire.  A number of people who said that they we’re sure what they 


would do also provided responses to this question.  In general, just over a third of 


respondents had made a decision to stay and defend (35.3%) and this decision 


seems to be associated with viewing the DVD on one or more occasions.  Around a 


fifth of respondents (21.2%) said that they would stay and defend but send their 


family away, a response that was more likely if they had not watched the DVD. 


Of slightly more concern is the way in which people seem to be interpreting the 


‘leave’ message with ‘leave early’ being reported as the least popular strategy overall 


(9.0%).  Just over a fifth of respondents (21.8%) had made a decision to leave when 


they were told to, effectively leaving the decision making to someone else.  Deciding 


to pursue this strategy was equally likely to be reported by people who did and did 


not watch the DVD.  It is very surprising that approximately one in ten (9.6%) of 


respondent had decided that their strategy of choice was to ‘leave when it feels 


dangerous’ and that this approach was equally likely to be pursued by those who had 


and had not watched the DVD. 
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Table 6d Type of decision made about what to do in the event of a 
bushfire and DVD watching behaviour 


 


Didn’t 
watch the 


DVD 


Watched 
DVD once 


Watched 
DVD twice 


or more 


Total 


Stay and defend 21.3 43.1 39.7 35.3 


Stay and defend but send 
family away 29.8 15.7 19.0 


21.2 


Leave when told to 21.3 17.6 25.9 21.8 


Leave when it feels dangerous 12.8 7.8 8.6 9.6 


Leave early 10.6 9.8 6.9 9.0 


Other 4.3 5.9 - 3.2 


Note: Total number of who didn’t watch the DVD = 47.  Total number of respondents who watch the DVD once = 51.  
Total number of respondents who watched the DVD on two or more occasions = 58. 


 


Table 6e on the following page shows the percentage of respondents who 


experienced a positive change on one or more aspects of bushfire safety in the 


context of how many times they watched the DVD.  There appears to be small 


positive change associated with watching the DVD one or more times across most of 


the bushfire domains however, for the most part, these differences are not significant.  


Responsibility for bushfire safety is an exception with respondents being significantly 


more likely to indicate that they felt more responsible for their bushfire safety if they 


had watched the DVD on one or more occasions.   


 


Table 6e Positive change in attitude towards bushfire safety and use 


of the DVD 


 Didn’t watch the 
DVD 


Watched the DVD 
once 


Watched the DVD 
twice or more  


Risk 22.1 30.0 31.1 


Responsibility 28.6 40.0 40.5 


Knowledge 22.1 25.7 35.1 


Planning 23.4 27.1 40.5 


Individual preparation 19.5 18.6 36.5 


Community engagement 16.9 24.3 29.7 


Community preparation 26.0 37.1 37.8 


Self efficacy 26.0 34.3 40.5 
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Table 6e also shows that positive changes with respect to planning and individual 


preparation were only evident if the respondent had watched the DVD more than 


once.  It could be the case that people who already feel motivated to plan or prepare 


used the DVD as a source of information and referred to it more than once during the 


12 month period.  Alternatively, it is possible that these people became more 


motivated to plan or prepare when then saw the DVD on more than one occasion. 


Even thought one of the aims of the DVD was to inform people that they were at risk 


of bushfire, little positive change was reported with respect to this aspect of bushfire 


safety.  It is possible that reported change was also relatively small in relation to 


personal engagement with the community regarding bushfire safety and community 


preparation for bushfire which would be expected as the DVD was not directly 


focused on encouraging people to initiate or participate in bushfire safety activities 


with their local community. 


 


7 Overall findings & observations 


In general, it is difficult to disentangle the influence of the DVD from the impact of the 


bushfire event in Scamander on respondent’s views about bushfire safety.  It should 


also be noted that the use of a medium effect size (.5) as a threshold to indicate 


meaningful change from the retrospective pre test to the post test has been 


tentatively generalised from the wider health literature.  Further investigation is 


required to confirm the extent to which this level of change reflects a meaningful or 


important difference in relation to interventions that are not related to clinical health, 


such as bushfire safety. 


Overall findings from the research suggest that: 


 Reported awareness of the extent to which people know that they are at risk 


of bushfire was high the time of the survey but these high levels of awareness 


also appeared to be present in the previous 12 months.  Positive change in 


relation to taking responsibility for bushfire safety was more apparent for 


survey respondents, particularly those living in the Scamander area.  It is 


possible that ‘responsibility’ may function as a threshold enabler of the suite 


of bushfire safety behaviours.  What is currently unclear is whether people 


who appreciate the need to take responsibility for their bushfire safety are 


more likely seek out information or if an understanding of the need to take 


responsibility can be effectively communicated by an information resource.  
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 When people think about the community and community related preparation 


activities they are not necessarily considering how they personally could 


contribute but seem to be referring to providers of services to the community 


who are responsible for coordinating community efforts. 


 Low levels of perceived self reliance indicate that any thinking by people in 


the community about bushfire plans and preparation takes into account a 


belief that support will be available from bushfire agencies if or when required.  


Respondents appear to feel as though they could be self-reliant up until the 


point where they need professional, outside assistance. 


Comparing responses from residents in Scamander and Bridport across each of the 


eight domains (Table 7a) shows that there are clear differences for each of the two 


localities. More respondents from Scamander reported a ‘meaningful change’ with a 


reported median of 41.9 per cent.  The median change for the all of the scales was 


only 11.5 per cent for respondents from the Bridport area. 


A median change of more than 10 per cent in the location that was not directly 


affected by fire could be a useful improvement if these attitudes translate into 


practical behaviour. This ‘lower bound’ of 10 per cent might reflect the possible 


impact of the DVD in an area that isn’t directly affected by a bushfire event however it 


is difficult to directly attribute this change to the DVD.  Given the wider context that 


could have influenced the views of the respondents, including the dramatic media 


coverage of the Scamander and St Mary’s fires, demonstrating that the positive 


change was caused or supported by the DVD is very difficult.  Further investigation 


would be required to determine whether the findings relating to respondents from 


Scamander represent a interaction between the fire event in the area and the DVD or 


a just a result of the fire event itself. 
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Table 7a Proportion of respondents showing a meaningful change by 


location 


  Scamander Bridport 


Risk 41.1 8.7 


Responsibility 48.1 19.6 


Knowledge 39.5 10.9 


Planning 42.6 13.0 


Preparation 34.1 12.0 


Community Preparation 52.7 6.5 


Community Engagement 34.9 7.6 


Self Efficacy 46.5 15.2 


 


Table 7b on the following page consolidates the statements across all scales where 


post-test ‘agreement’ was less than 70 per cent.  Even though many of these items 


show a positive change or increase over the 12 month period these areas appear to 


be most in need of attention.  Of immediate concern is the low proportion of people 


who feel as though they would be self-reliant in the event of a bushfire.  Respondents 


seem to be making plans to stay and defend their property but many believe that they 


will definitely require assistance from agencies during the course of a bushfire.  This 


suggests that the 'stay and defend' message is being interpreted as 'stay and defend 


until you need help from a bushfire agency'. 


Preparation activities also seem to be a lower priority with fewer people agreeing that 


they have completed a dress rehearsal of their action plan, that they review their 


bushfire plan with their family or that bushfire safety is part of their day-to-day habits. 


So while agreement is comparatively high with respect to understanding risk, taking 


responsibility and planning, more active or ongoing fire preparation behaviours seem 


to be less prevalent. 


Most people agreed that their household had a plan and was prepared however 


substantially fewer agreed with statements that suggested they supported community 


bushfire preparation activities. Many did not discuss their plans with neighbours or 


help those with unsafe properties to prepare.  There was also a lower level of 


agreement that the community supported older people or those with difficulties to 


prepare for bushfire.  With so much focus on household plans, overarching 
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messages about the preparation of the community may not be getting through to 


people in bushfire prone areas. 


 


Table 7b Items with lowest levels of ‘agreement’ at post-test 


 % of respondents 
who ‘agreed’ with 


the statement 
  Now 12 


months 
ago 


I believe that I would be largely self reliant during a bushfire and would 
not need to depend on bushfire agencies for help 


37.1 34.4 
I help people with unsafe properties to prepare for bushfire season 


37.6 32.1 
I have discussed my bushfire plan with my neighbours and know what 
they will do in the event of a bushfire 


45.2 34.4 
I have completed a dress rehearsal of my action plan 


46.6 37.1 
Our community supports older people or people with difficulties to 
prepare their homes for bushfire 54.3 52.5 


Fire safety is part of  my day-to-day habits and practices 
54.8 46.2 


I regularly review my bushfire plan with my family 
56.6 49.3 


I have a home survival/safety kit 
57.0 43.0 


I participate in community activities aimed at reducing fire hazards 
59.7 49.3 


I have my own source of water that is not connected to the mains 
62.0 60.6 


I encourage new residents to think about bushfire safety 
66.1 56.1 


I revise my bushfire preparation plan each season 
68.3 52.9 
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Abstract
This paper provides a summary of the findings 
from a review of available evaluative studies 
of community education, awareness and 
engagement (EAE) activities and programs for 
bushfire in Australia. It provides a brief account of 
the background to this work and the innovative 
approach used, known as realist synthesis. 
The synthesis highlighted the diversity and 
complexity of the contexts that EAE programs 
are implemented in and identified four broad 
causal processes that appear to be critical for 
the generation of the desired community safety 
outcomes (risk awareness and knowledge of 
fire behaviour and safety measures, household 
and community level planning, physical and 
psychological preparation for a bushfire, and a 
safe response if and when a fire occurs). These 
causal processes are: Engagement, Trust and Self-
confidence, Confirmation and Re-assessment, and 
Community Involvement and Collaboration.


Introduction


Bushfire is a major source of loss of life and property 
in Australia (McAneney, Chen, Crompton, & Pitman, 
2007); (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2004, 2008). 
Recent government initiated inquires have addressed  
a range of common themes relating to improved bushfire 
safety, many embracing the broad premise of community 
responsibility and self-reliance (Stevens, 2007). Bushfire 
agencies also increasingly state publicly that they do not 
have the resources to defend every property that may be 
in danger when a major event occurs. 


Thus in the past decade or so there has been an explicit 
shift in thinking to acknowledge that reducing bushfire 
risk is critically dependent on the willingness and ability 
of individuals, households and community groups to 
actively support agency activities.


This transformation in thinking from bushfire response 
to preparedness has parallels with emerging international 
approaches to emergency management, crime 
prevention and public health that have become known 
as the ‘community safety paradigm’ (or ‘community 
safety approach’). Defining characteristics include the 
general themes of shared responsibility, identifying and 
protecting those at risk, securing sustainable reductions 
in the source of the danger and the unreasonable fear of 
it, and the development of community-based programs 
and multi-agency partnerships (Hughes, 2002; Squires, 
1997; Steelman & Burke, 2007). For example, writing 
from the perspective of crime prevention in Great 
Britain, Hughes (2002, p. 3) described ‘partnership’ 
as the “primary symbolic and organizational means of 
delivering community safety politics”. Community-level 
engagement, responsibility and empowerment are also 
emphasised, and residents are seen as being responsible 
for coordinated action within their own localities in 
collaboration with statutory agencies and the voluntary 
sector (Chess, Salomone, Hance, & Saville, 1995; 
Labonte, 1994).


Another central component of the community safety 
approach is active engagement with and empowerment 
of the community to investigate its own risks and 
develop its own solutions. In this sense, the change 
in thinking in emergency management is similar to 
the approach in public health that aims to realise, in 
practice, the ideals of community empowerment and 
‘ownership’ of problems and possible solutions within 
the context of national, state and local government 
planning and provision of professional services  
(Labonte, 1994; Laverack & Labonte, 2000).


Reflecting this new approach to the management of 
the risk of bushfire in Australia, a safe community has 
been defined as “locally organised and resourced, well 
informed about local risks, proactive in prevention, 
risk averse, motivated and able to manage the majority 
of local issues through effective planning and action” 
(Hodges, 1999). Increasingly, bushfire agencies are 
seeking ways to work more effectively with communities 
by promoting increased involvement through a wide 


Community safety programs  
for bushfire: What do they achieve, 


and how?
Through a synthesis of evaluative studies, Gerald Elsworth, John Gilbert,  


Alan Rhodes, Helen Goodman argue that community safety programs ‘work’.
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variety of education, awareness and engagement (EAE) 
programs and activities that emphasise risk appreciation, 
planning and preparedness.


Community Safety Programs  
and Activities


In a similar manner to recent work in the United States 
(Reams, Haines, Renner, Wascom, & Kingre, 2005; 
Service) an inventory of community safety activities and 
programs for bushfire in Australia has been developed 
(Gilbert, 2007). Currently, approximately 90 distinct 
programs are represented. Program development has 
been rapid and, in many instances, little systematic 
information beyond website descriptions and examples 
of media materials is available.


These programs and activities can usefully be organised 
along a continuum ranging from ‘top-down’ information 
dissemination approaches to ‘bottom-up’ community 
engagement and development strategies.  
Thus general alert and warning systems together with 
the communication strategies designed to inform the 
public about their meaning and encourage appropriate 
response might be located at the ‘top-down’ end of 
the continuum (Warning Systems). A wide range of 
information dissemination strategies was also identified 
including media campaigns, printed materials and an 
increasing use of interactive media such as DVDs and 
public information ‘phone lines (Public Information 
Provision). These generic information provision 
strategies were also found to exist in a variety of locally 
developed and adapted forms, suggesting another 
category (Localised Information Provision). Next was 
a diversity of Localised Community Engagement/
Education Activities and Programs. Face-to-face 
presentation and/or interaction was the common 
element in this group of activities, which could also be 
segmented into ‘one-off’ (street and community hall 
meetings, and, occasionally, one-on-one consultations 
with households) and ‘continuing’ activities.  
Continuing activities consisted of on-going community 
fire-safety groups and recently developed ‘community 
briefings’ that are held regularly in the same locations 
for the duration of a fire. Finally, towards the ‘bottom-
up’ pole of the continuum various Community 
Consultation, Collaboration and Development 
Approaches were identified. Along with the community 
briefings, this group of activities represent the more 
recent and emerging strategies. They include integrated 
planning systems that contain (sometimes mandate) 
community consultation as a critical element and  
much more localised community development activities, 
including those that seek to capitalise on existing 
community strengths and organisations.


A Theory-based (‘Realist’) Synthesis 
of Australian Community Safety 
Evaluation Studies


An innovative approach to research synthesis and review 
has recently been developed in Great Britain by Pawson 
and colleagues (e.g. Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey, & 
Walshe, 2004). Called ‘realist synthesis’, it is focused 
on uncovering and ‘testing’ the provisional theories 
(frequently un-stated) that underpin social programs 
and other change activities. With some modifications, 
realist synthesis was used to develop a review of publicly 
available evaluation studies of Australian bushfire 
community safety programs. 


As outlined by Pawson et al. (2004 p. v) realist synthesis 
follows a number of principles that differentiate the 
process quite sharply from either the statistical approach 
of meta-analysis and the (perhaps more closely related) 
traditional procedures of narrative literature review.  
The principles are derived from the viewpoint that 
programs and other initiatives designed to bring about 
social change are, themselves, theories that actively 
engage with individuals (and families, households etc.) 
and involve long and complex causal chains.  
The principles are that:


•	 Realist	reviews	should	be	expected	to	pick	up,	track	
and evaluate the program theories that implicitly or 
explicitly underlie families of interventions;


•	 That,	in	tracking	the	successes	and	failures	of	
interventions, the review will find at least part of the 
explanation in the reasoning and personal choices of 
different participants; and


•	 Realist	reviews	should	inspect	the	integrity	of	the	
implementation chain, examining which intermediate 
outputs need to be in place for successful outcomes 
to occur, and noting and examining the flows and 
blockages and points of contention (Pawson et al. 
2004, pp. 4-6, paraphrased a little from original).


Studies of seven distinct Australian activities and 
programs (based on approximately 15 separate reports) 
were intensively reviewed. The reports were searched for 
information on:


•	 The	context	of	the	initiative;


•	 Outcomes	and	impacts	at	the	level	of	the	individual	
and household;


•	 Outcomes	and	impacts	at	the	level	of	the	community,	
local (implementing) organisation and policy 
institution;


•	 Causal	processes	at	the	individual/household	level	–	
both enabling and constraining;
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•	 Causal	processes	at	the	community	and/or	agency	
levels - enabling and constraining; and


•	 Any	evidence	that	these	causal	processes	may	have	
operated successfully in some contexts rather than 
others, or constrained successful implementation in 
some contexts rather than others.


Summaries of this assembled information on each 
intervention were written up in the form of a brief case 
study. The major causal chains that appeared to be 
operating in each program or activity were represented 
in a program-theory diagram that also included any 
evidence for context-process interaction. Finally a 
synthesis of the important context - causal process - 
outcome/impact relationships discovered was developed, 
including an overall program-theory model.1


The programs included in the synthesis are sorted into 
the five broad categories outlined below in Table 1, with 
references to the evaluation studies reviewed. As the 
Ferny Creek Fire Alert Siren originated from a community 
engagement and consultation process it is located in this 
category but also included in the table under ‘Warnings’.


Results of the Synthesis


Reviewing the available evaluative studies of community 
EAE activities and programs for bushfire in Australia 
was a challenging task. The studies were quite diverse, 
varying considerably in research approach and reporting 
detail. While some explicitly utilised mixed-method 
approaches (e.g. surveys, individual interviews, focus 
groups, expert appraisal etc.) others were more-or-less 
anecdotal studies for which the data gathering and 
analysis methods used were not always clearly apparent. 
All, however, contained a rich discussion of the actual 
or potential causal processes that were activated by the 
initiative and that, potentially, resulted in the desired 
outcomes. Additionally, for many, a useful description of 
the context(s) in which the initiative was implemented 
could be derived, either from the study itself or from 
other sources (e.g. municipal or state government 
websites). It is also interesting to note that a number  
of the studies, in one way or another, were either based 
on an explicit theory of causal processes and desired 
outcomes or had the development of a theory model  
of the initiative as an objective of the investigation.


1. The full report of the synthesis and the theoretical perspectives that informed it is available from the first author (gerald.elsworth@rmit.edu.au).


Table 1: Programs included in the Review.


Warnings Public Information 
Provision


Localised Information 
Provision


Localised Community 
Engagement/ 
Education Activities 
and Programs


Community 
Consultation, 
Collaboration 
& Development 
Approaches


(Ferny Creek Fire 
Alert Siren)


Media materials, 
including the internet 
(Rohrmann, 2000, 
2002, 2007)


Moondarra Fire 
Information Unit 
(Drumond, 2007; 
Smith, 2006)


Operation Bushfire 
Blitz (Hill, 1998; 
Rhodes, 2001, 2003)
Street FireWise 
(Gilbert, 2005)
Community Fireguard 
(Boura, 1998a, 1998b; 
Rohrmann, 1999)
Community Fire Units 
(Lowe, Haynes, & 
Byrne, 2008)


Ferny Creek Fire Alert 
Siren (Betts, 2001, 
2003)


Context
Diverse contexts are important in determining the appropriateness and success of specific community EAE initiatives  
for bushfire.  These include:
• locality (urban fringe, rural township, rural)
• livelihood/lifestyle (commuter, small land-holder, farmer)
•  community (existing ties, local organisations, local advocates, diversity – CALD, disabled, older residents)
• the nature of past and present events (recency, duration, phase (mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery)
•  Prior level of engagement/interest in issue (resistant, motivated, active)
•  inter-organisational relationships during planning/implementation (e.g. partnerships between response agency, land 


management agency, local government)
• intra-organisational relationships (e.g. response/community engagement officers)
• agency/community relationships (e.g. with local brigade or community fire unit)
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Figure 1. A preliminary theory model of community engagement/education initiatives.


Engagement


Individuals, households and families in bushfire prone localities in Australia are not 
necessarily strongly engaged with the risks and suitable safety responses. Programs 
actively engage their interest and motivation to enable participants, individually and 
collectively, to think through and discuss issues, form the intention to take appropriate 
action, and plan and make appropriate choices. Strategies that encourage engagement 
include well-presented visual materials, ‘first-hand’ accounts, well-organised authoritative 
presenters, personal contact and ‘localising’ content to the participants’ context.


Trust and Self-Confidence


A consistent message from fire agencies is that they cannot necessarily defend every 
property during an event. Programs generate trust in agencies to give credible advice, 
listen to and respect local knowledge, make sound decisions that respect local concerns, 
and do their best in challenging circumstances. Residents also develop confidence and 
trust in their own capacity to plan, prepare and defend their property and, where 
appropriate, assist in their community.


Confirmation 
and re-assessment


Residents actively seek confirming 
and additional information (e.g. 
when a warning is received, when a 
safety strategy is recommended) from 
both formal and informal sources 
and, where appropriate, re-assess 
and re-negotiate their planning, 
preparation, and response options.


Community involvement 
and collaboration


Residents get to know neighbours 
and other community members 
better, understand their needs and 
capacities, learn from their skills and 
experiences, collaborate during an 
emergency, and generate a shared 
understanding of agency advice and 
warning messages.


Planning, preparation and safe response


Residents individually and collaboratively within families develop plans, prepare their 
properties and respond safely during an event (leave early or actively defend their 
property). Residents share their response plans with neighbours and agency personnel, 
support each other (including vulnerable community members) and act as a group where 
appropriate.
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An explicit aim of realist research synthesis and review is 
the generation of preliminary configurations of contexts, 
causal processes (mechanisms) and outcomes for the 
general kind of initiative being studied. Thus:


Realist evaluation asks of a programme, ‘What works 
for whom in what circumstances, in what respects and 
how’? Realist review carries exactly the same objective, 
namely program theory refinement. What the policy 
maker should expect is knowledge of some of the many 
choices to be made in delivering a particular service 
and some insights into why they have succeeded and/or 
failed in previous incarnations (Pawson et al., 2004,  
p. 3, emphasis in original).


A summary program theory model for bushfire EAE 
asctivities and programs is presented in Figure 1.  
The model is based on those aspects of the individual 
theory models reconstructed for each initiative that 
were judged to be the more consistent across the 
studies reviewed in (potentially) generating the desired 
outcomes of the community safety approach.  
Overall,	there	appeared	to	be	a	very	high	level	of	
agreement and coherence between the results and 
discussion of the available studies, and with the 
values and principles that underpin the community 
safety approach in Australia (Stevens, 2007). This was 
particularly the case in relation to the processes and 
outcomes for individuals, households and communities. 
Two initiatives, however, involved explicit agency-agency 
and agency-community partnerships (the Ferny Creek 
Fire Alert Siren and the Moondarrah Fire Information 
Unit - FIU) and both were reported to have resulted in 
increased community trust and effective collaboration 
(between the fire agency and the municipality in the 
case of the Ferny Creek Siren and between the fire  
and land management agencies in the case of the  
Fire Information Unit).


Context


A notable feature of the summary theory model is the 
richness and diversity of the contexts that are discussed 
or implied in the evaluations. These differences in 
context range across:


•	 The	geographic	locality,	including	its	fire	history,	
the characteristics of individuals, households and 
families in the locality, and the extent to which they 
are linked by informal ties and more formal social 
networks and organisations [that, when present, 
might constitute the locality as a community 
(Walmsley, 2006)];


•	 The	agencies	involved	in	program	implementation	
and their relationships (informal and formal 
partnerships); and


•	 The	prior	nature	of	any	relationships	between	these	
agencies, partnerships and the community.


Additionally, there is some evidence from the studies 
reviewed that elements of this context interact with the 
nature of the initiative such that it might only generate 
its anticipated outcomes if those elements are present. 
This evidence is sketchy at present, however, and 
considerably more analysis is required to make it  
more systematic.


For example, the evaluation of the Street FireWise 
program in New South Wales highlighted the role 
played by a combination of geographic and socio-
demographic characteristics of a neighbourhood 
(small townships with a pattern of side streets, parks 
etc.) in facilitating the specific format of the program 
(a Saturday street meeting) and providing a clientele 
that is potentially receptive to the content of the 
meeting. Similarly, the study of the Moondarrah FIU 
suggested that ‘during event’ community engagement 
initiatives that are built around a number of separate 
activities including community meetings, street walks, 
information points, school visits etc. are better suited  
to longer-running fires.


Causal Processes


The causal processes highlighted in the model are 
Engagement, Trust and Self-confidence, Confirmation 
and Reassessment, and Community Involvement and 
Collaboration. Engagement (of individuals, households, 
families and community groups) with the program 
messages and ideas is the first challenge in the 
development of a successful community safety initiative 
for bushfire. Engagement is a broad idea that includes 
individual curiosity and interest, and the motivation 
to learn more, think carefully and, importantly, form 
the intention to commence appropriate planning and 
preparation activities. Various strategies for gaining 
and maintaining attention are discussed in the studies 
reviewed. Perhaps the most clear-cut recommendations 
from these studies is that, to activate engagement, fire 
safety presentations, materials and activities should 
be: (a) localised, that is to say, carefully and explicitly 
adapted or tailored for the locality and community; 
and (b) attractively presented, for e.g. using simple 
explanatory images not overburdened by text. 
Engagement is also likely to be easier to generate if the 
locality has had a recent history of fire.


The generation of Trust and Self-confidence is proposed 
to result from successful Engagement. Residents need 
to be assisted to overcome possible initial hostility to 
agencies and their staff - “why bother talking to you, 
no one ever gets back to us” (Drumond, 2007) - so that 
agencies can be seen to be offering credible advice, that 
negotiated solutions continue to be accepted, and that 
agencies with finite resources can be seen to be making 
sound decisions, taking co-ordinated action and thus 
doing their best for communities that are threatened by 
fire. Trust also suggests the idea that residents believe 
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they can rely on themselves, their families and their 
neighbours in the event of bushfire; that they come 
to believe in the efficacy of what they know and have 
learnt, and understand their own and others’ capacities 
and limitations so that they have the confidence to make 
decisions that are appropriate for themselves and their 
families and to put those decisions in to action.


The studies of media-based approaches (Rohrmann, 
2000, 2002, 2007) and Bushfire Blitz (Rhodes, 2001) 
both suggest that the process of seeking Confirmation and 
Elaboration of information that is received from media 
or in face-to-face events and the use of this information 
to confirm or re-assess and re-negotiate prior decisions is 
a critical causal process at the individual and household 
level. Confirmation, elaboration, re-assessment and 
re-negotiation can be supported by both formal and 
informal sources of information and it is very likely in 
some communities that informal sources of information 
may be critical for this process, particularly during 
an event (Goodman, Healey, & Boulet, 2007). While 
the theory that these processes are critical for effective 
planning, preparation and an effective and timely 
response is plausibly argued there is only scattered 
evidence in the studies reviewed that they are actively and 
consciously supported and encouraged in community 
EAE materials and activities (exceptions include the 
insertion of ‘workbook’ sections in fire awareness and 
preparedness booklets, the encouragement of ‘two-way’ 
interaction and discussion in street corner and other 
community meetings rather than didactic presentations, 
and the acknowledgement of the importance of one-
one-one meetings with residents following community 
briefings (Drumond, 2007).


A number of programs and activities, in quite different 
ways, actively seek to encourage community-level 
engagement, decision-making and collaborative action 
as a primary causal process. These programs include, 
for example, on-going community group programs 
such as Community Fireguard where groups, having 
completed the ‘formal program’ over the first four or 
five meetings are encouraged then to consider specific 
community characteristics and needs and to explore 
the development of local solutions such as setting up 
a telephone tree. Similarly, while the possibility of the 
Street FireWise program in the NSW Blue mountains 
leading on to the formation of formal on-going groups 
was abandoned as an objective there was evidence that 
informal groups had been formed and were, indeed, 
being assisted by agency volunteers.


Outcomes


An expert consultation conducted by Rhodes and 
Reinholtd prior to a series of evaluation studies of 
Bushfire Blitz identified a comprehensive list of the 
specific short/medium term outcomes at the individual/
household level that might be achieved through 
community safety initiatives. They were:


•	 Awareness and recognition of the wildfire risk;


•	 Knowledge of fire behaviour and fire safety measures;


•	 Planning for the event of fire;


•	 Physical preparations of property and household; and


•	 Psychological readiness involving confidence and  
self-reliance (reported by Rhodes, 2003, p. 1, 
emphasis added).


Positive reports of outcomes across the full spectrum 
identified by Rhodes and Reinholtd were found in the 
review. For example:


•	 In	Rhormann’s	studies	of	media	materials,	
respondents reported positive views of printed 
materials (in particular a longer workbook-style 
booklet), television advertisements relating to 
bushfire safety and some agency websites.


•	 The	Moondarra	FIU	was	positively	regarded	for	the	
value of advice provided at the community meetings 
and the face-to-face contact and opportunity to talk 
and ask questions on an individual basis following 
community briefings. Residents also valued the up-to-
date knowledge about the fire and being listened to, 
taken seriously, cared about, and supported by the 
FIU team.


•	 In	Rhodes’	studies	of	Bushfire	Blitz,	residents	who	
had attended meetings previously and during the 
current fire season had higher levels of knowledge 
about bushfire compared (in order) with those 
who attended during the current season but had 
not attended previously, those who had attended 
previously but not during the current season and, 
finally, those who had never attended a meeting. 
A similar pattern was observed for self-reported 
levels of bushfire preparation (both outcomes were 
measured by multi-item indices). These differences 
were found to be statistically significant.


•	 Gilbert’s	study	of	the	Street	FireWise	program	
reported residents who attended increased their 
awareness and understanding of bushfire risk. 
These increases were mediated by processes 
such as building on existing resident knowledge, 
changing misconceptions, introducing new ideas, 
contextualising issues to the local situation, 
generating resident understanding of how they can 
contribute to mitigation, and generating a clearer 
understanding of the role of the local fire brigade.
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•	 Rohrmann’s	evaluation	of	Community	Fireguard	
reported that, compared with non-participants, 
Fireguard members (a) were more likely to accept 
responsibility for bushfire preparedness and safety 
rather than seeing this as predominantly a fire agency 
task, (b) rated their overall bushfire preparedness 
higher, and (c) undertook more preparedness actions . 
A comparison of two newly formed Fireguard groups 
against two groups of non-participating residents 
from the same areas showed that the view that the 
fire agency was responsible for fire safety decreased in 
the Fireguard group over an initial six-month period 
of membership more than it did in the comparison 
group. Additionally, the number of preparedness 
actions taken by the new Fireguard members increased 
significantly. More specifically, the greatest change was 
observed for “joint planning with neighbours” and 
“writing down planning for bushfire events”.


•	 Among	other	outcomes,	Lowe	et	al	reported	that	
individuals involved in Community Fire Units (CFUs) 
(a) gained confidence in their ability to organise 
themselves, plan and to stay and defend their homes, 
(b) had enhanced local knowledge (knowing each 
others resources, the best configuration of equipment 
for particular circumstances, status and whereabouts 
of other residents), (c) felt more independent and 
self-reliant, (d) felt a greater connection with their 
immediate neighbours, had learnt to trust their 
neighbours, felt that ‘looking after each other’ would 
become increasingly important as they become older 
and (e) felt that they had obtained great personal 
benefit from CFU membership with little sacrifice.


•	 From	the	evaluation	reports	on	the	process	that	
resulted in the installation of the Ferny Creek Fire 
Alert system it was concluded that (among other 
outcomes) the consultation process and siren 
installation had resulted in a trend towards safer 
behaviour	during	a	bushfire.	On	a	follow-up	survey	
79% of respondents indicated that they would put 
their bushfire survival plan in place after hearing the 
alert siren (an increase from 28%) while there was a 
reduction of 50% in those indicating that they would 
leave their home on hearing the siren. Taken together 
these findings suggest a quite substantial increase 
in the number of householders reporting that they 
would follow the core recommendation of the  
‘stay-go’ policy.


•	 Positive	program	outcomes	at	the	community	level	
were less frequently reported, the following, however, 
are indicative of the potential impact of community-
based activities:


•	 Early	in	the	establishment	of	the	Moondarra	FIU	a	
decision was made to take a community engagement 
approach to encourage the development of lasting 
positive relationships with the community.  
The case study suggests that the community meetings 
were a critical link with the community and that 


the portrayal of the fire as a ‘community fire’ (and 
not an ‘agency fire’) was “a very powerful message” 
(Department of Sustainability and Environment,  
n.d., p. 3). Early in the fire period it became  
apparent that the community at one township  
(where the FIU was based) was “using the meetings 
to check on community wellbeing after difficult 
nights and pass on local messages”. At the meetings, 
residents were encouraged to look out for others,  
to visit neighbours to see if they needed help, and  
to share information gained at the meetings as 
a way to contribute. A shopkeeper from one of 
the townships commented that “The community 
updates helped me to help others” (Department of 
Sustainability and Environment, n.d., p. 4).


•	 Lowe	et	al	(2008,	pp.	29-30)	suggest	that	the	evidence	
from their study confirms that the formation of a CFU 
in a locality led to increased community resilience and 
cohesion (connections expanding from an initial core 
group to a wider range of residents). CFUs that had 
been actively involved in an incident “worked well 
together” and benefited from “understanding 
fire brigade operations and procedures”.  
Further, successful defense of homes and property 
resulted from “a more detailed knowledge of pre-fire 
preparations, fire behaviour, likely ignition points  
and each other’s strengths and assets”.


Conclusion


Contrary to the skeptical view that very little in 
community education, awareness and engagement 
initiatives for natural hazards ‘works’, this preliminary 
synthesis of evaluation studies clearly suggests that 
programs across the broad spectrum of ‘top-down’ to 
‘bottom-up’ activities have the clear potential to achieve 
positive outcomes at both the ‘individual’ (resident, 
household, family) and community levels.


Three particular challenges in implementing the 
community safety approach are, however, apparent. 
Firstly, as mentioned above, the critical importance 
of context in successful program implementation is 
clearly evident. A specific aspect of context that has 
only recently been consciously addressed is community 
diversity. There has been, perhaps, a tendency for 
community EAE activities for bushfire to be ‘one 
size fits all’ activities. Some recent initiatives have 
explicitly considered aspects of community diversity, 
for example a post-fire interview study and follow-up 
community forums focussed on the needs of disabled 
residents in regional Victoria and the translation of 
printed brochures into a range of community languages. 
But the increasing trend towards technology-based 
communication solutions suggests that the diversity of 
the Australian community is still an important challenge 
for Australian emergency management agencies.
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Secondly, from an agency perspective, it is clearly 
important that a consistent and coherent message of 
planning and preparation for bushfire is disseminated 
to householders and communities, and, where 
community members are engaged in response activities, 
that a shared understanding of necessary ‘command 
and control’ structures is generated and accepted - as 
stressed, for example, in the CFU program (Lowe et al., 
2008). The community safety approach, however,  
entails acknowledging that communities will adapt  
and perhaps re-invent this message both to fit it to  
their own setting and to achieve a measure of control 
of it. The central importance that both agency and 
community groups accorded the concept Greater 
Community	Ownership	and	Responsibility	for	Bushfire	
Safety in a related concept mapping study (Elsworth, 
Anthony-Harvey-Beavis, & Rhodes, 2008) suggests 
a critical task for policy institutions, agencies and 
communities: to seek to achieve greater community 
engagement with and responsibility for bushfire safety 
while encouraging appropriate agencies to continue to 
provide expert professional support through relevant 
policy principles and objectives and the institutional 
arrangements, broad strategies and programs necessary 
to implement them.


Thirdly, if the length and complexity of the causal chains 
between a community safety activity and the desired 
medium-term outcomes of planning and physical and 
psychological preparedness is carefully considered it 
becomes evident that a single stand-alone initiative is 
unlikely to achieve all the desired changes embedded in 
the community safety approach. This suggests that the 
careful selection and integration of a suite of activities 
and programs that are, for example, focussed sequentially 
on generating Engagement, Trust and Self-confidence, 
Confirmation and Re-assessment, and Community 
Involvement and Collaboration may be more successful 
than any individual stand-alone initiative.
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community is outlined below.


• Step 1: Ten community members from the 
Adelaide Hills were invited to attend a concept 
mapping workshop.  The workshop took place at 
a conference centre situated in the Adelaide 
Hills.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members views on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and 
their neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Community has an action list or count down to lead people into preparation for the fire season (a series of 
little achievable actions) - bite sized chunks
2. Messages reinforced through lots of media (eg rates notices, bus stops)
3. Young people are educated about fire prevention as they grow up (through schools and other opportunities)
4. As many people as possible have site inspections by CFS and co-ordinated with fire safe groups
5. Increase the awareness of the REALITY of bushfires and the REALITY of the risk
6. Need to deliver messages in an appropriate and targeted way to people in different age groups and 
circumstances
7. Community mechanisms to assist people with limited capacity to do their own preparation
8. A sense of community and MUTUAL preparation (if most households are prepared makes it easier to protect 
all)
9. Have a network and community links and arrangements that you can depend on in the heat of a crisis
10. Communities/households have a 'year-clock' of preparation activities
11. People are prepared for the emotional cost of staying and defending the property
12. People are aware of what a bushfire is like and that they can do practical things that help
13. People have a sense of responsibility for their own preparation
14. Communities and service organisations could help people who find it difficult to prepare
15. Messages regularly and consistently delivered over the media
16. Address issue of excess roadside fuel loads (especially for absentee landholders)
17. Councils and government utilities more engaged in an integrated approach to fire safety
18. Intelligence-based, information and messaging system to provide information to at risk communities before 
and during the progress of fires
19. People need to accept ownership of the fire-safety issue (not all outsourced to councils, CFS etc)
20. People aware of the services and activities offered or undertaken by agencies like local governments and 
CFS
21. Incentives and recognition for neighbourhoods that are well prepared (like 'tidy-towns)
22. People who move into the area receive contact from community fire safe
23. People are educated to understand flammable and non-flammable vegetation (eg, nurseries, plant labels)
24. People need ACCURATE information/education about fire behaviour and risks
25. Relevant agencies understand the linkages between ALL aspects of fire prevention and protection
26. People understand the links between fire prevention and protection measures including the agencies with 
different responsibilities, legislation and community, household and individual responsibilities
27. People have correct signage on shedding about chemicals contained within
28. People need to have ready access to information about appropriate plants and landscaping
29. Absentee landholders implement appropriate prevention measures
30. People need to understand that they need to be self-sufficient in a fire and can't assume that the CFS and 
others will be there to help
31. People need to be prepared for utilities such as power and water not to be available in a fire
32. Money.  Agencies need to be funded for the responsibilities they have
33. Insurance incentives for people/households that are well prepared
34. Build sense of community so that people know and are willing to support each other
35. People need to have contingency plans for a variety of circumstances in which they may find themselves 
during a fire (have to stay, kids at home).  Need to have a realistic understanding of the unpredictability of fires
36. More promotion of dependable alternatives to petrol pump (eg solar, batteries)
37. People know where there is a destination, an evacuation centre
38. Funding all year for community fire safe program
39. People have a better awareness of the design of their home, especially exits
40. Much stricter assessment of building designs by councils
41. Properties are designed and maintained in ways that allow access for emergency vehicles
42. Other community groups like neighbourhood watch and Red Cross involved in the plan
43. People in a local group (eg a street) know what is going to happen and who (individuals and agencies) will 
do what
44. People need to have ALL the information about what they and others are required to do
45. There are appropriate environmental plans for whole areas (eg development areas, green areas)







46. Agencies and programs encourage and support EARLY preparation rather than last minute preparation (eg 
garden waste pick-up timing)
47. Consistency and identifiability of fire alarms
48. People have greater first aid training relevant to fire situations
49. Road signs kept up to date and of high quality
50. Overcome conflicts between policies of organisations where these impede fire protection
51. Emergency services respond appropriately to rapid number calls and are able to find locations







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because, to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 51 
statements means 50 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept System 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 3 consists of statements 8, 
9 and 34.  Participants, individually, then as 
a group name each cluster based on what 
they believe to be the  common theme in 
each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 3 
were concerned with individuals feeling they 
were part of the community.  Thus, it was 
decided that an appropriate name for the 
cluster would be ‘Sense of community, 
networking, co-operation’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified four groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 2, 3 and 
12 were concerned with differing aspects of 
community (how to achieve a sense of 
community, responsibilities of the 
community, etc).  Clusters 4 and 5 were 
related to the provision of information.  
Clusters 7 and 8 related to what  the role of 
fire agencies and government bodies should 
be.  Clusters 9 and 10 identify the 
importance of educating the community on 
the risks posed by bushfire.  The 
identification of these broad themes and the 
more specific cluster names will provide a 
starting point for the researchers to 
ascertain the importance of various 
interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept Systems 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. However, 
participants in the Adelaide Hills workshop 
felt that the concept map presented to them 
did not require alteration.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Specific recommended actions 
(annually)


Cluster 2: Household/customised support


Cluster 3: Sense of community, networking, 
cooperation


Cluster 4: Consistent messages


Cluster 5: Acute episode info


Cluster 6: Recognition of good performance


Cluster 7: Council/planning authorities


Cluster 8: Other agencies get act together


Cluster 9: Education & info – prevention/preparation


Cluster 10: Education & info – fire awareness, 
reality and facts


Cluster 11: Attitudinal and emotional preparedness 
– responsibility


Cluster 12: Individual responsibility to the 
community – beyond own household


Cluster Names
Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4): 
Responsibility and self-reliance for 
preparedness
Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): 
Government and agency responsibilities 
for fire safety: funding and integration
Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Community/ 
householder collaboration in preparation
Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): effective 
communication of bushfire risk
Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Effective 
communication within the community
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Proper 
preparation of rural properties


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements they 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing a that outcome. The 
dimensions can be seen in terms of 
processes and outcomes.  For example 
‘Effective communication of bushfire risk’ is 
one process whereby the outcome of 
‘Responsibility and self-reliance for 
preparedness’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 7, 
8, 10, 14 & 42): Community 
Preparedness for bushfire 
safety


Cluster 2 (Statements 6, 
20, 37 & 46): 
Resident/agency 
interactions leading to 
appropriate 
knowledge/awareness


Cluster 3 (Statements: 9, 
22, 26, 34 & 43): 
Building/strengthening 
community networks and 
knowledge of 
responsibilities at all levels 


Cluster 4 (Statements: 3, 5, 
23, 24, 28, 31, 44 & 48): 
Access to comprehensive 
information/appropriate 
education 


Cluster 5 (Statements: 11, 
12, 13, 19, 30, 35 & 39): 
Cluster 5: Individual 
ownership/awareness of 
responsibility for fire safety


Cluster 6 (Statements 
27, 29 & 41): Hands-on 
preparation


Cluster 7 (Statements 
2, 15 & 18): Systematic 
distribution of 
information through 
media


Cluster 8 (Statements 
16, 21, 33 & 36): 
Incentives to 
encourage preparation


Cluster 9 (Statements 
17, 25, 32, 38 & 50): 
Integration of agencies 
and government to 
create an overarching 
framework, including 
sustainable funding


Cluster 10 (Statements 
40, 45, 47, 49 & 51):  
Practical 
agency/government 
responsibilities


Cluster Names


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Cluster 1: Specific recommended 
actions (annually) 


Cluster 2: Household/ customised 
support 


Cluster 3: Sense of community, 
networking, co-operation 


Cluster 4: Consistent messages 


Cluster 5: Acute episode info 


Cluster 6: Recognition of good 
performance 


Cluster 7: Council/planning 
authorities


Cluster 8: Other agencies get act 
together


Cluster 9: Education & info –
prevention/preparation


Cluster 10: Education & info –
awareness, reality & facts


Cluster 11: Attitudinal & emotional 
preparedness – responsibility


Cluster 12: Individual responsibility 
to the community – beyond own 
household


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.8 2.6


2 3.6 2.8


3 3.5 3.3


4 3.1 2.5


5 3.5 3.0


6 3.2 2.7


7 3.8 3.2


8 4.3 3.7


9 3.7 2.3


10 3.8 2.7


11 4.3 2.8


12 4.0 2.8


Chart 2


Scale


1 Unimportant


2 A little important


3 Moderately important


4 Very important


5 Essential







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster 1: Community 
preparedness for bushfire safety


Cluster 2: Resident/agency 
interactions leading to appropriate 
knowledge/ awareness


Cluster 3: Building/strengthening 
community networks and 
knowledge of responsibilities at all 
levels


Cluster 4: Access to 
comprehensive information/ 
appropriate education


Cluster 5: Individual ownership/ 
awareness of responsibility for fire 
safety


Cluster 6: Hands-on preparation


Cluster 7: Systematic distribution of 
information through media


Cluster 8: Incentives to encourage 
preparation


Cluster 9: Integration of agencies 
and government to create an 
overarching framework, including 
sustainable funding


Cluster 10: Practical agency/ 
government responsibilities


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.6 2.6


2 3.8 2.5


3 3.8 2.9


4 3.9 2.6


5 4.3 2.8


6 4.0 2.9


7 3.6 2.9


8 3.3 3.1


9 4.3 3.9


10 3.7 2.9


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 3


Scale


1 Very easy or already 
achieved


2 Not difficult


3 Moderately difficult


4 Very difficult


5 Extremely difficult







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster nine (Integrating of agencies and government to create an overarching 
framework, including sustainable funding) is more important than cluster eight (Incentives to encourage preparation) 
when making households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically 
significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is statistically significant).
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community is outlined below.


• Step 1: Five community members from the area 
around Katoomba in the Blue Mountains were 
invited to attend a concept mapping workshop.  
The workshop took place at the local 
headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members views on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and 
their neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Effective communication at times of a fire or a high fire risk (eg radio)
2. Local groups that can check individual household preparation and encourage proper preparation (eg at a 
street level)
3. Local resource people who can provide advice to others on practical things they can do to be better 
prepared
4. Community are educated to understand the BENEFITS of being fire safe
5. People understand the impact that not being fire-safe can have on them and the community
6. People at local (eg street) level receive advice and support from fire services about how to make their 
properties as safe as possible
7. People need to be clear about whether they will stay or go based on a realistic understanding of their own 
circumstances and capacity
8. People are provided with clear information about things they need to consider in deciding to stay or go
9. Households have appropriate fire and evacuation plans
10. Households that have decided to stay need a readily available list of things they need to do in case of a 
fire
11. People need to know safe places to go to in case they need to evacuate
12. People need to see how quickly things they do wrong can lead to devastating results (eg through graphic 
TV ads)
13. People need to understand the circumstances under which they can be directed to leave their property 
and by whom
14. People have an independent water supply and means of pumping water if there is a power failure
15. People clear rubbish, leaves etc from their property
16. Where guidelines are issued to household they need to be appropriately specific about exactly what they 
need to do (eg pumps)
17. People should be able to get an assessment of their property and situation, and get recommendations 
specific to them
18. Councils provide information about importance of cleaning up when they inform residents of their 
collection services
19. Local brigades and planning bodies can help residents access the tradespeople and services they need in 
order to be properly prepared ('a one-stop-shop')
20. Needs to be a register of people who have special needs in case of a fire (eg elderly, disabled)
21. Residents know about people with special needs in their street/locality (eg elderly, disabled)
22. Adequate fuel reduction in ALL properties in a street
23. People know about the rural fire service website and are able to use it (and the website is kept active and 
up to date)
24. Communication during a crisis needs to be less haphazard and more locally precise (eg using local radio)
25. Need to have efficient ways for communities to provide information about fire behaviour to the fire services
26. Better two-way communication during a fire
27. In the case of a fire residents need to feel that lines of communication within the fire services are effective 
(and not blocked by internal squabbles) 
28. Need means of contacting owners of holiday properties to notify them of needs regarding clean-up and 
preparation
29. People are provided with education in their own setting (eg street meetings)
30. Better understanding of what neighbours have for fighting fires
31. People need to understand that they are likely to be on their own in case of a fire and may not have power, 
mains water etc
32. People maintain all the equipment that they need for fire protection
33. Agencies provide positive education (benefits of being fire safe) rather than negative education (don't do 
this)
34. Information/education needs to focus on practical issues that people may not know 







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept 
Systems program creates a two 
dimensional graphic (Map 1).  This is 
necessary, because, to show exactly how 
the statements relate to each other would 
require the number of dimensions equal to 
the number of statements minus one.  For 
example 34 statements means 33 
dimensions would be required to present the 
data precisely.   While presenting data in 
two dimensions makes it easier to 
understand and interpret, distortions can 
occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 2 consists of statements 7, 
9, 10 and 11.  Participants, individually, then 
as a group name each cluster based on 
what they believe to be the  common theme 
in each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 2 
were concerned with households planning 
what they would do in the event of a fire.  
Thus, it was decided that an appropriate 
name for the cluster would be ‘Household 
plan/strategies (whether they stay or go)’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified two groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 3 and 4 
identified differing aspects of 
householdpreparation.  Clusters 5, 6 and 
7 were all related to the provision of 
education and advice.  The identification of 
these broad themes and the more specific 
cluster names will provide a starting point 
for the researchers to ascertain the 
importance of various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept Systems 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the Blue Mountains 
Community Group workshop believed 
should be made:


• Statement 3: from cluster 5 to cluster 6;
• Statement 8: from cluster 1 to cluster 2;
• Statement 19: from cluster 7 to cluster 6;
• Statement 28: from cluster 6 to cluster 3;
• Statement 32: from cluster 6 to cluster 4.


In addition to these changes, participants 
felt specific implementation strategies used 
by fire agencies (eg street meetings) to 
assist residents in properly preparing 
themselves and their properties from 
bushfire were not represented on the 
concept map.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Communication in a fire crisis


Cluster 2: Household plan/strategies (whether 
they stay or go) 


Cluster 3: Knowing your neighbourhood (register, 
know neighbours circumstances)


Cluster 4: Household preparation (for a group of 
households)


Cluster 5: Education/advice in your setting (specific 
to your very local circumstances


Cluster 6: Specific information and advice –
practical


Cluster 7: Broader education including media


Cluster Names
Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4): Individual/ 
household Planning
Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): Effective 
Communication & Education
Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Efficient two-
way communication between agency and 
community during bushfire
Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Educate 
communities/individuals in practical 
measures to increase their safety from 
bushfire
Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Specific 
neighbourhood/household preparedness 
activities
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Effective 
agency-resident & intra-agency 
communication


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements they 
represent the high-level or overarching ideas that 
are important when trying to make communities 
safer from bushfire.  The clusters and statements 
can be seen as different aspects of the more 
general themes, whether they are  the 
identification of an important outcome or the 
means of implementing a that outcome. The 
dimensions can be seen in terms of processes 
and outcomes.  For example ‘Effective 
communication and education’ is one process 
whereby the outcome of ‘Individual/household 
planning’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual statements, 
it is hoped participants and researchers will gain 
a clearer understanding of what they believe will 
help improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional Concept Maps


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 
23, 24, 25, 26 & 27): 
Efficient two-way 
communication between 
agency and community 
during bushfire


Cluster 2 (Statements 2, 
14, 15, 17, 22, 30 & 32): 
Preparedness activities of 
individual households and 
neighbourhoods


Cluster 3 (Statements: 3, 6, 
16  19: Agencies provide 
advice specific to individual 
situations


Cluster 4 (Statements 20, 
21 & 28): Procedures for 
householders with special 
needs


Cluster 5 (Statements 7, 9, 
10 & 11): Planning for ‘Stay 
or Go’/an action plan


Cluster 6 (Statements 4, 5, 
8, 12, 13, 29 & 31): 
Community education to 
improve individuals 
understanding and 
knowledge


Cluster 7 (Statements 18, 
33 & 34): Information/ 
Education for practical 
actions


Cluster Names


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Communication in a 
fire crisis 


Cluster 2: Household 
plan/strategies (whether they 
stay or go) 


Cluster 3: Knowing your 
neighbourhood (register, know 
neighbours circumstances) 


Cluster 4: Household 
preparation (for a group of 
households) 


Cluster 5: Education/advice in 
your setting (specific to your 
very local circumstances 


Cluster 6: Specific information 
and advice – practical 


Cluster 7: Broader education 
including media


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.8 3.1


2 3.9 2.5


3 3.6 2.5


4 3.8 3.2


5 3.8 2.4


6 3.3 2.5


7 3.3 2.5


Chart 2


Scale


1 Unimportant


2 A little important


3 Moderately important


4 Very important


5 Essential







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Efficient two-way 
communication between agency 
and community during bushfire


Cluster 2: Preparedness 
activities of individual households 
and neighbourhoods


Cluster 3: Agencies provide 
advice specific to individual 
situations


Cluster 4: Procedures for 
householders with special needs


Cluster 5: Planning for ‘Stay or 
Go’/an action plan


Cluster 6: Community education 
to improve individuals 
understanding and knowledge


Cluster 7: Information/ Education 
for practical actions


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.7 3.1


2 3.7 2.9


3 3.7 2.9


4 3.3 2.9


5 3.9 2.5


6 3.7 2.6


7 3.1 2.1


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 3


Scale


1 Very easy or already 
achieved


2 Not difficult


3 Moderately difficult


4 Very difficult


5 Extremely difficult







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster five (Planning for ‘Stay or Go’/an action plan) is more important than 
cluster seven (Information/education for practical actions) when making households and communities safer from 
bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is 
statistically significant).
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Seven agency personnel from the 
Katoomba RFS brigade in the Blue Mountains 
were invited to attend a concept mapping 
workshop.  The workshop took place at the local 
headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Continued involvement of the community with fire agencies and land management agencies to address bushfire 
hazards
2. Co-ordinated strategies from responsible agencies (similar goals, avoiding conflict and duplication)
3. Ensure that at-risk sections of the community are aware of their risk
4. Agencies working together with RFS and communities to inform the community about why certain landholdings 
aren't adequately hazard-managed
5. Fire safety becomes part of day-to-day habits and practices
6. Better household preparation prior to bushfire season
7. Design and build houses in bushfire prone areas to resist bushfire
8. Better self-protection of residents - prepared to be self reliant in protecting their property during a fire
9. Better self-reliance of residents during a fire and less dependence on fire agencies
10. Programs are delivered in a cost-effective manner
11. Aware of costs, cost-effectiveness and duplication of effort
12. Communicate with the community SPECIFIC strategies for reducing their risk BEFORE bushfire season
13. Annual campaign prior to bushfire season for a community clean-up - all communities state-wide
14. Communities undertake an effective clean-up process prior to the bushfire season (individual and broader)
15. Fire fighters and community form partnerships in fire-safety
16. Dialogue between fire-services and groups with other priorities that may be complementary (eg conservation)
17. Overcome the 'it won't happen to me' mentality
18. Design and build subdivisions in bushfire prone areas so that lots are less at risk of bushfire
19. Better recruitment program from the community into the brigades
20. Residents are presented with options for managing fire-risk (not just a prescription - information to do what is 
appropriate for THEIR situation)
21. Provide members of the community with an as realistic as possible risk evaluation for their situation
22. Regular education program for primary and secondary students in schools
23. Fire-fighters become an integral part of the delivery of fire-safety (fire-fighters understand how important the 
contribution they can make is)
24. Greater community awareness of the effect of bushfires as it impacts properties
25. Community awareness of the environmental effects of bushfires
26. Design and create gardens which reduce the bushfire risk to adjoining homes
27. Development regulations have the flexibility and breadth to allow residents to use appropriate, sit-specific 
strategies to manage fire-risk
28. Educate community about strategies to deal with bushfires during the fire
29. Community understand strategies and requirements to deal with persisting fire risk after a fire
30. More media promotion of fire-safety on days other than high fire-risk days
31. Defendable spaces provided by resident for fire-fighter safety
32. Residents develop their own networking groups to share fire information (pre, post and during)
33. Emphasis on 'survivability' of houses and properties (during building and also modifying existing buildings)
34. Residents have a plan to stay or go
35. No compulsory evacuations of well-prepared residents who have decided to stay
36. Means of identifying and flagging properties that are well prepared
37. Residents have home survival/safety kits
38. Adequate resources provided to co-ordinate and deliver identified programs
39. The role and contribution of volunteers is appropriate and sustainable
40. Volunteer roles are appropriately resourced and supported
41. All residents understand fuel-management/fuel reduction whether they're on rural or urban properties
42. Greater community involvement in the prevention and mitigation of bushfires
43. Communities not only involved in individual property management but also participate in broader community 
efforts
44. Prepared to address any language and cultural barriers that exist (preparation and in the event of a fire)
45. The social cost and impact of bushfires is understood in the community (eg schools, tourism)
46. Recognition of the successes and things that are saved not just the losses
47. People understand the difference between 'good bushfire' and 'bad bushfire'
48. People are not afraid of bushfire and of 'bushfire prone areas' but understand them (and accept them as 
natural)







49. People don't blame others for the occurrence of a fire
50. Participation in bushfire prevention activities is positively reinforced
51. Provide liaison with the community during a bushfire with regards to information and advice
52. National and state programs have consistent messages and efforts
53. Agencies with the responsibility to provide information provide FACTUAL information
54. The effectiveness of educational efforts is evaluated and feedback
55. Design and establish a bushfire control line between urban and bushland areas
56. Connected, accessible asset protection zone (safe access for fire-fighters) 







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 56 
statements means 55 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 5 consists of statements 
13, 22, and 30.  Participants, individually, 
then as a group name each cluster based 
on what they believe to be the  common 
theme in each of the statements making up 
the cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 5 
were concerned with the provision of 
education.  Thus, it was decided that an 
appropriate name for the cluster would be 
‘Broadly targeted education/awareness 
(state & national)’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified three groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 2, 5, 6 
and 7 were concerned with accurate 
information and knowledge and the 
provision of education. Clusters 8, 9 and 10 
were all related to preparedness.  The 
identification of these broad themes and the 
more specific cluster names will provide a 
starting point for the researchers to 
ascertain the importance of various 
interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept System 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the Blue Mountains RFS
workshop believed should be made:


• Statements 2, 10, 11, 38, 44 & 52: from 
cluster 2 to cluster 4;


• Statements 16, 19 & 23: from cluster 3 to 
cluster 1;


• Statement 21: from cluster 9 to cluster 10;
• Statements 39 & 40: from cluster 3 to 


cluster 2;
• Statement 42: from cluster 8 to cluster 10;
• Statement 51: from cluster 9 to cluster 4;
• Statement 41: linked to both cluster 4 and 


cluster 6.


In addition to these changes, participants 
felt resources to implement important 
changes, the ability to track information 
about services provided, support for 
required changes from a higher level, the 
matching of objectives to proposed activities 
and a degree of flexibility were not 
represented on the concept map.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Community RFS liaison/networking


Cluster 2: Quality & co-ordination among programs 
(evidence) 


Cluster 3: Firefighters and volunteers role in & with the 
community – agency liaison


Cluster 4: “Tell it like it is”


Cluster 5: Broadly targeted education/awareness (state 
& national)


Cluster 6: Local community understanding/ awareness 
(outcomes)


Cluster Names
Cluster 7: “I am responsible” (change in attitudes & 


perceptions) culture change


Cluster 8: Household behaviour/preparation 
(considers residents and owners)


Cluster 9: Taking responsibility in action – household 
level (resilience)


Cluster 10: Taking responsibility as a community


Cluster 11: Building and development (control, plan 
education)


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4):Educate 
individuals and communities so they have 
an understanding/awareness and 
acceptance of the risk posed by bushfire 
(and appropriate strategies for coping with 
it) 
Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): Houses 
and surrounding infrastructure are 
appropriately designed 


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Appropriately 
designed properties (Preparedness 
activities leading to reduced dependence 
on agencies) 


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Adequate 
resourcing provided for cost-effective 
programs (co-operation of all stakeholders, 
at the organisation/community level) 
Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Effective 
education for practical aspects 
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): 
Agency/community interaction/formation of 
partnerships to make appropriate choices 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Educating 
individuals and communities so they have 
an understanding/awareness and 
acceptance of the risk posed by bushfire 
and appropriate strategies for coping with it’
is one process whereby the outcome of 
‘houses and surrounding infrastructure are 
appropriately designed’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional Concept 
Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1 
(Statements 1, 15, 
20, 32, 35, 36, 43, 
45 & 51): 
Community 
involvement & 
networking


Cluster 2 
(Statements 7, 18, 
26, 27, 33, 55 & 
56): Houses (new & 
existing) & 
surrounding 
infrastructure are 
appropriately 
designed/prepared


Cluster 3 
(Statements: 2, 10, 
11, 38, 39, 40, 44, 
52 & 54): Programs 
co-ordinated & 
resourced


Cluster 4 
(Statements 4 & 
53): Agencies work 
together to provide 
factual information


Cluster 5 
(Statements 16, 
19, 23 & 46): 
Interaction 
between agencies 
& communities


Cluster 6 
(Statements 3, 5, 
12, 17, 24, 25, 28, 
29, 47, 48 & 49): 
Community 
understanding & 
awareness of 
bushfire


Cluster 7 
(Statements 13, 
20 & 22): Actions 
to achieve 
community 
understanding & 
awareness (media 
campaigns/ 
education)


Cluster 8 
(Statements 6, 8, 
9, 14, 21, 31, 34, 
37, 41, 42 & 50): 
Residents plan & 
prepare for risk


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Community RFS
liaison/networking


Cluster 2: Quality & coordination 
among programs (evidence)


Cluster 3: Firefighters & 
volunteers role in & with the 
community – agency liaison


Cluster 4: “Tell it like it is”


Cluster 5: Broadly targeted 
education/awareness (state & 
national)


Cluster 6: Local community 
understanding/awareness 
(outcomes)


Cluster 7: “I am responsible”
(change in attitudes & 
perceptions) culture change


Cluster 8: Household behaviour/ 
preparation (considers residents 
and owners)


Cluster 9: Taking responsibility in 
action – household level 
(resilience)


Cluster 10: Taking responsibility 
as a community


Cluster 11: Building & 
development (control, plan 
education)


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 4.2 2.9


2 4.0 3.5


3 4.0 3.3


4 4.0 3.0


5 3.6 2.9


6 4.3 3.4


7 3.6 2.9


8 4.4 3.4


9 4.3 3.5


10 3.9 3.3


11 4.0 3.4


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Scale


1 Very easy or already achieved


2 Not difficult


3 Moderately difficult


4 Very difficult


5 Extremely difficult







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Community 
involvement and networking


Cluster 2: Houses (new & 
existing) and surrounding 
infrastructure are appropriately 
designed/prepared 


Cluster 3: Programs 
coordinated and resourced


Cluster 4: Agencies work 
together to provide factual 
information 


Cluster 5: Interaction between 
agencies and communities 


Cluster 6: Community 
understanding and awareness 
of bushfire 


Cluster 7: Actions to achieve 
community understanding and 
awareness (media campaigns/ 
education)


Cluster 8: Residents plan and 
prepare for risk


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 4.2 3.1


2 4.0 3.4


3 4.0 3.5


4 4.0 2.8


5 3.8 3.0


6 4.3 3.6


7 3.6 2.9


8 4.3 3.5


Chart 3


Scale


1 Unimportant


2 A little important


3 Moderately important


4 Very important


5 Essential







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster six (Community understanding and awareness of bushfire ) is more 
important than cluster seven (Actions to achieve community understanding and awareness (media campaigns/ 
education)) when making households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is 
statistically significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is statistically significant).
.
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Fiery Women – Consulting, Designing, Delivering and Evaluating 


Pilot Women’s Bushfire Safety Skills Workshops 


 


Di DeLaine, Rural Solutions SA (RSSA)1,  


Therese Pedler & John Probert, SA2 Country Fire Service (CFS)  


Helen Goodman & Catherine Rowe3, Bushfire CRC, Project C7, 


RMIT University.  


 


Introduction 


There were several sources for the idea of providing a bushfire safety intervention which targeted 


women. One was recognition of the Wangary fire fatalities. Of the nine civilian casualties in the 


Wangary Fire, seven were women and children (three women and four children). Eight of the nine 


casualties died in or near their cars. One woman died while sheltering in her bath (Deputy State 


Coroner 2007). There were conversations in formal and informal settings – discussions within brigades 


observed by the Fire Prevention Officer, about the absence of men from homes at critical times in a 


fire; observations by men and women about women’s knowledge gap with regards to fire fighting 


skills; groups of women convened for “Women Continuing to Improve the Odds” days on Lower Eyre 


Peninsula, who discussed these issues; 4 observations by authors while they carried out other related 


programs, such as the Lower Eyre Peninsula Bushfire Recovery Program.  


These observations were also highlighted in subsequent research into the Wangary Fire (2005) by 


Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) some of which suggested women warranted targeting for 


bushfire safety information5 (Rhodes 2005; Goodman, Healey & Boulet 2007; Haynes 2007; Proudley 


2007, 2008; Goodman & Proudley 2008; Rhodes & Goodman 2006). Proudley (2007, 2008), noted the 


absence of those with fire fighting skills (generally men) from the home at the time of the fire6 and 


emphasised roles women play within the family where crucial decisions are made in advance of and 


during a bushfire. Many in the Wangary community took action contrary to “Stay and Defend or Leave 


Early” advice, and Rhodes (2005) reported that of those who left their property, 81% left late.  


                                                           
1 Corresponding Author E‐Mail: delaine.di@saugov.sa.gov.au 


2 Country Fire Service (CFS) 
3 Bushfire CRC, Project C7, RMIT University. 
4 Three “Women Improving the Odds” and “Women Continuing to Improve the Odds” days were convened from 
2005-2007 as part of the recovery program by Department for Families and Communities (DFC). 
5 Jenny Filmer, Rural Fire Service (RFS), in NSW, used to offer “Fire Fighting for Non Fire Fighting Women”, as 
a one day workshop. In WA, fire training for women is offered by Fire and Emergency Services Authority (FESA) 
also as a one day course.   
6 She also found clear differences in opinions within the households regarding staying or going. 
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Gender 
The limited gender research in Australia in disaster contexts demonstrates differences in risk 


perception, risk exposure and risk handling. Gender differences are generally regarded as socially 


produced (Gustafson, 1998). Much of the literature suggests that women perceive disaster events more 


serious and risky, especially if it threatens their family members, and this relates to their social roles, 


activities and context (Enarson 1998; Gustafson 1998).  


Beringer (2000) and Gilbert (2004) found gender differences in bushfire knowledge. Men tend to have 


a better understanding of bushfire behaviour. Emergency management remains a masculine field 


(Enarson 2003; Childs 2007; Proudley 2008). Generally, women tend to be involved in local grassroots 


organisations working on community disaster issues and less in the more formal, emergency 


organisations. Women become active in these informal groups through female friendship networks. 


Overall, research and practice has pointed to how women’s communication skills make them critical 


integrators of families, extended household and neighbourhood in disaster contexts (Enarson 1998).  


Beringer (ibid.) suggested that a lack of knowledge may lead to women perceiving bushfire to be a 


greater threat. Limited knowledge may also create greater stress and anxiety when a fire does occur. 


Gilbert (2004) noted that in many cases women admitted they relied on the knowledge of their partners.  


Women are more likely to evacuate, but not without their children. Women are more likely to consult 


with neighbours, friends and relatives in the evacuation decision, and this may help to hasten 


evacuation. However, it is also apparent that men’s preferences re ‘staying’ or ‘going’ has the strongest 


influence on family decisions (Enarson 1998; Proudley 2007; women workshop attendees pers. 


comm.).   


In an assessment of bushfire casualties (Haynes 2007) found: 


 The number of women dying in fires has increased over the last 30 years  


 Late evacuations still accounts for most deaths.  


Families with young children and younger people (<40 years) are more likely to evacuate because of 


young children and/or lack of bushfire experience (Beringer 2000). A large proportion of people 


intending to stay were male (67%) (Beringer ibid.). The tendency of women to evacuate with 


dependents may put them at greater risk due to lack of knowledge.  


Numerous studies have shown that of those who decide to ‘Stay & Defend’, many were not committed 


and were likely to leave at some stage during the fire despite the intention of staying (Bushnell, ibid.). 


Those ‘uncommitted’ suffered stress from the experience of being alone, or lacked confidence, or 


realised they were not prepared (Bushnell ibid.).  


Risk Perception 


Perception of risk and vulnerability is linked to preparedness (Beringer 2000; Odgers & Rhodes 2002; 


Anderson-Berry 2003; McCaffrey 2004; cited in Bushnell and Cottrell 2007). Those who perceive the 


risk are more likely to take preparedness actions and to seek further information. Level of risk 
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perception has been found to be influenced by awareness raising programs (Rohrmann 2000; 


Anderson-Berry 2003 cited in Bushnell and Cottrell ibid.). A number of authors have attributed a high 


level of risk perception in those with good bushfire knowledge, past bushfire experience and a close 


association with local bushfire brigades.  


Experience with bushfire smoke was correlated with increased awareness and interest in 


learning more about fire management (McCaffrey 2004 in Bushnell, ibid.). Indirect 


experiences were more influential in risk awareness. A single experience can be limited and 


biased. Repeated experiences can lead to people being used to the hazard and not perceiving it 


to be a great risk (Bushnell et al. ibid.). Risk perception may also change over time, with an 


attrition of risk perception and knowledge (Bushnell ibid.; Smith 2005). While 


acknowledging the above, an event such as the Wangary Fire provided opportunities to build 


on risk perception through increasing people’s opportunities to review their learning.  


Adult Learning 
Adults seek out learning experiences in order to cope with specific life-changing events (Zemke 1984). 


Adults motivated to seek out a learning experience do so primarily because they have a use for the 


knowledge or skills being sought. Learning is a means to an end (Zemke ibid.; Paton 2006).  


Education programs offered by fire agencies highlight bushfire risk with the intent to galvanise 


individuals and communities into action. Education delivery methods range from raising awareness 


through to formal training (Figure 1). Most bushfire community education programs offer informal 


awareness raising and information to local groups with the aim to empower the community in the long 


term (Gilbert 2007). Few fire agencies offer community competency skills based fire training7.  


                                                           
7 Exceptions include Community Fire Unit Training (offered in New South Wales and in the Australian Capital 
Territory), of 20 hours duration, with ongoing annual training. See also Lowe et al. (2008). 
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Figure 1 Education Delivery Methods (adapted from CFS Community Education Unit 2008.)  


Managing Anxiety  


In acquiring a new skill, learners go through a number of steps (Figure 2) requiring practice until 


learners become “unconsciously competent”. This concept is relevant on two levels. Firstly, all learners 


will be moving through these steps. Secondly, this principle is relevant in managing tasks in a stressful 


situation, such as a bushfire, when a written and practiced bushfire action plan can help prevent panic 


(J Hamilton, [Central Psychology Services] pers. comm. March, 2008). Providing materials to assist 


the community in being mentally prepared for bushfires fills an identified gap8 in community bushfire 


education (Tibbits et al. 2007). Being psychologically ready is a critical element of survival.  


                                                           
8 A training resource “Awareness, Endurance and Recovery,” (Reser & Morrissey 2007), was developed for 
community leaders to assist them to cope with the psychological effects of cyclones and could be readily adapted 
for bushfires. Other fire agency programs recognise the importance of mental preparation, and cover it in their 
sessions, but there is limited material developed to extend these concepts. 
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Figure 2 Steps in Learning a New Skill (adapted from Hamilton, 2008) 


Locus of Control 


Locus of control relates to people’s beliefs as to whether their actions will assist them to have control 


over what happens to them. People with an internal locus of control are more likely to prepare, as 


consequences can be influenced by personal actions. Those with an external locus believe that fate or 


chance has the most influence on outcomes and are less likely to prepare. Risk communication must 


focus on differentiating between an uncontrollable event (bushfires) from controllable consequences 


(Paton 2006).  


Bushfire Survival Strategies  


Tibbits (ibid.) concludes that empowering people to decide whether to prepare stay and defend or leave 


early, provided they act on their decision, is probably the single most important strategy for protecting 


people and property in bushfires. 


 Inter-agency Collaboration 


Funding from Emergency Management Australia enabled an inter-agency team to pilot a women’s 


basic bushfire safety skills program on Lower Eyre Peninsula. Preventing late evacuation was a key 


aim of the project.  


Methods 
Survey 


682 surveys were posted or hand delivered to women’s groups and organisations on Lower Eyre 


Peninsula. A range of information was sought from the women regarding their interest in bushfire 


education and workshop content.  
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Consultation 


Women’s groups were consulted as to the design and content of a basic bushfire skills program. Nine 


consultative meetings were held, including three indigenous meetings with over 80 women consulted. 


Two reference group meetings were held, with 20 attending. 


Workshop Content 
Content was based around units of competency in the Public Safety Training Package PAU00. 


Elements ‘Prevent Injury, Suppress Wildfire and Operating Pumps and Fire Fighting Equipment’ were 


incorporated. Content was also adopted from SA CFS Community Fire Safe Program, Fire Training 


Courses (Basic Fire Fighting One and Wildfire Suppression), literature and survey results.  


Importantly, a number of new resources were developed. One major inclusion was emotional 


preparedness, developed by Consulting Psychologist, Jo-Anne Hamilton.  


The workshops combined discussion, practicals and scenario exercises in a supportive environment. 


Workshop folders and notes were presented to all participants.  


Workshop Delivery 


A series of three consecutive workshops were offered at four locations. An additional fourth workshop 


was held to meet specific needs (Table 1). Most workshops were offered during school hours. 


Weekends and evenings were also included. Advertising was minimal as there was potential to be 


unable to service the demand. Workshops were advertised via an article in the local newspaper and by 


invitation to survey respondents. Considerable interest in the workshops meant that more workshops 


were held than originally planned. Queries were obtained from women outside the project area. 


Table 1 Workshop Content Summary 


Title Content Duration 


Workshop 1 


“Preparing Yourself 


and Your Family” 


 


What To Expect In A Bushfire 


Emotional Preparedness 


Preventing Injury 


Community Fire Safe 


Deciding To Stay Or Go 


3.5 hours 


Workshop 2 


“Preparing Your 


Property” 


 


How Houses Burn 


Ember Proofing Your Home 


Assessing Hazards Around Your Property 


Creating A Defendable Space 


Landscaping For Fire Protection 


Water Supplies 


3 hours 
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Workshop 3 


“Responding to 


Bushfire” 


 


Map Reading 


Reporting A Bushfire 


Bushfire Behaviour 


Responding To Bushfire 


Fire Fighting Strategies 


Vehicle Safety 


4 hours 


Workshop 4 


 


Networking (Meet Other Group Members) 


Managing Anxiety & Depression9 


Property Visit 


3 hours 


 


Evaluation 
Workshops were evaluated by both a pre and post workshop questionnaire, and through discussions 


with participants at the end of each workshop. Both the pre and post workshop surveys, and 


discussions, were completed in workshop time.  


Results 
Survey 


133 surveys were returned (a return rate of 19.5%). Survey data were entered into SPSS10 software 


package and a draft descriptive report was provided to the project team (Rowe & Goodman 2008). 


The survey data showed the high interest in workshops, low interaction with the local fire brigade, 


moderate understanding of ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ (despite half reporting they had 


experienced a bushfire) and variations in perceptions of risk between “locality” and “own home” 


(Figures 3 & 4). More than half of the women who responded to the survey were over 40 years of age. 


Around one fifth of women lived alone or were sole parents. 


There was widespread support for all topics suggested for a basic skills course. Further refinement was 


possible following reference group consultation.  


Figure 3 below sets out the results of two survey questions relating to interaction with the local bushfire 


CFS Brigade (N=118 on right hand side of graph, N=34 on the left hand side). 


                                                           


9 Workshop 4 gave an opportunity for mental health services to reach a client group considered ‘at risk’ of 


developing mental health problems associated with post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety and depression 


following the Wangary Fire.   


10 Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
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Figure 3 Interaction With Local CFS Fire Brigade11 
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Figure 4 Awareness and Understanding of ‘Stay and Defend’ or ‘Leave Early’12  


                                                           


1175.4%% of women reported no  interaction with the  local CFS brigade. Of the 24.6% reporting either past or 


present  interaction  or  involvement, most were  around  supporting  family  involvement  (58.8%)  or  acting  as  a 


contact in the local community for fire incident information (20.5%).  
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Pilot Workshops and Workshop Evaluation Data 
50 women attended the workshops. Some attendees distributed 22 additional manuals to relatives and 


peers, potentially increasing exposure by 44 %. It is assumed that the changes noted between pre and 


post workshop questionnaires were due to the program (N=33). This assumption is supported by 


comments made by women during the workshops. Experience and knowledge varied in participants. A 


major shift in stated bushfire strategy, confidence, knowledge and preparedness occurred 


(Figures 5-6). 


Bushfire Strategy and Confidence 


Figure 5 highlights responses to questions regarding bushfire strategy and confidence. 39.39% reported 


a ‘stay and defend’ bushfire strategy before the workshops and this increased to 84.84% at the 


conclusion of workshops. Confidence in their chosen bushfire strategy increased from 39.39% to 


100%. 


 


Question: What is your bushfire strategy?


0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100


Wait and See


Leave Early


Partial Relocation


Stay and Defend


Unsure


PreWk % PostWk %


%


re
sp


on
se


                                                                                                                                                                      


12 81.2 % stated they were aware of the ‘stay and defend’ or ‘leave early message’. Of these, 51.8% stated they 


understood the message, 30% partially understood while 18.2% did not understand the message. 
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Question: Do you feel confident with your bushfire strategy?
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Figure 5 Bushfire Strategy and Confidence13 


 
Knowledge & Preparedness 


Of note, several women stated that they were unaware that baths were unsuitable refuges (despite one 


local casualty sheltering in a bath). Self-rating of knowledge increased considerably (Figure 6), but 


questions testing knowledge, although demonstrating an increase, varied (particularly in regards to fuel 


types and fire behaviour). Many felt it important to understand bushfire behaviour, and a few requested 


for more information in future workshops. Preparedness also increased (Figure 6), with 81.18% stating 


they felt prepared by the end of the workshops. 


Question: How would you rate your bushfire knowledge?


0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100


Very Good


Good


Moderate


Poor


PreWk % PostWk %


%


re
sp


on
se


                                                           
13 39.39% reported a ‘stay and defend’ bushfire strategy before workshops and this increased to 84.84% at the 
conclusion of workshops. Confidence in their chosen bushfire strategy increased from 39.39% to 100%. 
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Question: How prepared do you think you are if a bushfire occurred in your area today?
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Figure 6 Knowledge and Preparedness14
 


 
Emotional Preparedness 


The emotional preparedness sessions were well received and deemed extremely relevant for 


participants. Other strategies to reduce stress were requested in addition to those provided at the 


workshop.  


Refreshers 


Many women asked for annual ‘refreshers’ to maintain their knowledge and skills.  


Mothers of Pre-school Children 


A crèche, provided for pre-school children, was not well patronised. However, those that used the 


service stated that without childcare provision they would not have been able to attend. 


Indigenous Women 


No indigenous women attended the workshops, despite being encouraged to do so during the 


consultation process. Community Fire Safe meetings were held at several indigenous properties before 


workshops commenced.  


Locus of Control 


The majority of attendees reflected an internal locus of control in regards to bushfire 


preparedness.   


                                                           


14 
27.7% self‐rated their knowledge as ‘good’ before the workshops and 70.96% rated their knowledge as ‘good’ 


at  the  completion  of workshops.  Before  the workshops  63.3%stated  they were  prepared  for  bushfires.  This 


increased to 81.81% at the conclusion of workshops.  
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Discussion 


Shifts in Strategy and Confidence 


Associated with a reported shift in bushfire strategy was an increase in confidence in the strategy 


chosen. A reported increase in knowledge and preparedness, together with confidence, indicates 


positive outcomes, given that a lack of confidence and knowledge may trigger late evacuation. 


However, it will also be important to practice skills and maintain knowledge by providing refresher 


training on an ongoing basis to prevent attrition over time. Having a written and practiced plan, and 


being emotionally prepared, are also critical to prevent late evacuation.  


Bushfire Knowledge 


Some varied results around bushfire knowledge (especially fuel types and fire behaviour) may 


be an indication of how tightly held are some bushfire beliefs. Other explanations include not 


having an opportunity to read the notes, or the level of difficulty of the questions. The 


prevalence of the myth surrounding baths as a refuge was noted.  


 
Engagement with Local Brigades 


Limited involvement by women in local brigades is noted and remains an issue (Figure 3). Offering a 


women’s program is one way of engaging women with fire agencies. In this project, it was the first 


contact many women had with the CFS.  


Timing & Critical Awareness 


Offering training three years after a local disaster was thought to be appropriate. Those attending had 


‘critical awareness’ motivating them to attend. Some had also previously attended Community Fire 


Safe meetings, which raised their ‘critical awareness” (Paton 2006).  


Young Women & Mothers of Pre-school Children 


The majority of women responding to the survey were over 40 years of age (77.5%). Few women 


under 25 attended workshops. Early childhood care is a demanding role and mothers find it difficult to 


make extra commitments. Supplying a crèche did not guarantee attendance. Reaching younger women 


and mothers of young children may require different approaches to participate in fire safety programs.  


Indigenous Women 


Lack of indigenous participation may be due, in part, to some exposure via community fire education 


programs prior to workshops. There are also other priorities more immediate for these communities 


such as health and socio-economic issues. Indigenous women are often involved in many programs 


aimed at their communities and are the drivers behind many initiatives (Lee Vallance, [Fire and 


Emergency Services Authority, Kimberley Region], pers. comm., November 2007; Adrian Simpson, 


[Eyre Peninsula Natural Resource Management, Aboriginal Liaison Officer], pers. comm., May 2008). 


Women’s extended family networks are important. Informal education and use of visual thematic 


diagrams / graphics, by indigenous artists, together with checklists may be more appropriate (A. 


Simpson, ibid.).  
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Content 


Workshops offered in this project were based on units of competency. Assessment could be included 


into the program to ensure that attendees have demonstrated competency, if desired or appropriate, and 


for accountability for both client and training provider. The addition of more gender specific training 


materials is required. 


Promotion of Workshops 


Several women participating in the program voluntarily disseminated their learning to their peers and 


family members. Others encouraged attendance or distributed flyers promoting the workshops. Limited 


advertising may have had some impact on the demographic profile of attendees.    


Mental Health 


This community had recently experienced a major fire. Some women revealed that they (or their 


children/partners) were still coming to terms with the emotional impacts of the fire. After a major fire 


event it is important to recognise that some attendees, or their family members, may still be 


traumatised. Training thus requires facilitator sensitivity. It is important to be aware of potential mental 


health issues and to offer additional support services if required.  


‘Safe’ Learning Environment 


Women appreciate the ‘safe’ learning environment provided where they can support each other in 


learning new skills not necessarily associated with traditional gender roles. Long and Honner (2006) 


report on the attractiveness to women of ‘women only’ training particularly where the skills being 


taught are ‘non traditional’ skills.   


Conclusions 
Following involvement in a participatory learning program, most women reported shifts in their 


strategy from ‘leave’ to ‘stay and defend’, increased confidence, knowledge and preparedness. New 


material on psychological preparedness was offered and is considered vital, particularly for those who 


have decided to ‘stay and defend’.  


The motivation to learn for many women centred on protecting their family. This may be the best 


motivator to engage women in fire safety programs. Offering education programs after a fire event is 


an opportune time to engage the community, while ‘critical awareness’ is high and before complacency 


sets in.  


Women are important keys to prevention. Women generally have primary care roles for almost all of 


the population via children, the elderly, the vulnerable and their own spouses. The roles women play in 


families, in their local community and in organisations makes them important risk communicators and 


educators.  


Developing competency skills based education programs for the community fill a need and are an 


important adjunct to other community education programs offered by fire services.  
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There are clear gender differences in bushfire knowledge, fire fighting skills and risk perception. Lack 


of interaction with fire agencies by women remains an issue. An increase in women and children 


bushfire casualties over the last 30 years and the results of this pilot project provides ample evidence of 


the legitimacy, and necessity, of targeting women for bushfire safety programs.  
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the 
Sydney community is outlined below.


• Step 1: Six community members from the 
Sydney area were invited to attend a concept 
mapping workshop by the State Coordinator of 
the Community Fire Unit program.  The 
workshop took place at NSWFB Greenacre 
offices.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members views on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and 
their neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


Clusters
1. House’s that back onto a bush area are careful about dumping garden waste over the back fence
2. Councils and national parks and wildlife need to regularly inspect areas where houses back onto land they 
are responsible for
3. People keep fire trails clear (eg. Building rubble)
4. Neighbourhood compliance with keeping fire hydrants clear and visible
5. People are educated about what is appropriate/safe behaviour during a fire (eg. Standing on roof in shorts 
with a hose)
6. Greater community awareness and participation in maintaining buffer zones between properties and 
bushland
7. Community activities (whole community) for hazard reduction
8. Empower residents to understand ‘asset protection zones’ and how to create them around their house
9. Road edges have a minimal vegetation buffer
10. People understand that bottles (and other refuse) can cause fires
11.The community support clearance and property preparation for older people (or people who are otherwise 
incapable)
12. People understand how to prepare their house in the event of a fire
13. Residents in urban/bushland areas are given educational opportunities on how to take steps to minimise 
the effects of a bushfire individually
14. Residents in urban/bushland areas are educated about the advantages of planning and working with 
neighbours to minimise the effects of a bushfire
15. Local government should have a much greater role in promoting fire safety to those who live adjacent to 
bushland
16. Hazard reduction burning used effectively
17. People are more aware of weather impacts on fire risk 9able to identify high risk days)
18. People are educated about what types of trees and vegetation are more susceptible to burning fiercely 
and quickly
19. Made less bureaucratic to conduct hazard reduction burns or slashing
20. Problem with older housing in fire prone areas that don’t comply with current standards (educate owners)
21. Harsher penalties for people who deliberately start fires
22.Incentives for owners of older homes to upgrade fire protection capacity (include financial support if 
required) – eg. Water tanks
23. Nurseries have and provide information about suitability of particular plants for fire prone areas
24. More fire awareness programs at community events (eg. Local agricultural show)
25. More fire awareness programs in schools
26. People are made aware of use, costs and limitations of rooftop sprinkler systems
27. Greater co-ordination, co-operation and communication between emergency services during a fire
28. Improved access to properties in fire prone areas and also access BETWEEN properties
29. Councils are able to mandate certain preventive/defensive requirements for houses in very high risk zones 
(eg. Static water supply, sprinklers)
30. Councils don’t make it too difficult to take down trees that pose a risk
31. Greater co-operation between government bodies (eg. National parks, water board)
32. Water board addresses water pressure and supply issues
33. Residents are better educated and have a better understanding as regards the ‘stay or go’ issue
34. Children and young people educated about fire-risk and risky behaviours
35. People are made aware of safe chemical storage practices
36. Media communicates correct information rather than disinformation during a fire
37. Mechanisms for ensuring communication to all people in a neighbourhood about approaching/nearby fires
38. People have an understanding/attitude that bushfires are not a spectator sport
39. Better signage (compulsory) relevant to fire protection/fighting (eg. Static water supplies)
40. Need a process to ensure that councils, government, national park authorities manage their own land 
property
41. Councils and other agencies have clearly designated responsibility for particular areas of land
42. Fire, police and emergency services understand the role of Community Fire Units







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 1).  The data analysis process 
groups statements that are close together 
(have a similar meaning).  For example, in 
Map 1, cluster 1 consists of statements 1, 3, 
4, 7 and 11.  Participants, individually, then 
as a group name each cluster based on 
what they believe to be the  common theme 
in each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 1 
were concerned with ways in which the 
community can act to maintain the 
environment. 


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified groupings of clusters 
that were related. The identification of these 
broad themes and the more specific cluster 
names will provide a starting point for the 
researchers to ascertain the importance of 
various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (our data analysis program 
starts with approximately the number of 
clusters equal to 1/5 of the number of 
statements).  For this reason, an important 
step in the construction of a concept map is 
for participants to have the opportunity to 
change parts of the map with which they do 
not agree. 


An Explanation of the Workshop







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, the 
researchers used the raw data that had been 
collected to gain a greater understanding of 
what community members and agency 
personnel believe is important to improve 
bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program developed by 
David Wishart of St. Andrews University to 
analyse the data.  Clustan™ allows data to be 
presented in three dimensions, producing a 
more accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a two 
dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps had 
been produced the researchers named the 
clusters and dimensions (where possible broad 
themes were identified at each of the x and y 
axes), using the same process as that in the 
workshop.  That is,  each researcher named the 
clusters and dimensions, then as a group 
consensus was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop (eleven in 
total) a broad range of themes related to 
community safety outcomes were identified.  To 
identify and clarify these themes the 
researchers, as a group, sorted the pool of 
cluster names from individual workshops 
according to the similarity of the ideas 
represented in each.  This enabled a combined 
solution of all the workshops to be formed.


Broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 1 & 2): Fire hazard 
mitigation


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 1 & 2): Theme not 
identified due to spread of statements


Dimension 2 (top: Map 1):Appropriate 
legislation is enforced by relevant agency or 
government


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 1): Education to 
provide an understanding of bushfire


Dimension 3 (top: Map 2): Risk reduction and 
protection for high risk houses


Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 2) 
Communication/co-operation between 
government, agencies and community


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements they 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing a that outcome. The 
dimensions can be seen in terms of 
processes and outcomes.  For example 
‘Effective communication and education’ is 
one process whereby the outcome of 
‘Individual/household planning’ can be 
achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 3, 
4, 7 & 11: Community 
responsibility for 
maintenance of 
environment


Cluster 2 (Statements 5, 10, 
13, 14, 18, 33, 35, 38, 6, 12, 
26, 8, 25, 24, 34 & 17): 
Education to provide 
understanding of bushfire


Cluster 3 (Statements: 15, 
20 & 23): Fire safety 
measures for homes in high 
fire risk areas/ situations


Cluster 4 (Statements 2, 9, 
29, 22, 28, 40, 30, 39, 19, 
31, 32, 21 & 41): 
Government/agency 
responsibilities


Cluster 5 (Statements 16, 
37, 27, 42 & 36): 
Communication between all 
stakeholders


Cluster Names


Map 1


Map 2







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for the three (Chart 2) dimensional 
solution.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?







Cluster Names Derived from 
the Three-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Cluster 1: Community responsibility 
for maintenance of environment


Cluster 2: Education to provide 
understanding of bushfire


Cluster 3: Fire safety measures for 
homes in high fire risk areas/ 
situations


Cluster 4: Government/agency 
responsibilities


Cluster 5: Communication between 
all stakeholders


3.34.35


3.64.24


3.23.83


2.93.92


2.94.11


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 3-Dimensional 


Concept Map


For three-dimensional (charts 3 & 4) solutions the researchers used SPSS to create error bars for each cluster by 
importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, the confidence interval was lowered to 
90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The two charts give the researchers a further idea about how much the 
concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those who took part in this workshop 
believed cluster three, that cluster which refers to fire safety measures for homes in high risk areas/situations is of less 
importance in providing an understanding of making households and communities safer from bushfires, than is cluster 
5, communication between all stakeholders. Chart 4 shows that participants believed that cluster 4, that cluster which 
refers to the complexity of multiple agency responsibilities than is more difficult to achieve than cluster two (Education 
to provide understanding of bushfire) when making households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 4 shows 
that this difference is statistically significant, as the error bars of clusters 2 and 4 do not overlap.


Chart 3


Chart 4








Concept Mapping 
Workshop: Country Fire 


Service
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Twelve agency personnel from the 
Country Fire Service (CFS) were invited to 
attend a concept mapping workshop.  The 
workshop took place in Adelaide, close to CFS
headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Change people's perception and lack of interest regarding fire safety
2. Individuals take responsibility for their own safety
3. More awareness among the public through community awareness programs
4. Timely and adequate information on imminent threat (real time information that complements local early warning 
networks)
5. Effective local communication and early warning networks
6. People have access to samples and examples of practical things they do (eg garden design, sprinkler system, 
farm fire units, etc)
7. Greater understanding of fire hazards and level of risk (for themselves and generally)
8. Communities/people need an awareness of their responsibility for self-management of community fire safety 
initiatives
9. Better community information on potential fire impact for people in rural, semi-rural and urban areas
10. Every home is a spark-proof box
11. Integration of bushfire information with other community education programs and efforts
12. Improved fire-behaviour knowledge (community all the way to researchers)
13. Control and limit unsuitable development in bushfire prone areas (both before and after initial development)
14. Take the responsibility for bush-fire prevention away from local government (back to CFS)
15. State government recognises need to fund community safety programs and delivery
16. Community awareness extends beyond special forums into existing organisations like schools
17. Children and adolescents develop an early appreciation and understanding of risks and appropriate behaviours 
(age appropriate)
18. Residents practice implementing their action plan in real time (so they can see the flaws in it)
19. CFS broadens its orientation to include not just response but also recovery, planning and preparation
20. CFS considers how it engages and works with people with disability or special needs who are unable to 
implement general recommendations
21. Realistic community awareness of limits of fire service capability (eg not fire-truck at every door, some fires 
can't be put out)
22. Communities need to have ownership in the development of their own fire safety programs
23. A whole of community approach to fire prevention (eg Pathway)
24. Every home has (appropriate to circumstances) adequate fuel reduced zones, water and reticulation
25. National awareness strategy that motivates and rewards communities
26. Achieve cultural change in communities
27. Incentives are available for people to use fire safe retardant products (eg government or insurance rebate)
28. Bushfire/fire safe display centre (garden centre) relevant to South Australia and even regions (could be virtual)
29. Local government takes their role in prevention and planning seriously
30. Community understands that local government have responsibility to enforce fire safety standards
31. Communities need to understand the partnerships that are or may be involved in fire prevention
32. Understanding by councils of risk and asset relationship (use assets in a targeted way in areas of assessed 
highest risk)
33. Targeted marketing to specific groups
34. Appropriate marketing and messages to people who use areas recreationally
35. Appropriate publicisation of daily, local fire danger (levels of preparedness, level of alert)
36. Communities need options for community fire-safety as opposed to one-stop shop
37. Understanding of fuel and fire relationship (including types of fuel)
38. Need a layman's language on bushfire behaviour and risk
39. People understand and are not inhibited by Native Vegetation Act
40. Have state-wide/nation-wide threat mapping (risk, hazard and community vulnerability, eg vulnerable groups)
41. Tools for constant evaluation and monitoring of fire safety strategies and programs
42. Communities need to have the tools to set long-term strategic directions and plans for their fire safety 
(consultation processes, risk assessment, information)
43. Householders and builders understand responsibilities for complying with building codes
44. Councils understand responsibilities to promote and enforce codes
45. Building codes are strengthened, appropriate and updated as knowledge increases
46. Penalties for non-compliance with codes are applied







47. Publish breaches and fires to increase compliance among others
48. People understand legislative responsibilities (eg, grinding, welding, campfires)
49. Police understand legislative requirements
50. Sharing of information within and between agencies at all levels (local, state and national)
51. Improve neighbourhood relationships to encourage assistance between neighbours to prepare and respond
52. Consistent and appropriately delivered message (not just the thoughts of an individual.  Require specific 
guidelines about the message and information to deliver)
53. Different local organisations need to deliver a common message
54. Examples of good practice are rewarded and widely publicised
55. Brigades understand and are fostered/supported in their community education role
56. Community understand that CFS participation is voluntary (and this limits service capacity)
57. Communities understand roles and capabilities of agencies (CFS, local government)
58. People need to understand that changes can make a real difference to their risk
59. People feel ABLE to implement effective protective measures
60. Large land-owners understand fuel modified zones







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 60 
statements means 59 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 4 consists of statements 2, 
18, 22 and 39.  Participants, individually, 
then as a group name each cluster based 
on what they believe to be the  common 
theme in each of the statements making up 
the cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 4 
were concerned with community members 
accepting responsibility for their own safety.  
Thus, it was decided that an appropriate 
name for the cluster would be ‘Resident 
understanding, responsibility and action’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified five groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 1, 2 and 
6 were concerned with information and how 
an increase in knowledge can lead to 
empowerment.  Participants felt that cluster 
4 (‘Resident understanding, responsibility 
and action’) had links to both this group and 
cluster 5 (‘Specific actions – preparedness’).  
Clusters 7 and 8 were related to community 
awareness of the risk posed by bushfire and 
the means by which information should be 
disseminated.  


Clusters 9 and 10 were also identified by the 
participants as being related, both being 
concerned with community members and 
agency personnel understanding their roles 
within the broad framework making the 
community safer from bushfires.  While 
participants in the concept mapping 
workshop believed clusters 9 and 10 were 
related, they also felt that cluster 10 was 
linked with clusters 11 and 12, all three 
bearing some relationship to the 
development of policy.  The identification of 
these broad themes and the more specific 
cluster names will provide a starting point 
for the researchers to ascertain the 
importance of various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept System 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


There was only one change participants in 
the CFS workshop believed should be 
made:


• Statements 41: from cluster 10 to cluster 11.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: People/empowerment


Cluster 2: Learning


Cluster 3: Marketing/delivery strategies


Cluster 4: Resident understanding, 
responsibility and action


Cluster 5: Specific actions - preparedness


Cluster 6: Community needs understanding


Cluster Names
Cluster 7: Awareness


Cluster 8: Communication


Cluster 9: Role clarity


Cluster 10: Legislation


Cluster 11: Agencies and infrastructure – policy 
and legislation


Cluster 12: Lollies and sticks


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4):Individuals 
and communities take responsibility for 
and ownership of fire programs and their 
educational content


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): 
Agency/organisational responsibilities 


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Message 
delivery


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): 
Organisational responsibilities/ legislation 
Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Understanding of 
roles and responsibilities and how they 
interconnect 
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): 
Communication of information 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Communication of 
information ’ is one process whereby the 
outcome of ‘Individuals and communities 
take responsibility for and ownership of fire 
programs and their educational content’ can 
be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 
6, 7, 9, 12, 17, 36, 37, 38, 
58, 59 & 60): 
Individual/community 
understanding of risk


Cluster 2 (Statements 2, 
8, 18, 22, & 42): Cluster 2: 
Responsibility and 
ownership on an 
individual and community 
level as a necessity


Cluster 3 (Statements: 30, 
32, 39 & 43): 
Understand/respect role 
of local government and 
the need to comply with 
legislation


Cluster 4 (Statements 10 
& 24): Appropriately 
prepared households


Cluster 5 (Statements 27 
& 47): Appropriate use of 
incentives and powers


Cluster 6 (Statements 13, 
14, 29, 44, 45 & 46): 
Appropriate use of 
regulatory powers


Cluster 7 (Statements 3, 
16, 33, 34, 52 & 53): 
Appropriately worded and 
targeted messages to 
increase community 
awareness


Cluster 8 (Statements 21, 
23, 31, 51, 55, 56 & 57): 
Community understanding 
of the role and capacity 
(both operational and 
educational) of the agency 
and the need to work with 
them


Cluster 9: (Statements: 4, 
5, 11, 26, 28, 35 & 54): 
Timely/ adequate 
information appropriately 
disseminated


Cluster 10: (Statements: 
25, 40 & 41): Systems in 
place at a national level for 
communication strategies, 
monitoring and evaluation 


Cluster 11: (Statements: 
15, 19, 20, 49 & 50): Clear 
definition of agency 
responsibilities, including 
integration and appropriate 
funding 


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Cluster Names Derived from 
the Two-Dimensional Concept 


Map


Cluster 1: People/empowerment


Cluster 2: Learning


Cluster 3: Marketing/delivery strategies


Cluster 4: Resident understanding, 
responsibility and action


Cluster 5: Specific actions -
preparedness


Cluster 6: Community needs 
understanding


Cluster 7: Awareness


Cluster 8: Communication


Cluster 9: Role clarity


Cluster 10: Legislation


Cluster 11: Agencies and infrastructure 
– policy and legislation


Cluster 12: Lollies and sticks


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.9 3.2


2 3.9 2.9


3 3.6 2.8


4 4.0 3.5


5 3.6 3.8


6 3.7 3.0


7 3.7 3.0


11 4.0 3.3


8 4.2 3.6


9 4.1 3.1


10 3.8 3.6


12 3.5 3.2


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Scale


1 Very easy or already achieved


2 Not difficult


3 Moderately difficult


4 Very difficult


5 Extremely difficult







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived from 
the Three-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Cluster 1: Individual/community 
understanding of risk 


Cluster 2: Responsibility and ownership 
on an individual and community level 
as a necessity 


Cluster 3: Understand/respect role of 
local government and the need to 
comply with legislation 


Cluster 4: Appropriately prepared 
households 


Cluster 5: Appropriate use of incentives 
and powers 


Cluster 6: Appropriate use of regulatory 
powers 


Cluster 7: Appropriately worded and 
targeted messages to increase 
community awareness 


Cluster 8: Community understanding of 
the role and capacity (both operational 
and educational) of the agency and the 
need to work with them 


Cluster 9: Timely/adequate information 
appropriately disseminated 


Cluster 10: Systems in place at a 
national level for communication 
strategies, monitoring and evaluation 


Cluster 11: Clear definition of agency 
responsibilities, including integration 
and appropriate funding 


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 3.9 3.1


2 4.2 3.3


3 3.8 3.3


4 3.6 4.2


5 3.1 3.2


6 3.7 3.7


7 3.9 2.9


8 3.6 3.1


9 4.4 3.6


10 3.9 3.5


11 3.9 3.0


Chart 3


Scale


1 Unimportant


2 A little important


3 Moderately important


4 Very important


5 Essential







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster four (Appropriately prepared households) is more difficult to achieve 
than cluster seven (Appropriately worded and targeted messages to increase community awareness) when making 
households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 7 shows that this difference is statistically significant (if the 
error bars do not overlap the difference is statistically significant).
.
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community is outlined below.


• Step 1: Eight community members from the 
town of Fern Tree were invited to attend a 
concept mapping workshop.  The workshop took 
place at the local TSF fire station.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Awareness of fire prevention issues (eg. People as aware as they were after the Canberra fires every 
summer)
2. Need to involve as many people in the community as possible in fire safety and prevention (eg. Part-time 
owners, individual properties that are hazards)
3. Fire guard groups (support for each other, know each other, plan together)
4. Absentee landowners maintain their properties in a fire safe way
5. Residents have a process to get nearby 'unsafe' properties adequately prepared
6. People living on their own are supported (have contacts) in the event of a fire
7. People are made aware of the importance of keeping boundaries clear from undergrowth
8. Set the correct motivational environment - keep it as a high priority issue in the hierarchy of domestic issues
9. People/households have reasonable defendable zones around the house ('passive protection')
10. People have an awareness of how serious or non-serious a specific fire event is likely to be (eg. Can be 
affected by wind conditions)
11. People understand what is best to do in particular circumstances (whether to stay or go)
12. People understand who has the authority to issue directives in the case of a fire
13. People receive adequate information/communication in the event of a fire
14. Regular, funded program of hazard reduction (consistent funding, planned, uses best science)
15. Identification of particular geographical areas requiring extra risk management (partly based on past 
experience)
16. Effective clearance of debris (not just left in piles)
17. Better systems to let individual households know when and how it is ok to burn off
18. People are made aware of the need to remove combustible material from around the house
19. Development of best practice preparation plan by individual households
20. People are supported in understanding what risks and preparations are most relevant to their property
21. Some individualised advice on preparations by experienced persons
22. People understand how to protect themselves personally (ie protect your body) - eg. Appropriate clothes
23. Have appropriate clothing ready at hand
24. People need to be helped to prioritise fire preparations (eg. Cost benefit)
25. People have information on how fires generally behave (but not so that people have false confidence or 
are too panicked)
26. People have a good understanding and have made a decision to either prepare and stay or go early
27. People who are new to fire prone areas are made aware of need for a fire plan
28. People living in close proximity need to know about each others plans
29. People with limited capacity need to be able to ring someone and should be known to their fire guard 
group
30. People know safe routes to leave by if they are going to leave
31. Recognition of people's preparation endeavours (eg. A safe house)
32. People have a place to leave their car
33. Safe places for people to go
34. Water management preparation - water supplies at community and household level
35. Councils need to have consistent positions in relation to fire safety issues (eg. Fire safety and tree 
management)
36. Councils communicate information about requirements in timely, supportive (rather than legalistic) ways
37. Streamlined process for getting consistent household assessments and to help people meet requirements
38. People understand how they can help the fire service help them
39. All people need to know about and have access to local neighbourhood network (eg. Fire guard)
40. People are aware of wiring and power line issues that may cause fires and how to get them addressed
41. People know what to do when power lines are down
42. People have reliable information about the merits of different plant species







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because, to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 42 
statements means 41 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept System 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 2 consists of statements 7, 
16 and 18.  Participants, individually, then 
as a group name each cluster based on 
what they believe to be the  common theme 
in each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 2 
were concerned with hazard reduction.  
Thus, it was decided that an appropriate 
name for the cluster would be ‘Clearing 
(hazard reduction)’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified four groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 2, 3 and 
4 were concerned with the management of 
hazards throughout the environment.  
Clusters 1 and 7 were related to the 
provision of support to households.  
Clusters 6 and 8 dealt with issues relating to 
neighbourhood networks.  Finally 
participants felt cluster 8 also had links with 
cluster 9, in that they both focused on what 
people should do when threatened by 
bushfire.  The identification of these broad 
themes and the more specific cluster names 
will provide a starting point for the 
researchers to ascertain the importance of 
various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept Systems 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the Tasmanian Community 
Group workshop believed should be made:


• Statement 14 : from cluster 3 to cluster 4;
• Statement 25: from cluster 5 to cluster 9.


In addition to these changes, participants 
felt the issues relating to the resourcing of 
brigades, management of recovery/follow-
up and education of householders  were not 
represented on the concept map.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Assistance in preparation of properties 
(awareness and education)


Cluster 2: Clearing (hazard reduction)


Cluster 3: Household fuel management


Cluster 4: Area hazard management


Cluster 5: Utilities


Cluster Names


Cluster 6: Neighbourhood networks and support


Cluster 7: Guidance to household (personalised)


Cluster 8: support for individuals (particular needs)


Cluster 9: On the day (understanding what to do)


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4): 
Interaction/co-operation for mutual fire 
safety 


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): Councils/ 
Agencies implement hazard mitigation 
methods


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Awareness of 
risks and how to mitigate them 


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Awareness 
and implementation of specific 
preparations


Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Planning for ‘Stay 
or Go’


Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Agencies/ 
governments have systems in place to 
facilitate preparation 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements. They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example an ‘Awareness and 
implementation of specific preparations’ is 
one process whereby the outcome of 
‘Planning for ‘Stay or Go’’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 
15, 17, 37, 4, 14, 35 & 36 : 
Identification and 
management of risk areas 
with appropriate regulatory 
systems


Cluster 2 (Statements 5, 7, 
9, 16, 18, 19, 20, 24 & 31): 
Awareness of how to 
prepare


Cluster 3 (Statements: 2, 3, 
21, 28 & 39): Community 
interaction/co-operation for 
mutual fire safety


Cluster 4 (Statements 8, 27 
& 38): Raising awareness 
of the need to prepare


Cluster 5 (Statements 
10, 12, 25, 40 & 42): 
Identifying risk factors 
during a fire 


Cluster 6 (Statements 
6, 13, 26 & 29): 
Support for individuals 
(particular needs)


Cluster 7 (Statements 
11, 22, 23, 30, 32, 34 & 
41): People have 
appropriate plans


Cluster Names


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part.  Following the workshop 
the mean importance and difficulty for each 
statement was calculated.  This data was 
sorted and the mean calculated for each 
cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two and three 
dimensional solutions (Chart 2 and 3 
respectively).  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Cluster 1: Assistance in 
preparation of properties 
(awareness and education) 


Cluster 2: Clearing (hazard 
reduction)


Cluster 3: Household fuel 
management


Cluster 4: Area hazard 
management


Cluster 5: Utilities


Cluster 6: Neighbourhood 
networks and support


Cluster 7: Guidance to household 
(personalised)


Cluster 8: support for individuals 
(particular needs)


Cluster 9: On the day 
(understanding what to do)


2.73.58
2.93.77


2.83.79


3.13.96
3.03.55
2.73.24
3.43.73
2.13.42
2.93.61


Mean Diff.2.5Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Chart 2


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Cluster Names Derived from 
the Three-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Cluster 1: Identification and 
management of risk areas with 
appropriate regulatory systems


Cluster 2: Awareness of how to 
prepare


Cluster 3: Community interaction/co-
operation for mutual fire safety


Cluster 4: Raising awareness of the 
need to prepare


Cluster 5: Identifying risk factors 
during a fire 


Cluster 6: Support for individuals 
(particular needs)


Cluster 7: People have appropriate 
plans


2.83.77
2.93.86
2.93.35
2.83.64
2.93.83
2.73.62
3.03.51


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 3
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Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (Chart 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (Chart 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, Chart 2 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster one (Assistance in preparation of properties (awareness and education)
is more difficult than cluster two (Clearing (hazard reduction)) when making households and communities safer from 
bushfire.  Chart 5 shows that this difference is statistically significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is 
statistically significant).
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community is outlined below.


• Step 1: Nine community members from the area 
around the Brisbane Ranges were invited to 
attend a concept mapping workshop by the 
community safety officer.  The workshop took 
place at one of the participants’ homes.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members views on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and 
their neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. More public education  to reach those who currently don't participate (eg mass media)
2. Residents get knowledge of what to do in case of fire
3. Residents have made a decision about whether to stay or go
4. Clear scrub from roadsides
5. Create clarity about what you are and aren't allowed to clear
6. Long term reduction of vulnerability to ember attack (roof sealing, sprinklers)
7. Individuals understand and accept responsibility for their own property
8. Suitable fuel reduction in national parks
9. Council planning requirements enshrine appropriate fire safety messages
10. More participation and acceptance of responsibility from relevant authorities (local government and state) 
eg sign on campground
11. Appropriate changes to building regulations ie sprinklers compulsory
12. Get a knowledge of what can and cannot be done (by-laws, regulations etc)  regarding roadside timber
13. Households implement short term preparation plan and revise it each season
14. Consider getting scanners to obtain fire information
15. Overall bush fuel reduction management plan covering state forests, national parks and private land
16. New residents encouraged to consider fire issues and local risks (and to join Community Fireguard 
groups)
17. Insurance discounts for those with good fire prevention measures, and penalties for those without
18. People need to be aware that they live in a high fire area (even before they buy)
19. Households have a fire plan prior to the fire danger period
20. Give people more control over their own property (so they can clear appropriately)
21. People provide appropriate access for fire trucks
22. Legislate against use of open fires in campsites in summer
23. Education of visiting and recreational users of the area (eg putting fires out thoroughly)
24. Improving communication between neighbours and knowledge of each others circumstances
25. All properties brought up to current clearance standards (not the standards at time it was built)
26. Properties checked that they provide safe access for fire vehicles (may need to be checked by local 
brigades)
27. CFA brigade members trained to deliver a consistent fire safety message to householders
28. Neighbours meet together to share information and knowledge and build confidence that they know what 
to do in case of fire
29. Better management of roadside reserves
30. Government to make example plans available to residents in fire prone areas
31. Install safe BBQs and BBQ areas in designated campsites
32. Improve local water resources
33. Effective communication between CFA and community during a fire (eg public broadcasts)
34. Amount of clearance required around houses to be defined or made compulsory
35. CFA conduct fuel reduction burning on private property in strategic areas
36. Contact made by existing Fireguard members with new people in the area
37. Any new power lines in the aea underground
38. CFA gets information about water sources and access points on each property (from local govt)
39. Fire levy part of rates rather than insurance (so that everyone pays it)
40. Known camping areas are regularly inspected by a ranger or designated person
41. More consideration given to community refuge points (and issues preventing this eg public liability)







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because, to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 41 
statements means 40 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept System 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 1 consists of statements 1, 
12 and 23.  Participants, individually, then 
as a group name each cluster based on 
what they believe to be the  common theme 
in each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 1 
were concerned with the education of 
community members.  Thus, it was decided 
that an appropriate name for the cluster 
would be ‘Education’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified three groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 1, 6 and 
7 were concerned with education, 
awareness of the risks community members 
faced and appropriate behaviour to 
minimise those risks.  Clusters 2, 3 and 4 
were all related to government policy.  
Clusters 5 and 8 dealt issues relating to with 
local management.  The identification of 
these broad themes and the more specific 
cluster names will provide a starting point 
for the researchers to ascertain the 
importance of various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept Systems 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the Sheoaks Community 
Group workshop believed should be made:


• Statements 7, 16, 28 & 36 : from cluster 6 to 
form a new cluster;


• Remainder of cluster 6 and 7 joined 
together;


• Statements 17 & 39: from cluster 3 to form a 
new cluster;


• Statements 11, 25, 32, 34 & 41: from 
clusters 2 & 4 to form a new cluster.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Education


Cluster 2: Local government regulation 


Cluster 3: Financial incentives


Cluster 4: Risk management/fuel management


Cluster 5: DSE and public facilities


Cluster 6: Community connection


Cluster 7: Behaviour, awareness and responsibility


Cluster 8: CFA issues (CFA a driver


Cluster Names


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4): Resident 
understanding and preparation 
Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): Fuel 
management 
Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): 
Brigade/community integration 
Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Educate and 
inform community about fire safety 
regulations
Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): 
Agency/Government responsibilities
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Regulation 
and infrastructure to support fire safety 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements they 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing a that outcome. The 
dimensions can be seen in terms of 
processes and outcomes.  For example 
‘Effective communication and education’ is 
one process whereby the outcome of 
‘Individual/household planning’ can be 
achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 
23: Education of the ‘wider’
community (those not 
participating and visitors)


Cluster 2 (Statements 10, 
15, 29, 31, 40 & 48): 
Practical 
agency/government 
responsibilities and actions 
on local issues (campers)


Cluster 3 (Statements: 5, 9, 
12, 20, 22, 30 & 34): 
Cluster 3: Understanding 
and application of 
regulations for fire safety


Cluster 4 (Statements 11, 
17, 25, 32, 37, 39 & 41): 
Agency/government use of 
regulations and incentives 
to improve preparedness of 
the setting


Cluster 5 (Statements 
27, & 33): Dialogue 
between community 
and agencies


Cluster 6 (Statements 
2, 3, 7, 13, 14, 16, 18, 
19, 24, 28 & 36): 
Residents understand 
and prepare/plan for 
bushfire


Cluster 7 (Statements 6 
& 21): Practical 
household planning 
and preparation


Cluster 8: (Statements 
26, 35 & 38): Agency 
preparation and actions 


Cluster Names


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Education 


Cluster 2: Local government 
regulation 


Cluster 3: Financial incentives 


Cluster 4: Risk management/ 
fuel management 


Cluster 5: DSE and public 
facilities 


Cluster 6: Community 
connection 


Cluster 7: Behaviour, 
awareness and responsibility


Cluster 8: CFA issues (CFA a 
driver)


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.2.5


1 4.1 2.5


2 3.8 2.8


3 3.8 3.4


4 3.8 3.5


5 3.8 2.7


6 4.4 2.1


7 4.6 2.3


8 4.1 2.7


Chart 2


Scale


1 Unimportant


2 A little important


3 Moderately important


4 Very important


5 Essential







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Education of the 
‘wider’ community (those not 
participating and visitors) 


Cluster 2: Practical agency/ 
government responsibilities and 
actions on local issues 
(campers) 


Cluster 3: Understanding and 
application of regulations for fire 
safety 


Cluster 4: Agency/government 
use of regulations and incentives 
to improve preparedness of the 
setting 


Cluster 5: Dialogue between 
community and agencies 


Cluster 6: Residents understand 
and prepare/plan for bushfire 


Cluster 7: Practical household 
planning and preparation 


Cluster 8: Agency preparation 
and actions 


Cluster No. Mean Imp. Mean Diff.


1 4.4 2.7


2 3.8 3.1


3 3.7 2.6


4 3.8 3.6


5 4.2 2.5


6 4.4 2.1


7 4.6 2.3


8 4.1 2.9


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 3


Scale


1 Very easy or already 
achieved


2 Not difficult


3 Moderately difficult


4 Very difficult


5 Extremely difficult







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster six (Residents understand and prepare/plan for bushfire) is more 
important than cluster three (Understanding and application of regulations for fire safety) when making households and 
communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically significant (if the error bars do not 
overlap the difference is statistically significant).
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Seven agency personnel from the 
Tasmanian Fire Service (TSF) were invited to 
attend a concept mapping workshop.  The 
workshop took place at TSF headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Needs to be clearly articulated and described how to make people safer from bushfire
2. Individual behavioural change needs to be achieved
3. Identify at risk groups, gender/age etc. - for targeting strategies and education
4. Increased acceptance of responsibility for treating risks - all levels (individuals, communities, governments)
5. People in bushfire prone areas have an understanding of fire and the factors that influence fire behaviour (in their 
circumstances)
6. Categorise (make specific) risk - households and neighbourhoods be made aware of the level of risk that 
specifically relates to their area (in addition to just general information)
7. Education programs give confidence in fire services and fire strategies
8. Fire agencies need to have tools for communicating risk management and mitigation strategies IN WAYS THAT 
WILL CAUSE PEOPLE TO TAKE ACTION
9. Development of consistent policy among all levels of government in relation to bushfire mitigation
10. Consistent messages put out by different agencies and levels of government
11. Different levels of government have consistent management strategies for land that is their responsibilities
12. Development of programs IN COLLABORATION with community (they are involved in determining and 
establishing programs)
13. Increase the range of options available for treating risks (people have options that suit their lifestyle and world 
view and capability)
14. Creating an awareness of how individual actions can impact on their neighbours and community
15. Householders are kept informed about a fire that is or could impact on their property, regardless of where it is 
(urban or rural)
16. Need compatibility/consistency between legislation related to building/planning and bushfire prevention
17. Community need to understand their role when bushfire strikes and the role of fire services
18. People not confused by images and occurrences in other states (eg evacuation policies)
19. People have realistic expectations about what fire services can do for their property when there is a major fire
20. People have the capacity to defend their own property
21. Clear and realistic expectations about what individuals/households need to do, and what fire services will do 
before, during and after a fire event
22. Need to have a good understanding about what motivates people to prepare (or not to prepare) in the range of 
circumstances they face
23. Strategies to maintain motivation and preparation over many years (despite variability in risk over time)
24. Media accept responsibility in relation to reporting about deliberately lit fires
25. Media participate in getting information out to the community during a fire
26. Funding/resource allocation for proper analysis of programs and strategies (evaluation)
27. The whole community maintains support for prevention and mitigation (support for consistent funding and effort)
28. Individuals and households review their plan with all family members
29. Individuals and households ensure physical/equipment preparations to be able to implement their plans
30. Community aware of the effect of changes in infrastructure and other circumstances on previously held beliefs 
(eg availability of water, change from sheep to tree farming, reticulated gas)
31. Sensible land-use planning policies and practices - consistently applied across all levels of government
32. Requirement for householders to MAINTAIN levels of preparation safety (analogous to road worth car) (ways of 
enforcing this)
33. Land use planning arrangements ongoing and adaptive (for change of owners and uses over time)
34. Effective penalties and enforcement against behaviours that create a fire risk
35. Need to find strategies to minimise deliberately lit fires
36. Identify urban/rural interface and future risk areas and target education strategies to these areas
37. Use effective education strategies including face to face
38. Funding the transition from unsafe to safe development strategies (eg buy out high risk properties)
39. Land use and building policies prevent people rebuilding in unsafe ways/locations
40. All stakeholders send out fire prevention messages and support preventative behaviours (eg insurance 
companies)
41. Information is provided to people in the ways in which they want to receive it (and will receive it effectively) -
based on research, interviews, consultation
42. People moving into a high-risk area receive appropriate information/education
43. Prosecutions publicised in order to get the message out to others







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 43 
statements means 42 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 2 consists of statements 2, 
5, 14, 19 and 42.  Participants, individually, 
then as a group name each cluster based 
on what they believe to be the  common 
theme in each of the statements making up 
the cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 2 
identified desired outcomes and effects of 
education.  Thus, it was decided that an 
appropriate name for the cluster would be 
‘Education, effects and outcomes’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified three groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 1, 2 and 
3 were concerned with aspects of 
education. Clusters 5 and 8 were both 
related community commitment and 
participation to making themselves safer 
from bushfire.  Clusters 6, 7, 9 and 10 were 
related to the development of policies and 
their consistent application.  The 
identification of these broad themes and the 
more specific cluster names will provide a 
starting point for the researchers to 
ascertain the importance of various 
interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points belong 
in which cluster (the Concept System 
program starts with approximately the 
number of clusters equal to 1/5 of the 
number of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of a 
concept map is for participants to have the 
opportunity to change parts of the map with 
which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the Tasmanian Fire Service 
workshop believed should be made:


• Clusters 1 and 3 joined together;
• Statements 13 to the joined cluster 1 and 3;
• Clusters 6 and 7 joined;
• Clusters 9 and 10 joined;


In addition to these changes, participants 
felt the impact of losses on the whole 
community after bushfire and logistical 
issues  were not represented on the concept 
map.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Strategies – Education, sound 
targeted approaches


Cluster 2: Education effects, outcomes


Cluster 3: Joined to cluster 1


Cluster 4: Preparedness (activities)


Cluster 5: Community awareness and behaviour 
– collaboration and partnership


Cluster 6: Responsibility


Cluster Names
Cluster 7: Joined to cluster 6


Cluster 8: Broad, creative approach 
and commitment


Cluster 9: Policy and enforcement


Cluster 10: Land use


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 
4):Identification/mitigation of at risk areas/ 
groups 


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): Consistent 
policies appropriately implemented 


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Due to the 
spread of statements a theme was not 
identified for this dimension 


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Household/ 
Community awareness  


Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Legislation/top-
down approach (rules and regulations to 
make people safer


Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Consistent 
education/information provided before and 
during a fire


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Consistent policies 
appropriately implemented ’ is one process 
whereby the outcome of 
‘Identification/mitigation of at risk areas/ 
groups ’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional Concept Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 3, 
6, 7, 23, 26, 36 & 37): 
Appropriate education 
strategies


Cluster 2 (Statements 2, 5, 
12, 21 & 42): Individual 
understanding of fire risk 
and responsibility


Cluster 3 (Statements: 14, 
15, 17, 19 & 30): Agency/ 
Community collaboration in 
fire prevention and mitigation


Cluster 4 (Statements 10, 
18, 22, 41, 24, 25 & 40): 
Message delivery 
(consistent across all 
organisations/agencies)


Cluster 5 (Statements 4, 13, 
20, 27, 28 & 29): Planning 
and preparation (household 
and community level)


Cluster 6 (Statements 8, 32, 
34, 35 & 38): Risk mitigation


Cluster 7 (Statements 9, 11, 
16, 31, 33, 39 & 43): Land 
management issues are 
adequately addressed


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Strategies – Education, 
sound targeted approaches 


Cluster 2: Education effects, 
outcomes


Cluster 3: Joined to cluster 1


Cluster 4: Preparedness 
(activities)


Cluster 5: Community awareness 
and behaviour – collaboration and 
partnership


Cluster 6: Responsibility


Cluster 7: Joined to cluster 6


Cluster 8: Broad, creative 
approach and commitment


Cluster 9: Policy and enforcement


Cluster 10: Land use


3.73.29


3.63.98


3.73.610


3.64.06


2.83.85


3.03.84


3.33.92


3.24.11


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster 1: Appropriate education 
strategies 


Cluster 2: Individual understanding 
of fire risk and responsibility


Cluster 3: Agency/ Community 
collaboration in fire prevention and 
mitigation


Cluster 4: Message delivery 
(consistent across all 
organisations/agencies)


Cluster 5: Planning and 
preparation (household and 
community level)


Cluster 6: Risk mitigation


Cluster 7: Land management 
issues are adequately addressed


2.34.67


2.74.18


2.14.46


2.54.25


3.63.84


2.63.73


3.13.82


2.74.41


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Chart 3


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS 
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster four (Message delivery (consistent across all organisations/agencies))
is more difficult to achieve than cluster six (Risk mitigation) when making households and communities safer from 
bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is 
statistically significant).
.








Concept Mapping 
Workshop: Fire and 
Emergency Services 


Authority
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Six agency personnel from the FESA 
headquarters were invited to attend a concept 
mapping workshop.  The workshop took place at 
FESA headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Householders and neighbourhoods perceive that they are at risk of bushfire (in order to make themselves safer)
2. All subdivision development complies with requirements of "planning for Bushfire Protection Policy".
3. Simplify actions and/or behaviours required of households (user friendly messages - complexity not a 
disincentive).
4. Get people interested.
5. Touch meaningful emotional triggers for individuals (to want to change).
6. Community safety processes driven at a community level (supported by FESA).
7. Householders and neighbourhoods need to have evacuation plans.
8. Working together to create ownership and increase likelihood of action.
9. Residents understand and act on the nature of risk and implement PPR appropriate to level of risk.
10. Evidence of right behaviour at community level or above.
11. Create an environment where it is seen as a positive thing to be safe (community itself positively reinforces 
safety preparedness).
12. Work "with" and "within" the community rather than "on" the community.
13. Individuals and communities accept responsibility and ownership for safety preparedness.
14. Don't see all responsibility and power as lying with FESA and other agencies.
15. Changes in 'behaviour' in making houses safe, not solely on increase in knowledge.
16. Face to face interactions between community members and emergency personnel.
17. Evidence of ownership of safety by the community (key indicators, eg: membership of groups (brag, community 
fireguard, preparedness actions).
18. Know about what householders need (so that interventions target these needs, eg: knowledge, resources, 
confidence).
19. Safety messages appropriately marketed in accordance with people's needs, capacity to absorb information 
and capacity to implement change.
20. Organisation taps into where people are at and what motivates them for its marketing (social marketing 
perspective).
21. Effectively engage and respond to other cultures (can't just use a blanket approach).
22. Integrate ALL planning process from state through to community, including emergency management, land use 
planning right down to community safety business plans.
23. Householders undertake appropriate preparedness actions (eg 20m circle of safety, clean gutters, etc).
24. Emergency plans drawn up for high risk establishments (eg, schools, aged care facilities etc) (Response, 
preparedness, evacuation).
25. FESA takes community safety seriously as an integral part of all its activities.
26. Operational personnel active in promoting safety (not just responders).
27. Fire and emergency services work effectively with other local agencies to reinforce and support messages.
28. Householders have a realistic appraisal of the risk for their own particular property and preparedness 
requirements.
29. Householders take preparedness action appropriate to their own individual risk
30. People UNDERSTAND risk and safety (not just follow checklists).
31. Don't create excessive dependency on FESA.
32. 'Realistic' expectations about what emergency services can and cannot do.
33. FESA understands motivation to change at the individual or household level (understand motivation more 
deeply).
34. Communities at risk of a particular event are able to be identified and contacted.
35. Proportionate funding between prevention/preparedness and response.
36. Fire safety gets the same community profile as other safety issues.
37. Give people information that will maximise safety for the actions they choose (even if it is not the organisations 
preferred actions).
38. Plan for contingencies of people's desires and actions rather than stock messages.
39. Effective communication processes implemented during an event (planned communication strategy).
40. Holistic rather than hazard-specific approach to safety and safety messages.
41. Teach people how to be safe and think about safety rather than "what to do".
42. People skilled in thinking about their safety preparedness.
43. FESA gets "stay or go" policy sorted.
44. People and communities have 'stay or go' plans in place.
45. Local governments are on side with message and support community safety (in their policies and actions).







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 45 
statements means 44 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 1 consists of statements 1, 
9, 13, 28, 30 and 42.  Participants, 
individually, then as a group name each 
cluster based on what they believe to be the  
common theme in each of the statements 
making up the cluster.  To continue with the 
earlier example, all the statements in cluster 
1 were concerned with individuals’
understanding of the risk posed by bushfire 
and appropriate mitigation strategies.  Thus, 
it was decided that an appropriate name for 
the cluster would be ‘Mental understanding 
aspects of preparation’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified three groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 3, 8 and 
9 were concerned with the relationship 
between FESA and the community.
Clusters 6 and 7 were both related to FESA 
as an emergency management 
organisation.  While clusters 2, 4 and 5 
highlighted aspects of preparation at 
differing levels within society (individual, 
household and community).  The 
identification of these broad themes and the 
more specific cluster names will provide a 
starting point for the researchers to 
ascertain the importance of various 
interventions.


In addition to noting these broad themes, 
participants felt the importance of corporate 
will within FESA in continuing to drive  
community safety initiatives for bushfire was 
not represented on the concept map.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Mental understanding aspects of 
preparation


Cluster 2: Household preparation activities 


Cluster 3: Community control drives


Cluster 4: Individuals and communities


Cluster 5: Community preparation


Cluster 6: FESA (ongoing focus on community 
safety)


Cluster Names
Cluster 7: External face of FESA


Cluster 8: Knowing your market


Cluster 9: Know how to market


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 
4):Agency/Community communication & 
interaction resulting in making appropriate 
choices 


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): 
Householder & community ownership of 
community safety 


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Integrated 
planning processes at community/ agency/ 
government levels 


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Create an 
affective environment that encourages 
change (individual and household)


Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Preparedness 
actions appropriately matched to risk


Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Agency 
activities appropriately matched to risk 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Agency/ 
Community communication & interaction 
resulting in making appropriate choices ’ is 
one process whereby the outcome of 
‘Householder & community ownership of 
community safety ’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional 
Concept Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 9, 
13, 28, 30 & 42): Individuals 
have a realistic 
understanding of risk and its 
implications


Cluster 2 (Statements 7, 10, 
17, 23, 29 & 32): 
Preparedness activities at 
household and community 
level


Cluster 3 (Statements: 6 & 
8): Community ownership of 
community safety


Cluster 4 (Statements 2, 22, 
43 & 45): Co-ordinated fire 
safety planning and policy


Cluster 5 (Statements 14, 
25, 26, 27, 31, 35 & 36): 
Shared responsibility 
between fire and other 
agencies


Cluster 6 (Statements 3, 4, 
5, 11, 12, 18, 19, 20, 21, 33, 
38 & 41): Assessing/ 
knowledge of individuals’
mindset and capacity to 
create appropriate 
interventions


Cluster 7 (Statements 15, 
16, 24, 34, 37, 39, 40 & 44): 
Effective agency/community 
interaction/communication 
leading to preparedness 
activities


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in. Following the workshop 
the mean importance and difficulty for each 
statement was calculated.  This data was 
sorted and the mean calculated for each 
cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two and three 
dimensional solutions (Chart 2 and 3 
respectively).  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Mental 
understanding aspects of 
preparation


Cluster 2: Household 
preparation activities


Cluster 3: Community control 
drives


Cluster 4: Individuals and 
communities


Cluster 5: Community 
preparation


Cluster 6: FESA (Ongoing 
focus on community safety)


Cluster 7: External face of 
FESA


Cluster 8: Knowing your 
market


Cluster 9: Know how to market


3.43.97
3.44.28
3.24.39


3.24.16
3.13.95
3.33.94
3.14.43
3.23.82


4.04.41


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names 
Derived from the 


Three-Dimensional 
Concept Map


Cluster 1: Individuals have 
a realistic understanding of 
risk and its implications 


Cluster 2: Preparedness 
activities at household and 
community level 


Cluster 3: Community 
ownership of community 
safety 


Cluster 4: Co-ordinated fire 
safety planning and policy 


Cluster 5: Shared 
responsibility between fire 
and other agencies 


Cluster 6: Assessing/ 
knowledge of individuals’
mindset and capacity to 
create appropriate 
interventions 


Cluster 7: Effective agency/ 
community 
interaction/communication 
leading to preparedness 
activities 


3.14.07
3.34.26
3.33.95
3.44.34
3.14.43
3.23.82


4.04.41


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Chart 3


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (Chart 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (Chart 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster one (Individuals have a realistic understanding of risk and its 
implications) is more difficult to achieve than cluster two (Preparedness activities at household and community level) 
when making households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically 
significant (if the error bars do not overlap the difference is statistically significant).
.








Concept Mapping 
Workshop: New South 


Wales Fire Brigade
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the Blue 
Mountains community, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Seven agency personnel from the New 
South Wales Fire Brigade (NSWFB) were 
invited to attend a concept mapping workshop.  
The workshop took place at NSWFB 
headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. People are aware of their own level of risk
2. Town planning and building codes are appropriate especially in the initial stages of developing area
3. Residents of bushfire prone areas receive education by multiple methods (eg. Brochures, fire brigades, 
media etc)
4. People in local communities know where nearest hydrant is (able to inform fire fighters)
5. Councils involved in direct advertising in fire prone areas
6. People are educated about fire behaviour and what a bushfire really does
7. People have sufficient knowledge that understanding replaces fear (uninformed fear)
8. Obtain and structure feedback from people in local communities about what they think they need - not one 
size fits all approach
9. Do work post-incident to understand what worked and didn't work in particular communities
10. Broader community awareness of emergency management plans (community level -
communication/evacuation)
11. Clearing and backburning by property owners on the interface
12. Public ensure clear passage and access for fire vehicles to enter their street/property
13. High visibility messages regarding fire-safety (keep at front of peoples mind's)
14. Children are educated in schools
15. People living on the interface have their own water source, independent of the water mains
16. Consistency of delivery of services by fire brigades (for internal reasons and so that the COMMUNITY 
KNOWS WHAT TO EXPECT)
17. Preventive & mitigative activities delivered consistently across fire regions (not at the whim and interest of 
the local personnel)
18. Greater community awareness of and funding for, proven community education approaches such as the 
CFU program
19. People (CFUs) are not only educated but assisted with equipment and skills to take on a defensive role to 
protect local properties
20. Building codes require homes on the interface have water tanks with hoses attached
21. Local stations establish relationships with local communities so community are aware of fire service role 
(including preventive role)
22. People receive education to understand heightened risk at time of drought
23. People understand implications of drought for fire-fighting and need to develop alternative water sources
24. Strategies (including community education) to enable use of grey water if necessary
25. Community workshops in fire prone areas to provide an opportunity to people who want to learn more
26. Councils have knowledge and education necessary to establish appropriate building codes and make 
appropriate planning decisions
27. People are educated in workplaces and have knowledge of prevention/protection requirements
28. Able to overcome complacency (it will never happen to me)
29. Consistent and sustained messages presented in ways that still capture peoples attention
30. Information and ideas effectively shared between all fire services and sections of the organisation
31. People understand specific actions that will make their homes safer
32. People understand simple strategies that will make their home more defensible in case of a fire (eg. Fill 
gutters with water)
33. People understand that they need to take responsibility for themselves
34. People understand to listen to community radio to remain informed during a fire
35. People understand clothing to wear and means of personnel protection during a fire
36. Households are adequately prepared to be able to defend properties in the case of a fire (defensible 
properties)
37. Householder expectation of the capacity of fire-services are realistic - need to know the probability they 
will need to defend their own property
38. People know what they should take in case of evacuation







The initial stage of the computer assisted 
analysis uses a technique known as multi-
dimensional scaling. The concept map is 
constructed by amalgamating the sorted 
statements of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map in 
relation to all the others, with statements 
sorted together by more participants (similar 
in meaning) appearing closer together and 
those that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further apart. 
In order to represent the concept map in a 
way that makes sense the Concept System 
program creates a two dimensional graphic 
(Map 1).  This is necessary, because to 
show exactly how the statements relate to 
each other would require the number of 
dimensions equal to the number of 
statements minus one.  For example 38 
statements means 37 dimensions would be 
required to present the data precisely.   
While presenting data in two dimensions 
makes it easier to understand and interpret, 
distortions can occur.


Following the multi-dimensional scaling an 
additional analysis is conducted to form 
clusters (Map 2).  The Concept Systems 
program groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning).  For 
example, cluster 1 consists of statements 1, 
6 and 7.  Participants, individually, then as a 
group name each cluster based on what 
they believe to be the  common theme in 
each of the statements making up the 
cluster.  To continue with the earlier 
example, all the statements in cluster 1 
were concerned with individuals’
understanding of the risk posed by bushfire.  
Thus, it was decided that an appropriate 
name for the cluster would be ‘Realistic 
understanding of fire and risks’.


In addition to naming individual clusters, 
participants identified two groupings of 
clusters that were related.  Clusters 2 and 3 
were differing aspects of education.
Clusters 4 and 5 were all related to 
preparation.  The identification of these 
broad themes and the more specific cluster 
names will provide a starting point for the 
researchers to ascertain the importance of 
various interventions.


It is important to recognise that cluster 
analysis is not as robust a process as multi-
dimensional scaling.  As there is no, one, 
‘correct’ method used to determine the number 
of clusters, or which points belong in which 
cluster (the Concept System program starts 
with approximately the number of clusters 
equal to 1/5 of the number of statements).  For 
this reason, an important step in the 
construction of a concept map is for 
participants to have the opportunity to change 
parts of the map with which they do not agree. 


The following is a summary of the changes 
participants in the New South Wales Fire 
Service workshop believed should be made:


Statement 33: from cluster 4 to cluster 1;
Cluster 4 joined with cluster 5;


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Maps Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1: Realistic understanding of fire and 
risks


Cluster 2: Education – emergency arrangements 


Cluster 3: Education – responsibilities/ 
prevention


Cluster 4: Community and household prevention 
activities (understand and do)


Cluster 5: Actions based on understanding in 
cluster 4


Cluster Names
Cluster 6: Agency driven 


improvements/application (policies, 
legislation – appropriate, workable)


Cluster 7: Communication strategy 
(methods and characteristics – based on 
relationships and understanding need


Map 1


Map 2







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


As with the 2-dimensional concept map, 
broad themes were identified in the 3-
dimensional maps.  They were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 3 & 4):Building 
codes and land use planning implemented 
effectively 


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 3 & 4): 
Opportunities for involvement and 
understanding of community needs 


Dimension 2 (top: Map 3): Due to the 
spread of statements a theme was not 
identified for this dimension 


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 3): Community 
education to increase understanding and 
resources to deal with bushfire  


Dimension 3 (top: Map 4): Community 
brigade relationship to enable consistent 
delivery of messages


Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 4): Householders 
self reliant, informed and prepared 


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Community 
brigade relationship to enable consistent 
delivery of messages’ is one process 
whereby the outcome of ‘Householders self 
reliant, informed and prepared ’ can be 
achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional Concept Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1 (Statements 1, 6, 
7, 10, 14, 11, 12, 15, 36 & 
38): Community understands 
bushfire and the risks it 
poses


Cluster 2 (Statements 4, 19 
& 34): Community informed 
about effective 
preparedness and response 
measures


Cluster 3 (Statements: 3, 18, 
22, 23, 24, 25 & 27): Broad 
range of education types/ 
methods of delivery


Cluster 4 (Statements 28, 
31, 32, 33, 35 & 37): 
Individual understanding of 
risk reduction and 
preparation measures


Cluster 5 (Statements 2, 5, 
20 & 26): Appropriate 
building codes


Cluster 6 (Statements 8, 13, 
16, 17, 21, 29, 9 & 30): 
Assessing/ knowledge of 
individuals’ mindset and 
capacity to create 
appropriate interventions


Map 3


Map 4







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for both the two (Chart 2) and three 
(Chart 3) dimensional solutions.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?


When using the ‘importance by difficulty’
scatterplots, whether it be for planning or as 
an aid to facilitate discussion, it is important 
to keep in mind that the cluster analysis 
gives different results for the two and three 
dimensional solutions.  This means that 
while clusters may have similar names, it is 
likely that the statements that make up the 
clusters will differ.  For this reason, the two 
should not be directly compared.


Finally, it should be emphasised that 
academic arguments about the merits of 
one solution over the other should not limit 
any discussion.  If it is felt one scatterplot
provides better or more interesting results 
for a particular purpose, then that one 
should be used.







Cluster Names Derived 
from the Two-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Realistic understanding 
of fire and risks 


Cluster 2: Education – emergency 
arrangements 


Cluster 3: Education –
responsibilities/ prevention


Cluster 4: Community and 
household prevention activities 
(understand and do)


Cluster 5: Actions based on 
understanding in cluster 4


Cluster 6: Agency driven 
improvements/application 
(policies, legislation –
appropriate, workable)


Cluster 7: Communication 
strategy (methods and 
characteristics – based on 
relationships and understanding 
need


3.04.17


3.34.26


3.64.45


3.04.34


2.74.13


2.63.92


3.04.41


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Importance by Difficulty Based on the
2-Dimensional Concept Map


Chart 2


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


3.14.16


3.24.15


3.24.54


2.84.03


3.04.12


2.84.21


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1: Community 
understands bushfire and the 
risks it poses


Cluster 2: Community informed 
about effective preparedness 
and response measures


Cluster 3: Broad range of 
education types/ methods of 
delivery


Cluster 4: Individual 
understanding of risk reduction 
and preparation measures


Cluster 5: Appropriate building 
codes 


Cluster 6: Assessing/ 
knowledge of individuals’
mindset and capacity to create 
appropriate interventions


Chart 3


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3
A little important2
Unimportant1
Importance Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale


Extremely difficult5
Very difficult4
Moderately difficult3


Not difficult2


Very easy or already 
achieved


1
Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 2 & 3-Dimensional 


Concept Maps


Chart 4 Chart 5


Chart 6 Chart 7


For both the two-dimensional (charts 4 & 5) and three-dimensional (charts 6 & 7) solutions the researchers used SPSS 
to create error bars for each cluster by importance and difficulty.  Due to the low number of statements in each cluster, 
the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather than the customary 95%).    The four charts give the researchers a 
further idea about how much the concepts that emerged during the workshop differ.  For example, chart 3 shows those 
who took part in this workshop believed cluster four (Individual understanding of risk reduction and preparation 
measures) is more important to achieve than cluster three (Broad range of education types/ methods of delivery) when 
making households and communities safer from bushfire.  Chart 6 shows that this difference is statistically significant 
(if the error bars do not overlap the difference is statistically significant).
.








Concept Mapping 
Workshop: Country Fire 


Authority
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Concept Mapping: Method


• The researchers involved in project C7 used a 
technique known as ‘concept mapping’ to 
identify outcomes for bushfire safety policies 
and programs that stakeholders consider 
important.  The particular method of concept 
mapping used was developed by William M.K. 
Trochim of Cornell University.  Trochim’s
concept mapping process, as it relates to the 
workshop conducted with members of the CFA 
consultation, is outlined below.


• Step 1: Ten CFA staff, who comprised 
managers of Community Safety, CFA 
Headquarters and Areas, and staff from 
Community Education and 
Infrastructure/Planning,  were invited to attend a 
concept mapping workshop.  The workshop took 
place at CFA headquarters.


• Step 2: Participants were asked to brainstorm 
ideas in response to the statement ‘Thinking as 
broadly as possible, generate statements that 
describe specific changes or improvements you 
think need to be achieved to make households 
and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires’.


• Step 3: Participants sorted all statements in a 
way that made sense to them as well as rating 
(on a scale of 1 to 5) each statement for its 
importance and difficulty of implementing it.


• Step 4: Computer assisted analysis of the 
sorted statements (multi-dimensional scaling 
and cluster analysis) produced a representation 
of how each statement related to all others (the 
Concept Map).  Clusters of statements that had 
similar ideas were formed.


• Step 5: Participants were asked to individually 
name each cluster of statements.  This was 
followed by a group discussion where 
consensus was reached on cluster names as 
well as highlighting any changes the participants 
felt should be made to the concept map.


The Overall Concept 
Mapping Process


How Your Concept Map 
was Created


Concept mapping workshops have been held across Australia with the aim of eliciting the views of fire agency 
personnel and community members on what changes and improvements should occur to make residents and their 
neighbourhoods safer from bushfires.  The Project C7 team thanks all who participated in these workshops.


Chart 1







Here is the statement list your group generated:


1. Education evolves and changes to reflect lifestyle patterns of individuals and communities in order to engage 
them
2. Households understand their rights to returning to their land
3. People in control of a fire scene understand land owner rights
4. Householders confident that they can successfully manage their risk
5. Declaration of areas where development should be avoided because of risk (e.g. restrictions on management of 
vegetation risk – conservation value)
6. Knowledge and awareness – land and home owners
7. Strong community networks and social connection
8. Increase peoples motivation to become prepared
9. Households work together within the household to prepare a bushfire plan
10. Deliver all messages with clarity respecting individual differences and needs
11. Greater understanding and accountability of public and private decision-makers in supporting appropriate 
development decisions
12. People who are renovating are aware of suitable materials (and thinking of using them)
13. Integrated mitigation (fire prevention works) regardless of land context – (How agencies do things together)
14. Acceptance of fire as a natural and inevitable part of the environment in which we live
15. Acknowledging the risks that go with the environment in which people chose to live
16. Understanding the natural environment and being connected to it - (a balanced view of the environment and 
risk so that you live with it and not against it)
17. Able to read natural indicators (e.g. high fire risk days)
18. Increased adoption of preparedness measures of householders
19. Increased accessibility to resources that support preparedness (to all people)
20. People understand how houses burn down
21. Appropriate incentives for reducing personal and household risk
22. Need to find ways to infiltrate the organizations and aspects of society that influence people’s values, ideas and 
expectations
23. Promote resilience through unity and connections
24. Fewer people evacuate late
25. Access to appropriate information and education
26. Find synergies with other activities and programs (things that achieve a number of desirable outcomes)
27. Ensure the messenger is engaging and that the message and its delivery is relevant
28. Decrease resident dependence on the CFA as a fire suppression service
29. Houses are built appropriately for the area
30. Householders are involved in the development of strategies to motivate and assist their preparedness
31. Consistency of information shared and provided
32. Provide real-time fire information to aid residents decision-making
33. Residents know how to access fire information during a fire
34. Municipalities (as service providers in contact with individuals) build in provisions for assisting at risk residents
35. Fuel is managed to reduce bushfire attack on people and assets
36.  Influence media to reduce spin and report accurately during bushfire events 
37. People can access practical examples of a well prepared property, house etc.
38. Provision of environment that supports people through stages of learning and implementation (help them to 
explore what it means to them personally)
39. People have the opportunity to share their experiences, learning etc with each other and support each other –
to bounce ideas
40. People have opportunity to ask questions and clarify issues for them individually
41. People emotionally and psychologically prepared for the experience (and the emotional cost of dealing with fire 
incident)
42. Explore ways in which those with experiences of fires can share that experience
43. Households and townships have adequate water supplies
44. Encouraging static water supplies for people in high risk areas
45. People have appropriate equipment (e.g. to use their water)







46. Mutual understanding and acknowledgement about asset priorities (e.g. stock versus house)
47. People understand what can and can’t be achieved in terms of asset protection
48. Encourage informed choices among landholders and respect their values
49. Encourage fire-fighter friendly neighbourhoods (access, water supply, defendable space)
50. Residents plan and implement a suite of complementary measures (rather than ad hoc or fortuitous 
preparation)
51. People have a fully adequate concept of what “being prepared” means
52. People fully understand what having a “plan” means
53. People are prepared for active defence and understand the requirements (people power and equipment)
54. People who plan to leave early understand what “early” means and what this requires (e.g. when to come back)
55. Dispel myths about fires and what is safe and what is not safe
56. Organisations don’t perpetuate myths about what is safe and not safe
57. As many agencies as possible give accurate rather than misleading information
58. Community and agencies (including CFA) understand accurately how houses are lost







The initial stage of the computer 
assisted analysis uses a technique 
known as multi-dimensional scaling. 
The concept map is constructed by 
amalgamating the sorted statements 
of each participant. Each point 
(statement) is positioned on the map 
in relation to all the others, with 
statements sorted together by more 
participants (similar in meaning) 
appearing closer together and those 
that were not sorted together 
(dissimilar in meaning) being further 
apart.


Following the multi-dimensional 
scaling an additional analysis is 
conducted to form clusters (Map 1).  
The Concept Systems program 
groups statements that are close 
together (have a similar meaning). 
Participants, individually, then as a 
group, name each cluster based on 
what they believe to be the  common 
theme in each of the statements 
making up the cluster. In cluster 3, 
for example, the items were  
concerned with creating community 
independence from the CFA.  Thus, 
it was decided that an appropriate 
name for the cluster would be 
‘Community independence and 
resilience’.


In addition to naming individual 
clusters, participants discussed 
whether all items were appropriately 
positioned in the clusters. Generally 
it was agreed that they were, 
however within the group a decision 
was taken to reassign items from 
cluster 2 (accurate timely 
information) to cluster 3 (community 
independence and resilience). 
Additionally, the group suggested 
the original cluster 9 should be split 
into two clusters, named ‘common 
understanding’, and ‘agreed 
values/priorities’. 


It is important to recognise that 
cluster analysis is not as robust a 
process as multi-dimensional 
scaling.  As there is no one ‘correct’
method used to determine the 
number of clusters, or which points 
belong in which cluster (the Concept 
System program starts with 
approximately the number of 
clusters equal to 1/5 of the number 
of statements).  For this reason, an 
important step in the construction of 
a concept map is for participants to 
have the opportunity to change parts 
of the map with which they do not 
agree. 


.


An Explanation of the Workshop







The Concept Map Generated During the 
Workshop


Cluster 1:Educational quality and clarity


Cluster 2: Accurate and timely information 


Cluster 3:Community independence and resilience


Cluster 4:Learning environment/sharing


Cluster 5:Agency policy and planning


Cluster 6:Physical preparedness


Cluster Names


Cluster 7:Household planning


Cluster 8:Understand facts re preparation (including 
realistic expectations)


Cluster 9:


Cluster 10:Realistic understanding of environment 
and risk


Cluster 11:Preparedness (specific to circumstances)


Map 1







The generation of 3-dimensional concept 
maps


Following the concept mapping workshop, 
the researchers used the raw data that had 
been collected to gain a greater 
understanding of what community 
members and agency personnel believe is 
important to improve bushfire safety.  


The researchers used a program 
developed by David Wishart of St. 
Andrews University to analyse the data.  
Clustan™ allows data to be presented in 
three dimensions, producing a more 
accurate representation of how the 
statements are related to each other than a 
two dimensional concept map. 


After the three-dimensional concept maps 
had been produced the researchers named 
the clusters and dimensions (where 
possible broad themes were identified at 
each of the x and y axes), using the same 
process as that in the workshop.  That is,  
each researcher named the clusters and 
dimensions, then as a group consensus 
was reached.


After three-dimensional concept maps had 
been constructed for each workshop 
(eleven in total) a broad range of themes 
related to community safety outcomes 
were identified.  To identify and clarify 
these themes the researchers, as a group, 
sorted the pool of cluster names from 
individual workshops according to the 
similarity of the ideas represented in each.  
This enabled a combined solution of all the 
workshops to be formed.


The broad themes identified in the 3-
dimensional maps were:


Dimension 1 (right: Maps 2 & 3):Qualities 
and characteristics of educational 
programs


Dimension 1 (left: Maps 2 & 3):Concrete 
preparedness activities


Dimension 2 (top: Map 2):Integrated 
planning


Dimension 2 (bottom: Map 2): 
Understanding of environment and the 
nature of the fire, legislation (rights) and 
agency/community interaction
Dimension 3 (top: Map 3): Distribution of 
quality (appropriate and consistent across 
different sources) information
Dimension 3 (bottom: Map 3): Unnamed


The dimensions are an amalgamation of a 
number of clusters and statements.  They 
represent the high-level or overarching 
ideas that are important when trying to 
make communities safer from bushfire.  The 
clusters and statements can be seen as 
different aspects of the more general 
themes, whether they are  the identification 
of an important outcome or the means of 
implementing that outcome. The dimensions 
can be seen in terms of processes and 
outcomes.  For example ‘Educating 
individuals and communities so they have 
an understanding/awareness and 
acceptance of the risk posed by bushfire 
and appropriate strategies for coping with it’
is one process whereby the outcome of 
‘houses and surrounding infrastructure are 
appropriately designed’ can be achieved.


Beginning with these broad categories and 
working back down to the individual 
statements, it is hoped participants and 
researchers will gain a clearer 
understanding of what they believe will help 
improve community safety programs for 
bushfire.







3-Dimensional Concept 
Maps


Cluster Names


Cluster 1(Statements 1, 
10, 25, 27, 31, 36, 57);
Accuracy, clarity and 
consistency of educational 
message


Cluster 2 (Statements 
8,22,38,39,40,42) 
Supportive experiential 
learning environment


Cluster 3 (Statements 
5,11,19,21,29,35,37,43,
44,49) Appropriate 
municipal planning


Cluster 4 (Statements 
13,26,34) 
Agency/Community 
cooperation


Cluster 5 (Statements 
7,9,23,30) Householder 
engagement and 
cooperationCluster 6 (Statements 


2,20,46,47,51,54) 
Householder 
understanding of 
preparedness and asset 
protection


Cluster 7 (Statements 
28, 48) Reduced agengy
dependence – enhanced 
landholder choice


Cluster 8 (Statements 
55,56,58) Accurate 
understanding of 
bushfire behaviour and 
impact


Cluster 9 (Statements 
3,32,33) Timely 
information for decision 
making


Cluster 10  (Statements 
4,6,14,15,16,17,41) 
Understanding and 
awareness of risk


Cluster 11(Statements 
12,18,24,45,50,52,53) 
Planning and physical 
preparedness


Map 2


Map 3







Importance and Difficulty Ratings


During the workshop participants were 
asked to rate, on a five point scale, each 
statement for its importance (in making 
people and neighbourhoods safer from 
bushfire) and the difficulty of implementing 
the changes or improvements suggested by 
those taking part in the workshop.  
Following the workshop the mean 
importance and difficulty for each statement 
was calculated.  These data were sorted 
and the mean calculated for each cluster.    


The means for each cluster were entered 
into an SPSS spreadsheet and a scatterplot
showing importance by difficulty was 
created for the three (Chart 3) dimensional 
solution.  


The scatterplots allow the researchers to 
identify actions or ideas that could be used 
as a starting point in community safety 
programs.  Clusters in the top left-hand 
corner of the scatterplot are perceived as 
important in making people safer from 
bushfire while  being relatively simple to 
implement.  


In relation to the planning and 
implementation of community safety 
programs for bushfire the scatterplots raise 
some interesting questions.  For example, 
do current programs address those areas 
that community members feel are 
important?  Are community members 
focusing on unimportant or less important 
areas of bushfire safety?  Are these 
messages reaching the whole community, 
or only sections?  What role has bushfire 
education played in supporting or creating 
these perceptions?  And if community 
members are focusing on the ‘right’
messages are they putting them into 
practice?







Importance by Difficulty Based on the 
3-Dimensional Concept Map


Cluster Names Derived 
from the Three-


Dimensional Concept 
Map


Cluster 1:Accuracy, clarity and 
consistency of educational 
messages


Cluster 2: Supportive 
experiential learning 
environment


Cluster 3:Appropriate municipal 
planning


Cluster 4:Agency/Community 
cooperation


Cluster 5:Householder 
engagement and cooperation


Cluster 6:Householder 
understanding of preparedness 
and asset protection


Cluster 7:Reduced agency 
dependence – Enhanced 
landholder choice


Cluster 8:Accurate 
understanding of bushfire 
behaviour and impact


Cluster 9:Timely information for 
decision making


Cluster 10: Understanding and 
awareness of risk


Cluster 11: Planning and 
physical preparedness


3.04.38
2.63.89
3.34.310
3.34.311


3.13.97
3.13.96
3.13.75
2.93.74
2.73.63
2.73.82
3.74.11


Mean Diff.Mean Imp.Cluster No.


Chart 1


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3


A little important2
Unimportant1


Importance Scale


Essential5
Very important4
Moderately important3


A little important2
Unimportant1


Difficulty Scale







Statistically Significant Differences 
Between Clusters: 3-Dimensional 


Concept Map


Chart  2


Chart 3


For the three-dimensional solution, the researchers used SPSS to create error bars for each cluster by importance and 
difficulty.  Due to the low numbers of statements in each cluster, the confidence interval was lowered to 90% (rather 
than the customary 95%).  The two charts give the researchers a further idea about how much the concepts that 
emerged from the workshop differ.  For example, Chart 2 (the scatter-plot for the three-dimensional solution) seems to 
show that those who took part in the workshop believed that Cluster 8 (Accurate understanding of bushfire behaviour 
and impact) was considerably more important to achieve than Clusters 4 (Agency/Community cooperation) and 5 
(Householder engagement and cooperation).  In Chart 3 it can be seen that the error bars around the means for 
Cluster 8, compared with Clusters 4 and 5 overlap so we cannot claim that the apparent differences in the means were 
greater than might be observed by chance.  On the other hand, Chart 3 suggests that Clusters 10 (Understanding and 
awareness of risk) and 11 (Planning and physical preparedness) were perceived by those who attended the workshop 
to be rather more difficult to achieve than Cluster 9 (Timely information for decision making). Here the error bars 
around the means of Clusters 10 and 11 do not overlap with the error bars around Cluster 9.  This shows that the 
differences are statistically significant, and we can say that they were unlikely to have occurred by chance. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Recent major bushfires have taken a heavy toll on life and property in communities around 


Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2004). Government initiated inquires into these fires have 


addressed many common themes relating to improved community safety. Bushfire agencies also 


increasingly state publicly that they do not have the resources to defend every property that may be in 


danger when a major event occurs. In the past decade or so there has been a shift within fire agencies 


and emergency management organisations more generally to acknowledge that reducing the risk from 


bushfire will be enhanced by the ability and willingness of householders and community groups to 


respond effectively. Many responsible agencies in Australia have adopted a risk management 


approach with a greater emphasis on prevention, mitigation and community preparedness (Smith, 


Nicholson, & Collett, 1996). 


This tranformation in thinking from bushfire response (including recovery) to preparedness in 


Australia has parallels with similar international shifts in emergency management, crime prevention 


and public health and has become known as the ‘community safety approach’ (or ‘community safety 


paradigm’). Defining characteristics include the general themes of shared responsibility, identifying 


and protecting those at risk, securing sustainable reductions in the source of the danger and the 


unreasonable fear of it, and the development of community-based programs and multi-agency 


partnerships (Hughes, 2002; Squires, 1997; Steelman & Burke, 2007). Community-level engagement, 


responsibility and empowerment are emphasised, and residents are seen as being responsible for 


coordinated action within their own localities in partnership with statutory agencies and the voluntary 


sector (Chess, Salomone, Hance, & Saville, 1995; Labonte, 1994) Writing on recent thinking about 


crime prevention in Great Britain, Hughes (2002, p.3) summed up the general conceptual shift towards 


“crime prevention, risk management and safety politics” in a manner that equally applies to the 


emerging policy response to bushfire in Australia. 
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Overall, the promotion of crime control in and by the community, and 


by means of multi-agency partnerships of both the state and civil 


society, represents a major shift in how we think of the governance of 


crime specifically and social order more generally. With ‘partnership’ 


now inscribed as the primary symbolic and organizational means of 


delivering community safety politics, a broader rearticulation of the 


responsibilities between national and local government, public and 


private agencies and groups in local communities has begun to occur. 


(Italics in original) 


The community safety approach thus represents a critical transformation from those 


perspectives that have been characterised as relying on the “professionalisation” of responsibility for 


hazard management and the consequent vesting of “accountability for community safety within a 


professionalised bureaucracy” (Barnes, 2002, p. 15). These professionalised and “expert centred” 


approaches typically emphasised ‘top-down’ decision-making, agency responsibility and control, and 


deployment of professional expertise (McEntire, Fuller, Johnston, & Weber, 2002). In contrast, a 


central component of the community safety approach is active engagement with and empowerment of 


the community to investigate its own risks and develop its own solutions. In this sense, the community 


safety approach in emergency management parallels the approach in public health that aims to realise, 


in practice, the ideals of community empowerment and ‘ownership’ of problems and possible 


solutions within the context of national, state and local government planning and provision of 


professional services (Labonte, 1994; Laverack & Labonte, 2000). 


Reflecting this new approach to the management of the risk of bushfire in Australia, a safe 


community has been defined as “locally organised and resourced, well informed about local risks, 


proactive in prevention, risk averse, motivated and able to manage the majority of local issues through 


effective planning and action” (Hodges, 1999). The notion of community self-reliance is often used to 


encapsulate these ideas. Increasingly, agencies are seeking ways to work more effectively with 
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communities by promoting increased involvement through a diverse range of engagement and 


education programs that emphasise risk appreciation, forward planning and preparedness. There is also 


a wide variety of communication products and media-based campaigns intended to raise awareness 


and provide advice. During a bushfire event, information about the incident is provided in community 


meetings and through the media to assist the public to make appropriate decisions about how to 


respond to the threat. In some communities refuges, safe havens and relief centres provide a form of 


‘backup’ for those seeking protection and support during fires. 


A unique element of the Australian approach to bushfire that has wide reaching implications 


for fire management and community safety is the formal recommendation by the Australasian Fire 


Authorities Council (2005) that householders should ‘stay and defend or leave early’. The 


recommendation is now “widely endorsed, at least on paper, by most Australian fire authorities and 


other emergency services” (Handmer & Tibbits, 2005, p 82). It is based on the view that in the event 


of a fire residents are less vulnerable if they stay with their prepared property and defend it, or leave 


well in advance of the firefront arriving. Australian research has shown that most fatalities in bushfires 


have been the result of people fleeing at the last moment, either in vehicles or on foot, and succumbing 


to the intense radiant heat (Krusel & Petris, 1992). Research has also shown that a well prepared home 


that is actively defended by able-bodied residents before, during and after a bushfire has a high 


probability of survival and provides a safe refuge while the main firefront passes (Wilson & Ferguson, 


1984). Given that not everyone is capable, either physically and/or mentally, of actively defending 


their property, leaving well in advance of a bushfire is a necessary alternative strategy and for many is 


a far safer option. The message is complex and success depends on a mix of factors including an 


understanding of what ‘stay and defend or leave early’ actually means, being able to plan accordingly 


and the nature of the particular circumstances that are confronted before and during a fire. 


In a similar manner to recent work in the United States (Reams, Haines, Renner, Wascom, & 


Kingre, 2005; United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service) the present research team is 


assembling a database of community safety activities and programs for bushfire in Australia (Gilbert, 
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2007). Currently over 50 distinct programs are represented. Program development has been rapid and 


many are only partially documented; little systematic information beyond website descriptions of 


activities and programs and examples of media materials is available. The manner in which 


community safety initiatives are implemented ‘on the ground’, the causal processes activated, and the 


householder and community-level outcomes desired or achieved are rarely researched and reported. 


While some fire service and other agency personnel are known to share their learning across 


organizational and jurisdictional boundaries, such inter-organizational cooperation has focussed on the 


more high profile areas in operations such as the sharing of suppression resources; these activities also 


remain largely undocumented.  


Thus, at present, there is little understanding of the effectiveness of the community safety 


approach to bushfire in Australia. If, indeed, the approach is effective it is also important to know for 


which households and communities and in what particular settings the programs work best, and how. 


This paper describes initial research to support the development of a comprehensive framework for 


evaluating the broad range of community safety policy, activities and programs for bushfire from this 


theory and evidence-based perspective (Kazi & Rostila, 2002; Kazi & Spurling, 2000; Lipsey, 1993; 


Pawson, 2006; Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Tilley, 2004). 


Six recent commonwealth and state government reports were examined for recommendations 


and discussions that related to the general themes of community awareness, engagement and 


education. While the reports had different scopes and purposes and thus reflected somewhat different 


viewpoints, collectively they provided an evolving specification and clarification of the community 


safety approach to bushfire in Australia. Arising from the analysis, the broad foundational and 


operational principles (defining values and their implications for action) that appeared to underpin this 


approach were identified. In parallel to the policy analysis, structured concept mapping (Trochim & 


Kane, 2005; Trochim, 1989a) was used in 11 workshops with representatives of the community safety 


personnel in fire agencies and active community fire safe groups to identify the range of desired 


outcomes from community safety initiatives. The results of these two research endeavours together 
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with information about the range of specific activities and programs for bushfire safety (Gilbert, 2007) 


are synthesised in this paper to yield a generic ‘concept map’ (McClintock, 1990) of community safety 


policy and practice for bushfire in Australia. The concept map provides both a normative overview of 


the community safety approach to bushfire and a theory-based source of principled criteria for the 


evaluation of the effectiveness of the overall approach and the programs designed to implement it. 


Community Safety in Bushfires in Australia – Foundational and Operational Principles 


Research Methods  


Six recent Australian reports were reviewed to identify the values and principles informing the 


development of policies and programs to improve community safety in bushfires (House of 


Representatives Select Committee into the Recent Australian Bushfires, 2003; Cameron, 2003; Ellis, 


Kanowski, & Whelan, 2004; Esplin, Enright, & Gill, 2003; Australian Government Department of 


Transport and Regional Services, 2004; McLeod, 2003). The reports differed in their focus; one was 


concerned with all natural disasters and had a national focus, one was an audit of prevention and 


preparedness measures in one state, and four were post fire reviews that focussed on different 


geographic areas. The last report to be published (Ellis et al., 2004) drew on all of the other reports, 


and the recommendations made have been accepted in principle by all Australian Governments.  


The reports included in the review were: 


 Natural Disasters in Australia: Reforming mitigation, relief and recovery arrangements – a 2004 
report to the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) that included bushfires as one of several 
types of natural disasters; 


 Fire Prevention and Preparedness 2003 - an audit undertaken by the Auditor General of Victoria;  


 A Nation Charred: Report on the inquiry into bushfires - an Australian Government House of 
Representatives inquiry following the 2002-2003 bushfires; 


 Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT - commissioned 
by the Australian Capital Territory Government; 


  Report of the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires – commissioned by the Victorian 
Government from the state Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner; 







 
ELSWORTH ET AL  COMMUNITY SAFETY APPROACH TO BUSHFIRE 


 
 


7 of 30 


 National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management – a 2004 report to the COAG following 
the 2002-2003 bushfires; 


The methodology for identifying values and principles was iterative and unfolded during the 


review process. Initially the recommendations from each report were reviewed to identify those that 


related to community awareness, engagement and education and the consolidated list of relevant 


recommendations was then grouped into themes. The limitations of this approach soon became 


obvious; recommendations often didn’t reflect the depth and substance of discussions nor the range of 


findings presented in the reports, and if current practices were not found to be problematic no 


recommendations for improvement were made.  


The reports were re-analysed to expand and build on the themes identified in the initial 


analysis of the recommendations. The re-examination of the reports started with the sections that 


focussed on community awareness, engagement and education activities and programs and was 


expanded to include factors in the context of national policy and planning that influenced community 


safety as well as relevant operational and recovery issues. At this stage the relevant concepts were also 


sorted into whether they related to planning and activities that occurred before, during or after a fire.  


The final step in the review was to identify the values and principles informing the 


development of policies to improve community safety. These were grouped into ‘foundational 


principles’ - commonly accepted values shaping current approaches, and ‘operational principles’ - 


those derived from the foundational principles that guide policy development and planning of 


community fire safety programs. The operational principles were also found to be closely linked with 


a small number of recommended generic practices. 


This paper does not assess the extent to which the policy directions are reflected in current 


practice, or the extent to which specific recommendations have been adopted and implemented by 


governments, fire agencies and other organizations. It is recognised that during implementation 


recommendations made in the reports may have been further developed. Government responses to 
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recommendations made in the reports have not been systematically investigated at this stage, nor does 


this paper attend to how other stakeholders have responded to the recommendations.  


Results  


The foundational principles are that: 


 Community safety in bushfires is a shared responsibility between householders, 
communities, agencies and governments; 


 Individuals are responsible for taking action to mitigate their bushfire risks 


 People and communities differ in terms of their risks, assets, and capacities;  


 Priorities differ between individuals and communities, they include environmental, 
social and economic considerations that may be competing or interrelated; 


 Increasing community safety requires a risk management approach; 


 Bushfire policy and practice should be evidence-based.  


The operational principles that therefore inform policy development and planning for 


community fire safety interventions are:  


 Adopting a comprehensive emergency management approach; 


 Working in partnership; 


 Understanding local people and communities; 


 Identifying and prioritising risks and assets; 


 Planning locally to mitigate risks; 


 Household planning to stay and defend or leave early; 


 Building and using knowledge through research, monitoring, evaluation and improved 
information management. 


A brief description of each principle follows. 


Foundational Principles 


Shared responsibility. This concept referred to the need for responsibility to be shared 


between individuals, fire and other agencies and governments recognising that: (a) householders can 


take action that significantly reduces their bushfire risks; and (b) fire agencies will never have the 


capacity to assist all households in the event of a major fire. Research has shown that some residents 
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expect that fire services will be able to protect them in the event of a major bushfire, however this is 


an unrealistic expectation that could endanger lives; responsibility needs to be shared. 


While the reports contained different emphases on the need for a broader range of 


stakeholders to take responsibility for mitigating bushfire risk, all agreed that responsibility should be 


shared. All levels of government, fire services and other agencies, small businesses and industries such 


as tourism, farming, forestry and insurance as well as communities and individuals have 


responsibilities to reduce risks.  


Individual responsibility. Individuals and households are responsible for taking action to 


mitigate their risk of bushfire. This involves undertaking preventative and preparedness measures, 


developing household bushfire response plans that take into account the needs and capacity of each 


household member and maintaining adequate insurance cover. Preventative and preparedness 


measures include vegetation management, building and garden design and maintenance that can 


reduce risks regardless of whether the plan is to stay and defend or to leave early when there is a fire 


threat. 


People and communities differ. Individual attitudes and perceptions influence how people 


respond to bushfire risks and are shaped by many factors: education, age, income, personal experience, 


knowledge of bushfires, peer group influences, emotions, beliefs and residential location. The factors 


that lead individuals to act on knowledge of how to manage risks are not well understood.  


A group of people in a location does not necessarily constitute a community with common 


interests and a cooperative attitude. Differences between individual views about bushfire mitigation 


and management can be stronger in areas experiencing demographic changes such as rural-urban 


interface areas, and differences in the social and economic resources available within a community 


influence capacity to mitigate risks. The need for further research into the social and psychological 


factors that influence levels of preparedness and action taken during a bushfire threat was recognised.  
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Diverse Priorities. Saving lives was clearly stated as the highest priority however the ranking 


of other priorities varies amongst individuals and communities. Bushfires have economic, 


environmental and social consequences that vary depending on the landscape and land use and fire 


management objectives therefore vary across landscapes and over time. The landscape may support 


threatened plants and animals, water catchments, a range of industries, and a range of community and 


privately owned assets. Priorities may be competing or complementary, for example controlled burns 


may support some environmental priorities in some landscapes and protect private or community 


assets yet, at the same time, have a negative impact on health, agriculture or tourism. 


Risk management. Steps in the risk management process include establishing the context, 


identifying risks, assessing risks through analysis and evaluation, and treating risks. Risk management 


requires relevant data and information to inform strategies to reduce the likelihood of bushfires and to 


minimise consequences when bushfires do occur through readiness, response and recovery processes. 


Community awareness, engagement and education are recognised as essential elements in bushfire 


risk management. 


Evidence-based policy and practice. A key purpose of the post-fire reviews was to add to the 


evidence base informing policy development. Varied sources of evidence were presented, including 


reports of the experiences of local residents, farmers, fire fighters and others, and expert scientific and 


technical knowledge. Fire suppression has historically been better funded than community awareness, 


engagement and education activities and it is not clear whether this is the most effective use of 


resources. Better evidence is needed about the cost effectiveness of different strategies for reducing 


the impact of bushfires to inform risk management planning and the allocation of resources. 


Operational Principles  


Comprehensive emergency management. A comprehensive emergency management approach 


involves a focus on the consequences of emergency events for affected communities rather than on 


reactive responses to the event. This requires integrated planning and processes for prevention, 
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preparation, response and recovery phases. Comprehensive emergency management involves whole of 


government planning, coordination between levels of government, fire agencies responsible for private 


and public land and rural and urban areas, and cooperation with non-government agencies and 


community groups involved in preparing for, responding to, or recovering from bushfire.  


Understand local communities. The capacity of individuals and communities differ, for 


example disadvantaged communities are likely to have less capacity to respond to challenges than 


vibrant communities. An understanding of the limitations and opportunities influencing local people 


and communities informs effective planning to reduce risks. To engage all people at risk, including 


those who do not regard themselves as being part of a community, awareness, engagement and 


education activities (including fire management planning) need to be flexible and inclusive.  


Working in partnership. Working in partnership refers to partnerships within communities, 


between local communities and fire agencies, between fire agencies responsible for public and private 


land and rural and urban areas, between fire agencies, local governments and other local agencies, 


between fire agencies and the media, and between government departments and different levels of 


government.  


The increased emphasis on the provision of accurate and timely communication between fire 


agencies and communities during a fire threat, and the application of community development 


practices where local governments and state government departments support communities to manage 


their own recovery processes are examples of the implementation of this principle.  


Identify and prioritise risks and assets. A risk management approach needs to be informed by 


a clear understanding of the relative importance of potential risks (the likelihood of the risk occurring 


and the impact if it did occur) and the effectiveness of different strategies (or treatments) that could 


potentially be adopted to reduce bushfire risks. Risks and assets prioritised at local and state-wide 


levels need to be integrated to inform fire management plans. 
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Local planning to mitigate risks. Local community fire planning is a bottom-up approach that 


supports the development of local solutions to local problems taking into account social and physical 


resources available in the community. Plans that identify local leaders, networks, and people with 


valuable local knowledge can inform the full range of prevention, preparation, response and recovery 


activities. Strategies that do not take into account local views are not likely to be as effective in the 


event of a fire. 


Planning processes should enhance community partnerships, be inclusive and broadly 


representative. Planning processes should identify shared values, prioritise assets and include 


preventative and responsive measures. Local planning can inform the targeting of community 


awareness, engagement and education programs to high risk individuals and communities. 


Household planning to stay and defend or leave early. Household planning to stay and defend 


or leave early should be done before each fire season. This principle applies risk management at a 


household level. Planning should assess whether the house is defendable and take into account factors 


such as the needs and capacities of each member of the household, non-resident family members, 


neighbours and pets. It might also involve prioritising assets such as buildings, equipment and 


livestock. Agencies promote the stay and defend or leave early recommendation and provide 


information to assist household decision-making, planning and preparation.  


If the decision is to stay and defend, a range of bushfire specific preparations should be 


undertaken and residents should not assume that a fire agency will be available to assist them. If 


planning to leave, residents should be ready to leave well before the fire is anticipated, to know where 


they are going and what they will take with them. Differences between people apply at the household 


as well as community level. Some members of a household may plan to leave early while others stay 


and defend the property.  


Research, monitoring, evaluation and information management. The need for further research 


as well as improved monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of activities aiming to improve 
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community safety was a theme running through all of the reports. Recommendations included 


improving data collection and analysis, developing a national reporting framework, improving access 


to information for all stakeholders, the need to value local information, the importance of non-blaming 


post-incident reviews and the development of learning cultures within agencies and communities.  


Discussion 


The links between the foundational and operational principles are not direct, one-to-one linear 


relationships. The operational principles have often been informed by two or more foundational 


principles. In some cases foundational principles inform not only what should be done, but the process 


for doing. For example, applying the principles of shared responsibility, evidence-based policy and 


planning, and differences between people and communities informs how risk management planning is 


implemented. Identifying and prioritising risks becomes an inclusive process that involves a range of 


stakeholders, draws on available evidence and takes into account the fact that priorities differ between 


and within communities.  


Similarly, improved knowledge is essential for building the evidence base about what works 


and is also a mechanism for supporting partnerships and shared decision-making about risks and 


priorities for action. The shift to an integrated risk management paradigm was described in the COAG 


bushfire report (Ellis et al., 2004, p. 51) as: 


… a fundamental structural reform in disaster management that will 


move the focus beyond recovery and relief towards a cost-effective, 


evidence-based disaster mitigation. 


While the principles are shared there were sometimes differences in the detail of how they 


were discussed and their suggested application. For example, the view that responsibility should be 


shared and that individuals have primary responsibility for mitigating their own risks was often 


expressed in the reports. Perspectives on primary responsibility varied between the reports and in 


different contexts within reports. Statements about the need for agencies to support individuals and 
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communities to take responsibility for managing their own recovery from bushfires contrasted with 


discussions about the need for individuals to support the responsive work of fire agencies by 


undertaking preparedness measures.  


Applying local planning that takes into account differences between individuals and 


communities as well as the integrated ‘whole of government’ approach implicit in the principle of 


comprehensive emergency management is complex. There may be contradictions and tensions 


between bottom-up community driven processes and top-down agency or government determined 


priorities and practices such as the imperative to support local solutions as against the desire to 


maintain fidelity in program implementation. 


A Concept Mapping Study of Desired Outcomes of Community Safety Programs 


Research Methods 


Fire agency personnel with general responsibilities for community safety and community 


members who were participants in local bushfire safety groups took part in one of 11 concept-mapping 


workshops (86 participants in total). Six workshops were held with fire agency personnel and five with 


representatives of community groups. From one to four workshops were held in each of the five more 


southerly states in Australia; those where bushfire is most likely to result in loss of life and/or 


significant property damage. Typically, at least one workshop with agency personnel and one with 


community members was held in each state. The number of participants in each workshop ranged 


from 5 to 12.  


The term ‘concept mapping’ can be applied to any process that results in a diagrammatic 


representation of the way an individual or group thinks about the content and relationships associated 


with a specific object, idea or issue. In one well known approach, concept maps are developed in a 


‘freehand’ manner with individuals or groups (Novak & Canas, 2006; Novak & Gowin, 1984) and 


follow a designated, hierarchical form with linking lines and words or phrases. ‘Structured concept 


mapping’, as used in this research, is a related approach that is specifically designed for work with 
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groups and is supported by computer analysis of the ideas that are generated and structured during the 


workshop (Trochim, 1989a, b; Trochim & Kane, 2005; Trochim & Linton, 1986). Typically a concept 


map in this form consists of clusters of individual statements generated by workshop participants 


arranged in a two or three-dimensional display with vertical and horizontal axes. Usually both the axes 


and the clusters of statements are named by workshop participants but may be revised by researchers 


after further data analysis. 


The method outlined by Trochim (1989a) was followed in each workshop using the original 


version of the Concept System computer program.2 Participants ‘brainstormed’ ideas in response to the 


seeding statement: 


Thinking as broadly as possible, generate statements that describe 


specific changes or improvements you think need to be achieved to 


make households and neighbourhoods safer from bushfires. 


After clarification and removal of redundancies the number of statements generated by the 


workshops in response to this focus statement ranged from 34 to 60. The statements were printed onto 


individual paper slips and returned to the participants who then sorted them ‘in any way that made 


sense to you’ but with the following general restrictions: (a) more than one pile should be used; (b) the 


number of piles should be less than the number of statements; and (c) there shouldn’t be a 


‘miscellaneous’ pile, statements that couldn’t be allocated to a pile should be placed singly, in a pile of 


their own. After the sorting task participants were asked to rate each statement on two scales: (a) “… 


according to the importance of that issue in making households and neighbourhoods safer from 


bushfires” (Importance); and (b) “… according to how easy or difficult this is to achieve among a 


group of people or in a particular neighbourhood” (Difficulty).  


 Statistical analysis of the sorted statements was conducted during a break in workshop 


proceedings using the Concept System software. The analysis commenced with multi-dimensional 


                                                      
2  A more detailed description of the research methods used and the results from the concept mapping workshops 
are available in Anthony-Harvey-Beavis, Rhodes & Elsworth (2006). 
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scaling, resulting in a two-dimensional ‘point-map’ on which each statement was represented as a 


single point and where the closeness (proximity) of two points was a measure of the similarity of the 


statements as perceived by the group as a whole. This was followed by cluster analysis that grouped 


the individual points on the map such that the similarity between the statements in a particular cluster 


was maximised. The number of clusters formed for each workshop was about one-fifth the number of 


statements generated and ranged from 7 to 12 across the 11 workshops. The results were portrayed in 


the workshops by a listing of the brainstormed statements within clusters and a two-dimensional map 


(the ‘cluster map’) where the point-map was overlayed by lines that marked out the cluster borders. 


Finally, as a group, workshop participants named each cluster, suggested any alterations they felt 


would be appropriate (e.g. occasionally moving a statement from one cluster to another, building a 


‘higher-order’ structure) and were encouraged to add their own additions and interpretations to the 


map and to note anything that they felt was missing from the final representation. 


In order to achieve a more precise (three-dimensional) representation of the results than that 


available from the Concept System software the data were re-analysed by the research team using a 


more specialised cluster analysis program Clustan Graphics (Wishart, 2004). Following re-analysis a 


structured meeting of the research team was conducted to achieve a synthesis of the concepts 


developed in the workshops. The group commenced by pairing the cluster names that were most 


similar in meaning, justifying each pairing as it was suggested and referring back to the detailed 


content of the clusters where necessary. After establishing a small number of pairs, the group worked 


in a hierarchical fashion, adding cluster names to existing pairs or forming a new pair where 


appropriate. When all individual clusters had been included in a synthesised group, each was named 


and a final revision was undertaken. Synthesis of the cluster analysis results from the 11 workshops 


yielded 14 general concepts; 12 from the results of both community and agency workshops, two from 


community workshops only and one from agency workshops only. Thirteen of the 14 general concepts 


were derived from the results of more than one workshop. 
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Results 


The 14 concepts together with a summary of their content are listed in Table 1. 


 
[Table 1 about here] 


 


 The ratings of Importance and Difficulty that were given by each participant to each 


statement generated in their workshop were averaged within each relevant concept. Scatter-plots of 


these average ratings for the community and agency workshops were calculated separately and the 


results are arranged in Tables 2 and 3. The tables are designed to emphasize the rank orders of the 


Importance ratings given to the concepts. While both Importance and Difficulty are split at the overall 


mean to form the table, the concepts are also ordered within cells according to their average 


Importance. 


[Tables 2 and 3 about here] 


A salient feature of the 14 generic community safety concept clusters that became clearly 


evident during their synthesis from the results of the individual workshops was that they extended 


across at least three ‘levels’ of desired change: (a) individual, household and immediate locality; (b) 


community and local bushfire and other agencies; and (c) central agency and policy institution. While 


there is some overlap, the concepts are sorted into these three levels in Table 1. Workshop participants 


also appeared to take a very comprehensive view of the desired changes in community safety practice; 


concepts were identified at clearly different points along a policy and program development, 


implementation, outcome continuum. A small number described aspects of the policy or program 


implementation context (Policy Framework for Organisational and Institutional Roles, Principles 


Underpinning Program Development and Adult Learning and, arguably, existing Neighbourhood and 


Community Networks and Partnerships). Other concepts identified specific program strategies (e.g. 


Use of Incentives to Increase Preparedness, Appropriate Information/Education Activities) while 


relatively short-term and longer term outcomes were also highlighted (e.g. Individuals/Communities 
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have a Realistic Understanding of Risk, Deciding and Planning for ‘Stay-Go’, 


Householder/Neighbourhood Planning and Preparation). 


 Both agency and community participants, on average, viewed the concept Greater 


Community Ownership and Responsibility for Bushfire Safety as the most important change they 


believed should occur. The workshops with agency personnel also viewed the concepts 


Individuals/Community Have a Realistic Understanding of Risk, Neighbourhood and Community 


Partnerships, and Household/neighbourhood Planning and Preparation as being of considerable 


importance. Interestingly, there were two other concepts that were accorded moderately high 


importance by agency personnel: Appropriate Information/Education Activities and Principles 


Underlying Program Development and Adult Learning. Their view of important community safety 


outcomes appears to be strongly focussed on the potential direct household and neighbourhood 


outcomes of the programs they are associated with together with the means for achieving these 


outcomes. 


In contrast, the community workshops gave high importance ratings to achievement of a 


Policy Framework for Agency and Organisational Roles and Agency/Community Interaction while the 


more householder and neighbourhood level outcomes Household/Neighbourhood Planning and 


Preparation and Deciding and Planning for ‘Stay or Go’ were accorded somewhat less importance. 


Community members, it seems, were more conscious of the need for policy and community level 


change than were agency personnel.  


 Concepts in the upper left quadrants of Figures 2 and 3 are those accorded relatively 


high Importance but lower than average Difficulty ratings. These concepts might be thought of as 


representing desired areas of action where more immediate achievements might be possible, while 


those located in the upper right quadrants might be regarded as requiring more detailed, longer-term 


planning. 
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Discussion 


In interpreting these results it is important to appreciate that the 14 concepts are the product of 


a structured process that elicited and subsequently combined the ideas of 86 agency personnel and 


community members from five Australian states. All participants, in different ways, were closely 


engaged in promoting bushfire community safety.  


The results reveal the detail and complexity of the notion of community safety held by these 


agency and community participants. A particularly important feature is that individual and household-


level outcomes are seen to be underpinned and supported by a network of principles, processes and 


outcomes at the community/agency and policy/organisational levels. Arguably, to be successful, 


bushfire safety policies and programs that aim to achieve individual and household level self-reliance 


and preparedness must take these intermediate and higher level contextual factors that are integral to 


the idea of community safety into account. 


Both agency and community participants, on average, gave their highest ratings to elements of 


the concept Greater Community Ownership and Responsibility for Bushfire Safety. Thus both groups 


emphasized the importance of one of the central ideas within the community safety approach. The 


concept mapping also revealed clear support for another central idea within this approach, the 


development of partnerships across the levels of householders, communities and agencies. Further, 


while the specific ‘stay and defend or leave early’ message does not appear to have been accorded 


high importance by the agency groups who participated in the workshops, the more general idea of 


householder and neighborhood planning and preparation was clearly supported by both agency and 


community participants. 


A Concluding Synthesis 


In an original and challenging paper McClintock (1990, p.1) urged evaluators to become 


“applied theorists” as well as applied methodologists by “advancing understanding of how programs 


function in a specific context, and how generalizations of program effects are contingent upon 







 
ELSWORTH ET AL  COMMUNITY SAFETY APPROACH TO BUSHFIRE 


 
 


20 of 30 


organizational, community, and cultural settings.” More recently the similar idea of ‘what works, for 


whom, in what setting, and how’ has become the driving concern of ‘realistic evaluation’, a form of 


theory-based evaluation (TBE) that places a central emphasis on understanding the causal processes 


initiated by social programs within particular contexts (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Tilley, 2004). The 


‘evaluators as applied theorists’ approach also made the values that informed program practices 


explicit and prominent. McClintock presented a ‘concept map’ for a multi-site hospice program that 


recognized the distinctive “guiding philosophy” of hospice programs generally as well as detailing the 


service providers, program components and causal processes that were believed to result in positive 


benefits for clients and to realize the final goal of “improved quality of life” for clients and their 


families. McClintock’s concept map provided a model for synthesizing the results of the policy 


analysis and concept mapping studies described above (along with information contained in the 


programs database) into a comprehensive model of the community safety approach (see Figure 1). 


[Figure 1 about here] 


The first step in constructing the model portrayed in Figure 1 was to ‘backward map’ (Elmore, 


1979-80) the 14 outcome concepts for improving household and neighbourhood safety in bushfires 


identified by agency and community workshop participants onto a classification of the range of 


community safety programs currently offered around Australia together with the recommended 


principles and practices that were derived from the policy analysis of the six recent government 


initiated reports. 


A high level of coherence between the principles, practices, programs and desired outcomes 


was observed. Perhaps this is not surprising as submissions and evidence from community members 


and agency personnel informed most of the government inquiries. However, it does suggest that there 


is clear understanding and acceptance among engaged community groups and agency personnel of 


these foundational and operational principles and related practices, even if they are accorded different 


levels of importance. 
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To illustrate these connections, examples of the links between a community and an individual 


level outcome and the principles, practices and types of activities and programs that contribute to the 


outcomes are detailed. At the householder level the principle of individual responsibility guides the 


promotion by bushfire agencies of household planning and preparation to mitigate risks. Local level 


planning that involves working in partnership supports greater understanding of the circumstances of 


local people and assists in developing strategies to target households at high risk. Developing activities 


that are flexible and diverse results in a range of programs such as the formation of community groups, 


street and community meetings and one-on-one consultations as well as web-based and printed 


information resources that support households to understand why they need a bushfire plan and how to 


go about deciding whether to stay and defend or leave early in the event of a fire.  


A desired community and local agency level outcome was effective communication between 


agencies and the community during a fire (community members rated this outcome as more important 


than participants in the agency workshops). The principles that communities differ and that 


responsibility is shared leads to working in partnership, needing to understand the local community, 


and local planning that takes into account existing community networks and the capacity of the 


community to work cooperatively with a range of agencies. The development and implementation of 


activities and programs can then take into account the priorities and capacities of local individuals and 


communities and enable the sharing of information and lessons learnt from past experience between 


agencies and the community. Community meetings during an event and direct communication 


between members of the community, fire and other relevant agencies as detailed in the local fire 


management plan contribute to effective communication between agencies and the community during 


a fire.  


There were a small number of discrepancies between the policy review and concept mapping 


studies. The use of ‘carrots and sticks’ to achieve planning and preparedness was not strongly 


advocated in the reviews, however some possible incentives were discussed including lower insurance 


premiums for households who had a high level of bushfire preparedness. Also reduced levels of 
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commonwealth government assistance for local governments who had not undertaken disaster 


mitigation planning unless there were exceptional circumstances that limited their capacity to plan 


were suggested. 


Increasing understanding and application of regulations for bushfire safety were also not 


emphasised in the reports reviewed – with the exception of legislation covering land use and building 


codes which was not within the scope of this review. Promoting and enforcing regulations in the 


context of community awareness, engagement and education were not presented as effective ways of 


increasing community safety. 


The principles that represent the expression of the community safety approach in emerging 


bushfire policy in Australia are arranged in the first two rows of Figure 1. These principles are seen to 


inform the development of activities and programs that utilize a small number of general practices; 


that are: (a) targeted to residents and communities at high risk; (b) characterized by diverse approaches 


that are tailored to the priorities and capacities of local individuals and communities; (c) flexible and 


responsive to differences and changes in individuals and communities; (d) evidence-based but 


innovative; and (e) monitored and evaluated and thus add to an accumulating knowledge about 


effectiveness for different communities in different contexts. 


The developing database of specific bushfire awareness, engagement and education programs 


provided examples of the wide range of activities that have been developed across Australia that form 


the fourth row of the concept map. These range through: (a) media warnings, campaigns and 


publications (including multi-media projects) that focus on bushfire awareness, preparedness and 


recommended response; (b) pre-season street and community-hall meetings; (c) community briefings 


held during a fire event; (d) on-going community fire preparedness groups and neighborhood groups 


with both an immediate response and education focus; and (e) programs based on community 


development approaches and consultations with individual households. The desired outcomes of these 


activities and programs as revealed in the concept mapping study are represented in the last three rows 


of Figure 1. 
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The synthesized concept map yields an explicit characterization of the coherence of the 


Australian community safety approach to bushfire while revealing potential paradoxes, possible 


conflicts and missing elements. It also provides an overview of the possible causal relationships 


between community safety policy (including the ‘stay and defend or leave early’ recommendation), 


the activities and programs designed to implement or support the policy, and the potential short-term 


and longer duration outcomes that lead to a decrease in the loss of lives and property from bushfire 


and a minimization of environmental damage. It thus provides one important source of values 


informed and policy relevant criteria for the evaluation of specific community safety activities and 


programs. 


One particular challenge in implementing the community safety approach is also highlighted. 


From an agency perspective it is clearly important that a consistent and coherent message of planning 


and preparation for bushfire is disseminated to householders and communities. The community safety 


approach, however, entails acknowledging that communities will adapt and perhaps re-invent this 


message both to fit it to their own setting and to achieve ownership of it. The importance that both 


agency and community groups accorded the concept Greater Community Ownership and 


Responsibility for Bushfire Safety suggests a critical task for policy institutions, agencies and 


communities; to seek to achieve greater community engagement with and responsibility for bushfire 


safety while encouraging appropriate agencies to continue to provide expert professional support 


through relevant policy principles and objectives and the institutional arrangements, broad strategies 


and programs necessary to implement them. 
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Table 1: Desired Community Safety Outcomes for Bushfire 


Concept Name Description 


Central Organisation and Policy Level 


Principles Underpinning Program 
Development & Adult Learning 


The importance of creating an environment conducive to effective 
learning by adults/ 


Policy Framework for Agency & 
Organisational Roles 


Ensuring the fire agencies implement appropriate policies and 
procedures to support community safety initiatives. 


Use of Incentives to Achieve 
Preparedness 


The use of incentives to encourage preparedness or, conversely, the 
use of penalties to discourage inappropriate or risky behaviour. 


Understanding/Application of 
Regulations for Bushfire Safety 


The need for appropriate legislation to be put in place and enforced 
as well as ensuring community members and local governments 
understand why those laws are necessary. 


Community and Local Agency Level 


Neighbourhood & Community 
Networks & Partnerships 


The majority of people are, in some way part of community 
networks. These networks will influence the capacity of 
communities to self-organise, and to work effectively with fire 
agencies, and other authorities. The networks will also influence 
community resilience and sustainability of community safety efforts. 


Agency/Inter-Agency Responsibilities 
& Co-ordination 


Within this cluster two related, yet distinct concepts were identified. 
The first relates to agency responsibilities for the community. The 
second relates to the intra-agency relationship between the 
operational branches of an agency and those concerned with 
community safety initiatives. 


Appropriate Information/Education 
Activities 


The provision of education, to a range of groups and using a number 
of different methods. 


Community & Agency 
Responsibilities to Address Specific 
Needs 


Statements in this cluster are related to very specific, local issues, 
offering practical solutions to identified problems. 


Agency/Community Interaction The flow of information between agencies and the public, before an 
incident occurs, with the aim of increasing resident awareness of the 
risks posed by bushfire as well as encouraging preparation to 
mitigate those risks. 


Effective Communication of 
Information during Bushfire 


The majority of statements in this cluster are concerned with the way 
in which fire agencies deliver information to community members 
during a bushfire. Another element expressed in cluster 12 is that to 
improve community safety from bushfire, systems need to be 
implemented that enable community members to communicate 
information to fire agencies, making use of local knowledge. 


Greater Community Ownership & 
Responsibility for Bushfire Safety 


The statements in this cluster are about community members taking 
increased responsibility for their own safety, planning for 
themselves and the communities they belong to. 


Individual Households and Neighbourhoods 


Individuals/Community have a 
Realistic Understanding of Risk 


The focus of the statements in this cluster is on the importance of 
community members understanding the range of factors that 
influence risk. 


Deciding & Planning for ‘Stay or Go’ Understanding of the issues surrounding the ‘Stay or Go’ message 
as well as making decisions about what individuals or households 
will do when threatened by bushfire, based on accurate information. 


Household/Neighbourhood Planning 
& Preparation 


The formulation of a plan that outlines an appropriate response to a 
bushfire and preparation that enables the chosen plan to be 
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implemented. 


 Table 2: Perceived Importance and Difficulty of Achieving Community Safety Outcomes - Fire 


Agency Workshops 


 
 


Lower Difficulty 


 


Greater Difficulty 


 


 


Greater Importance 


Appropriate 
information/education activities 
provided. 
Neighbourhood and community 
partnerships. 
Principles underlying program 
development and adult learning. 


Greater community ownership and 
responsibility for bushfire safety. 
Individuals/community have a realistic 
understanding of risk. 
Household/neighbourhood planning and 
preparation. 


 


 


Lower Importance 


Agency/inter-agency 
responsibilities and co-ordination. 
Deciding and planning for ‘stay or 
go’. 
Agency/community interaction 
Effective communication of 
information during bushfire. 


Understanding/application of 
regulations for bushfire safety. 
Policy framework for agency and 
organisational roles. 
 


 


Table 3: Perceived Importance and Difficulty of Achieving Community Safety Outcomes - 


Community Workshops 


 
 


Lower Difficulty 


 


Greater Difficulty 


 


 


Greater Importance 


Greater community ownership 
and responsibility for bushfire 
safety. 
Agency/community interaction. 
Household/neighbourhood 
planning and preparation. 
Deciding and planning for ‘stay or 
go’. 


Policy framework for agency and 
organisational roles. 
 


 


 


Lower Importance 


Appropriate 
information/education activities 
provided. 
Agency/inter-agency 
responsibilities and co-ordination. 
Understanding/application of 
regulations for bushfire safety. 
 
 


Neighbourhood and community 
partnerships. 
Community and agency responsibilities 
to address specific needs. 
Effective communication of information 
during bushfire. 
Use of incentives to achieve 
preparedness. 
Individuals/community have a realistic 
understanding of risk. 
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Figure 1: Concept Map of the Community Safety Approach to Bushfire in Australia 
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