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About Fire Australia
Welcome to the Summer 2011-12 edition of Fire Australia. 

Fire Australia is a joint publication of the Fire 
Protection Association Australia (FPA Australia), the 
Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities 
Council (AFAC), the Bushfire Cooperative Research 
Centre (Bushfire CRC) and the Institution of Fire 
Engineers (IFE Australia).

We aim to bring the latest news, developments and 
technical information to the fire protection industry, 
emergency services and fire research organisations. 
Fire Australia is produced quarterly and distributed 
throughout Australia and New Zealand.

Letters to the editor and editorial submissions are 
welcome and can be sent to fpaa@fpaa.com.au. For 
more details on submitting a contribution, please contact 
one of our editors.
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Welcome to the Summer 2011-12 
issue of Fire Australia

By Scott Williams
Chief executive officer
Fire Protection Association Australia (FPA Australia) 

Another year has passed quickly and 
I am sure many readers will be 
reflecting back on 2011 activities and 

already settling in to what is shaping up to 
be a very busy year ahead for us all.

FPA Australia has completed another 
very successful Fire Australia Conference 
and Exhibition which was held in Adelaide 
in November 2011. Focusing on the theme 
The Essentials of the Future: Education 
and Maintenance, the conference attracted 
some very interesting, diverse and well 
received key note speakers. Of particular 
interest was the presentation by Darren 
Cook, Air Safety Manager – Qantas 
Engineering, who gave us a wonderful 
overview of the stringent and regulated 
requirements of maintenance within the 
aviation industry.

I am sure many of you came away 
like I did, thinking on how the fire 
protection industry could benefit and 
learn so much from the wonderful work 
that occurs within the aviation industry 
in Australia to keep aircraft safe at all 
times. The comprehensive maintenance 
of aircraft by carriers like Qantas and a 
national regulator, the Civil Aviation Safety 
Authority, upholding the highest global 
standards of air safety regulation, ensures 
Australia has one of the world’s lowest 
aircraft incident records. 

Planning has already commenced for 
the 2012 Fire Australia Conference and 
Exhibition which this year will be held in 
Melbourne from 14 to 16 November.  
The theme for this year’s event will be 
The True Cost of Fire: Life, Property, 
Environment, and undoubtedly this year 
will see the largest number of delegates and 
exhibitors of any past event given it is being 
hosted in Melbourne.

The call for papers is expected to open 
in March. In April the Sponsorship and 
Exhibitors program will become available. 
Already considerable exhibition space has 
been reserved in advance and we have 
received several expressions of interest in 
sponsorships. All in all, it is shaping up as 
another outstanding event.

This year will see many new initiatives 
launched by the Association, with a 
significant one up and operational by 
the time this edition of Fire Australia is 
published. Connect (connect.fpaa.com.
au) is the new online secure membership 
experience for FPA Australia members  
to access a comprehensive range of  
online content. This new online service  
will be introduced in stages with the first 
stage due in the first part of February. 
Members will be able to update their 
membership details (both personal and 
company), gain access to a range of 

membership-only technical documents, 
membership renewal, calendar of events 
and other online content specific to the 
structure of FPA Australia membership.

Later stages will include event 
registration, renewal of licences related 
to Ozone Depleting Substances (ODS) 
and Synthetic Greenhouse Gas (SGG) 
and Cabling, enrolment for training 
and tracking of Continuing Professional 
Development history (CPD), and purchase 
of items in the store such as logbooks 
and reference material. There are also 
additional enhancements that will be 
introduced in further stages.

I am sure Connect will be well received 
and greatly assist our members to access 
valuable information by providing the 
necessary management tools to better 
connect with the Association.

In closing, please enjoy this edition 
of Fire Australia. You will find a diverse 
range of interesting topics and information 
from our magazine partners, Australasian 
Fire and Emergency Service Authorities 
Council (AFAC), Bushfire Cooperative 
Research Centre and the Institution of 
Fire Engineers (IFE Australia), who we 
continue to work with very closely to 
ensure Australia is a safer place.

I hope 2012 is successful and safe for all 
of our readers. 
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FPA AustrAliA 
submission to 
PlAnning nsW
FPA Australia lodged a submission with 
the New South Wales Department of 
Planning and Infrastructure Planning 
System Review before Christmas.

In July 2011, the Hon. Brad Hazzard 
MP, NSW Minister for Planning and 
Infrastructure, announced that the 
State Government had asked the Hon. 
Tim Moore, former Minister for the 
Environment, and the Hon. Ron Dyer, 
former Minister for Public Works, to 
undertake a full review of the planning 
system in NSW. The process for 
reviewing the NSW Environmental 
Planning and Assessment Act 1979 
includes five milestones:

 �Milestone 1 – Review Announcement
  Milestone 2 – Listening and Scoping
  Milestone 3 – Issues Paper
  Milestone 4 – Policy Options Release
  Milestone 5 – Draft Legislation

recognition of an outstanding contribution 
to the industry.

“Chris has been an instrumental  
leader within the fire protection industry 
and is well regarded for his technical 
excellence and professionalism,”  
Williams said.

“It was with much pleasure that 
we presented him the extreme honor 
of Honorary Life Membership of FPA 
Australia. It is truly well deserved.”

Below is a list of Orr’s involvement and 

After 43 years of dedicated service to the 
fire protection industry, Roger Thomas was 
this year awarded the AV Viscogliosi Fire 
Safety Excellence Award.

The award, established in 1996 in 
honour of the late Tony Viscogliosi by the 
then Fire Protection Industry Association 
of Australia, recognises excellence and 
outstanding contribution to fire protection. 

Thomas, a former Board Member of FPA 
Australia, was presented with the award by  
Peter Johnson in recognition of his significant 
involvement in the technical work of FPA 
Australia and associated activities.

“Roger has been a member of FPA 
Australia and strong supporter for 25 
years now and there could not be a more 
deserving recipient of this award,” FPA 
Australia CEO, Scott Williams, said.

“As an FPA Australia Board member 
he was the chair of FPA Australia’s NTAC 
for many years, and following a year as 
co-opted director he was elected to the 

roger thomas receives 
AV Viscogliosi Award

FPA Australia Board 
elections 2011-2012
Glenn Talbot has been re-appointed for a 
second year as the National President of 
FPA Australia following a meeting of the 
elected Board members in Adelaide.

Board elections for 2011-12 recently 
took place and it was confirmed that 
Messrs Chris Orr and Graeme Thom  
were successful.

Changes to the Executive included 
Trevor Voevodin moving into the Senior 
Vice President role, replacing Chris Orr, 
who will occupy the Junior Vice  
President position.

Russell Porteous will continue as 
Treasurer for a second consecutive year.

Graham Harris was co-opted to the 
Board for 2011-12, while invitations were 
extended to Barry Lee OAM, Rob Llewellyn 
and Peter Johnson to continue as advisors 
to the Board in the capacity of Honorary 
Past Presidents.

“FPA Australia would like to 
congratulate all appointed representatives 
to the Board and I look forward to working 
with them in 2011-12,” FPA Australia CEO, 
Scott Williams, said.

“I would personally like to thank the 
Board for their professional diligence and 
support over the 2010-11 period. The year 
ahead will continue to see the association 
deliver on its strategic objectives.”

Roger Thomas (left) is presented with the 
AV Viscogliosi Award by Peter Johnson.

Initially the review is focused at a 
high strategic level, and at the current 
Milestone 2 Planning NSW requested 
comment in relation to the following 
aspects of the planning system in NSW:

 �Objectives and philosophy of a new 
legislative structure

 �Plan making
 �Assessment and determination of 
plans and applications

 �Appeal rights and mediation, etc.

FPA Australia’s submission responded 
to these key areas in the context of  
how they impact on fire safety objectives 
and also took the opportunity to  
highlight some areas of concern  
from our members in relation to the 
Environmental Planning and Assessment 
Regulation 2000.  

FPA Australia thanks the NSW State 
Committee members who provided 
valuable input for this submission and 
hopes this will lead to positive change 
and raise the profile of the important 
work our members undertake in NSW. 

Chris Orr receives Honorary Life 
Membership of FPA Australia
FPA Australia Junior Vice President, Chris 
Orr, received Honorary Life Membership 
of the association during a special 
presentation at the Fire Australia 2011 
Charity Dinner.

Orr, a former National President of FPA 
Australia, has over 30 years’ experience in 
fire safety and fire protection and received 
a standing ovation upon receiving the 
prestigious award.

FPA Australia CEO, Scott Williams, 
said Orr’s Honorary Life Membership was 

Glenn Talbot
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Current FPA Australia Honorary Life Members Rob 
Llewellyn (left) and Peter Johnson (right) present 
Chris Orr with his Honorary Life Membership at the 
Charity Dinner in Adelaide. 

board of FPA Australia in November 2004 
and served up until 2010.

“FPA Australia has pleasure in presenting 
Roger with this prestigious award for his 
outstanding service and contribution to the 
Fire Protection Industry,” Williams said.

Thomas was a previous convenor of 
FPA Australia’s TAC 4 – Sprinkler & Hydrant 
and a member of Standards Australia 
Committees FP-04 – Sprinklers, FP-01 
– Maintenance Fire Systems and FP-11 – 
Gaseous Agent and Water Mist Systems.

Thomas commenced as a trainee 
engineer with Wormald over 40 years ago, 

where he worked in Fire Systems Design 
and Engineering roles.

He has worked as Technical Manager 
– Fire, with Tyco Fire and Security and 
currently is the Director of Engineering for 
Tyco Fire Protection Services, Asia Pacific.

He is the current chair of FP-001 
Maintenance of Fire Protection Systems 
and Equipment; represents the industry on 
the Fire Protection Industry (ODS & SGG) 
Board; and has been active over the years 
with the FPA Australia NSW State Divisional 
Committee, subcommittees, working groups 
and participated in the development of 

many units of competency and educational 
material for the broader industry.

Thomas is also a member of the 
Society of Fire Protection Engineers and 
recently received a US award for the best 
presentation (Water, Conservation in Fire 
Protection system Testing) at a SPFE 
Technical Symposium. 

On the marine fire protection 
front, Roger has served the Australian 
Government as a technical expert for IMO 
(International Maritime Organisation) and 
is frequently consulted by the Australian 
marine authorities. 

service during a decorated career within 
the industry:

 �Current Group Engineering Services 
Manager – Brooks Australia

 �Former member of the Australian Fire 
Protection Association (AFPA) dating 
back to 1990, and a member of the Fire 
Protection Industry Association Australia 
(FPIAA) dating back to 1983

 �Current Junior Vice President of FPA 
Australia; served as Senior Vice President 
last year and two terms as Past National 
President on the FPA Australia Board

 �Chair of National Technical Advisory 
Committee (NTAC)

 �Chair Fire Industry (ODS & SGG) Board – 
Department of Environment, Sustainability, 
Water, Population and Community

 �Member of the Fire Standard 
Coordination Group – Standards Australia

 �Member FP001 and FP002 standards 
development committees

 �Member of the Society of Fire  
Protection Engineers

 �Master of Fire Safety Engineering
 �Graduate Diploma in Design & Planning 
for Bushfire Prone Areas

 �Spent 15 years as a volunteer firefighter
 �An active member of many working 
groups, sub committees and involvement 
with other industry associations.

An Honorary Life Member is someone 
who has, in the opinion of the FPA Australia 
Board, rendered exceptional service in the 
work of fire prevention and fire protection 
in Australia or overseas for a period in 
excess of 15 years.

At the FPA Australia 2011 AGM in 
November, a motion was moved to the 
members to approve the granting of 
Honorary Life Membership to Orr, which 
was unanimously supported.

FPA Australia would again like to 
congratulate Chris and thank him for 
a wonderful contribution to the fire 
protection industry.

Peak electrical industry body, the 
National Electrical and Communications 
Association (NECA), has continued 
calls for governments at all levels to 
work together to stamp out dodgy solar 
installers to protect consumers, tradesmen 
and emergency workers following official 
government figures that show many 
installations are dangerous.

At a federal Senate Estimates hearing 
on 17 October 2011, the Office of the 
Renewable Energy Regulator confirmed 
that after it conducted a number of safety 
inspections of solar installations, four per 
cent were deemed unsafe and 20 per cent 
found to be dangerous.

Solar installations need to comply with 
existing electrical regulations and building 
codes. Installers themselves must comply 
with existing consumer legislation. There 
is a combination of state and federal 
regulations that must be adhered to and 
from the results of safety inspections to date, 
it is clear this framework is not working. 

The Australian Government has 
contributed to a boom in solar by offering 
attractive subsidies. This boom has 
attracted inexperienced or unlicensed 
installers to the industry who are failing 
to comply with the existing state-based 
electrical and building regulations. These 
dangerous installations are leaving the 
community and anyone who works near 
solar panels potentially at risk.    

Electricians say 
solar framework 
needs an overhaul 
following more 
dangerous stats

continued on page 8 ...
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A professionalisation scheme for fire  
and emergency management work

Earlier this year, NSW Fair Trading 
conducted inspections in Port Macquarie 
after receiving complaints. Following initial 
audits that revealed problems with 16 
installations out of 55 homes in relation to 
the Electricity (Consumer Safety) Act 2004, 
the NSW government conducted a further 658 
safety audits on homes in western Sydney.

Of the 658 homes inspected in the 
second audit, 122 (18.5 per cent) were 
found to have major defects, 418 (63.5 per 

AFAC embarked on a preliminary 
consultation process with an imprimatur 
from the AFAC Council given at its 
meeting in April 2011. The purpose 
of the consultation was to test the 
hypothesis that there is a need for a 
professionalisation scheme for fire and 
emergency management work and 
people would be willing to engage in 
such a scheme.

Outlined in the report on the AFAC 
Knowledge Web is a high level account 
of the results of this consultation, which 
involved nearly 600 fire and emergency 
management personnel from across 
AFAC member agencies. The report 
synthesises the views expressed through 
an online survey, 22 focus groups and a 
small number of written submissions. 

The survey results indicate the 
majority (82 per cent) of respondents 
said ‘yes’, they thought fire and 
emergency service work should be a 

recognised and certified profession. Of 
these respondents, almost all (94 per 
cent) considered it either ‘quite’, ‘very’ 
or ‘extremely’ important. Throughout the 
survey there are comments that have 
been made that substantiate this result. 
However, they also expressed concern 
about the implementation of any scheme 
possibly placing high time commitments 
on already stretched workers.

In reviewing the results it is important 
to note that given the small sample size 
from volunteer personnel, the contribution, 
whilst valuable and insightful, is not 
statistically valid. Additionally, the nature 
of the consultation process was such 
that it elicited a range of comment and 
discussion that went beyond the scope of 
this topic. 

One of the significant outcomes from 
the survey was the perceived need for 
significant consultation, collaboration 
and communication – particularly in the 

initial stages. Given that nearly one in 
10 respondents (8 per cent) do not see 
the need for the scheme and substantial 
numbers are concerned about potential 
negative impacts of such a scheme, 
this is an important consideration. It is 
appropriate to reiterate that this was 
a preliminary consultation only and 
effectively an introduction to the concept 
of professionalisation. It would take 
time and opportunity to reach people, 
particularly volunteers.

AFAC Council members are now 
considering the report and discussing its 
findings and possible implications within 
their agencies. Any decision to move to 
the next stage of this proposal, which is 
the feasibility study and development of 
a draft model, will be considered at the 
AFAC Council meeting in April 2012.

knowledgeweb.afac.com.au/
professionalisation/introduction.

cent) were found to have minor defects 
and 118 (18 per cent) were found to have 
no defects. Inspections in other states 
have found similar results.

NECA represents over 5000 electrical 
contracting businesses that employ in 
excess of 60,000 workers in the industry 
and believes there is a strong future in 
Australia for renewable energy but it must 
have an effective framework.

“NECA is very supportive of renewable 
energy, especially solar energy. However, 
to ensure the long-term viability of the 
industry and the safety of consumers, 
it is time dialogue began between all 
the interested parties to develop a 
framework that is best for industry, best 
for consumers, best for governments at 
all levels and, importantly, best for the 
environment,” Mr Tinslay said.

“There are many installers who are 
doing the right thing. But we need a 
framework that achieves the government’s 
renewable energy goals while ensuring 
the industry is adequately trained and 
prepared for the ongoing use of this 
technology so installers in the future can 
do this more safely.”

NECA’s CEO, Mr James Tinslay, said 
these figures are the latest in a long line 
that demonstrate the current regulatory 
framework for solar installations is not 
working and it is time for an overhaul.

“The latest government figures that 
show 20 per cent of installations were 
dangerous. This contributes to the 
ever increasing pile of evidence that 
demonstrates the current solar framework 
is not working and it is time governments 
at all levels stepped up to the plate to get 
this sorted out,” Mr Tinslay said.

“Solar installations are classified as 
an electrical installation so therefore 
only licensed electricians can install or 
supervise the installations. However, 
the boom in the industry created by 
government subsidies and generous feed-
in tariffs has attracted unlicensed and 
inexperienced installers to the industry.

“Although there was an accreditation 
process established by the Clean Energy 
Council to help ensure only qualified installers 
did the work, it is clear from the latest 
inspection figures that this accreditation and 
framework is not working. The accreditation 
process needs to be reviewed.”

neCA’s chief executive officer, Mr James Tinslay

... continued from page 7
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The Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Service Authorities Council (AFAC) and the 
Bushfire CRC have officially opened the 
Call for Papers for the 2012 conference in 
Perth, Western Australia. 

The theme for the conference is 
“Diverse country. Common ground.” 

Australia and New Zealand are diverse 
across their landscape, climate, population 
and social networks. However, within 
this context the fire and emergency 
management industry has common goals 
and shares each other’s challenges.

 This conference is designed for 
delegates to explore, examine and debate 
key issues facing our sector.

David Caporn, Director Community 
Safety for the Fire and Emergency Services 
Authority of Western Australia (FESA), 
and Chair of the Conference Program 
Committee, is delighted with the calibre of 
speakers confirmed to date. 

“The Conference Program Committee 
has confirmed some outstanding keynote 
and invited speakers including the Hon. 
Barry Jones and Demographer Bernard 
Salt. We strongly encourage all agencies to 
submit an abstract in response to the Call 
for Papers,” David said. 

The annual conference, now in  
its 19th year, has grown to be the  
pre-eminent knowledge sharing event 
for the fire and emergency service sector 
in Australasia. This year the event will 
be staged at the Perth Convention and 
Exhibition Centre, from Tuesday 28 to 
Friday 31 August 2012. 

The format across the four days 
includes a Research Forum on Tuesday 28 

The Li’L Larikkins Natural Hazards 
Children’s Awareness and Education 
Program has won the National 
Significance category award at the 
Australian Safer Community Awards held 
in Canberra.

 The Australian Safer Communities 
Awards are sponsored by the 
Commonwealth Attorney-General’s 
Department, in conjunction with states 
and territories, and recognise innovative 
practices and achievements across the 
nation that are making communities safer, 

The Bushfire CRC is introducing an 
award and a conference support scheme 
to encourage end users and their 
agencies to actively participate in using 
the organisation’s research. 

The Research Utilisation Award 
will acknowledge agencies that make 
outstanding use of Bushfire CRC 
research, while the Conference Support 
Scheme will provide as many as three 
grants a year of up to $3000 each to support 
individual end users to attend major 
international conferences to discuss and 
promote the use of the research.

Bushfire CRC Research Utilisation 
Manager, Dr Noreen Krusel, says it is 
timely to acknowledge the effective 
uptake of research by fire, land 
management and other agencies in 
a similar manner to the established 
recognition of the individual people who 
conduct the research. 

“It is has become apparent that the 

BuRninG issues BOOk LAunCHeD
Burning Issues, the new book on prescribed burning by Professor Mark Adams of 
the University of Sydney and Dr Peter Attiwill of the University of Melbourne, has been 
officially launched by the Hon. Bernard Teague, AO, chair of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission.

Justice Teague told the audience at the book launch in Melbourne on 23 November 
that he became a convert to the evidence for prescribed burning during the proceedings 
of the royal commission.

“I hope the robust rigour of Burning Issues will help to convert many others.”
Professor Adams said he was aware of the opposing views on prescribed burning but 

felt the book would stimulate an important debate.
Bushfire CRC CEO, Gary Morgan, said many agencies had improved their manner of 

prescribed burning in recent years.
“The book provides a view at a point in time,” he said. “This will assist policy decisions 

on prescribed burning that need to take into account social, cultural and political views.” 

stronger, more disaster resilient and better 
prepared to manage emergency situations.

The Li’l Larikkins program was 
developed by SES agencies in partnership 
with AFAC. The program helps children  
to better understand storms, cyclones, 
floods and tsunami through short, 
entertaining safety stories. It encourages 
children aged 5 to 12 years and their 
families to increase their preparedness  
for natural hazards.

In November 2010, a national awareness 
and education campaign of 10, 30-second 

safety stories in the form of television 
commercials was launched to create 
awareness about being prepared for natural 
hazards, using characters from the Li’L 
Larikkins 3D animation series created by 
the Ettamogah group in Melbourne.

A School Resource Kit, delivered in 
partnership with the Australian Children’s 
Television Foundation, was delivered to 
every primary school in Australia in March 
2011, following an unprecedented level of 
natural disasters across Australia during the 
2010-11 summer, including the Queensland 

Wild weather teaching resource wins national award

Encouraging����������������rEsEarch�usErs

August, followed by a two-day conference 
program on Wednesday and Thursday. A 
Professional Development Program will 
be held on Friday. The full program will 
address a number of principle topics and 
the Research Forum will feature research 
across all hazards, tailored to both 
researchers and end users.  

The Call for Papers closes on 17 
February 2012. 

For more information visit the AFAC and 
Bushfire CRC 2012 conference website 
www.afac2012.org/program/cfp

call�for�Papers��
officially�opens
conference
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Bushfire CRC research was associated with three winning 
projects in the 2011 Australian Safer Communities Awards 
presented by the Commonwealth Attorney General in 
Canberra in December 2011.

One of the two Nationally Significant awards went to the 
SES Agencies and Australasian Fire and Emergency Service 
Authorities Council for the SES Children’s National Hazards 
Awareness and Education Program.

That program featured a series of fire-safety television 
commercials aimed at children, with its Li’l Larikkins 
storylines based on the work of Bushfire CRC PhD student 
Briony Towers (University of Tasmania and RMIT University), 
whose work looks at how children and young people 
perceive bushfire risk (see article page 36).

In the State and Territory category, the South Australia Country 
Fire Service’s Firey Women Program was highly commended.

Research underpinning Firey Women was led by Helen 
Goodman and Catherine Rowe of RMIT University as part of 
the Bushfire CRC program Evaluating Bushfire Community 
Education. It sought to help rural women prepare for fires so 
they would be able to stay and defend their properties while 
the local men were away on the fire trucks. 

The New South Wales Rural Fire Service won the 
Education, Training and Research category for its Hotspots 
Fire Project, a model for sustainable fire management 
practices that protects biodiversity and cultural values while 
providing protection for life and property. 

Bushfire CRC PhD student Amanda Edwards (University 
of Wollongong) is conducting an evaluation of the Hotspots 
project as part of her research.

Gary Morgan, Chief Executive Officer of the Bushfire CRC, 
congratulated the winners.

“It’s great to see three agencies recognising the need 
for quality research,” he said. “It demonstrates that research 
is an essential component of operational programs – from 
concept development, through to program refinement  
and evaluation.”

The Australian Safer Communities Awards were presented 
at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra on 8 December 
by the then Attorney-General, the Hon. Robert McClelland, 
who became Minister for Emergency Management in the 
subsequent Cabinet reshuffle.

A solid research base
for Commonwealth awards

best people to promote our research are those who 
make good use of it,” she said. 

The Research Utilisation Award will be presented 
at each AFAC and Bushfire CRC annual conference 
alongside the existing Bushfire CRC Special 
Recognition Award for research leadership and 
AFAC’s Laurie Lavelle Award for industry achiever of 
the year. The award will be specifically for agencies 
and specifically focused on Bushfire CRC research 
utilisation. 

“It is the end-user agencies who utilise our 
research to make improvements to their businesses 
and ultimately impact on the safety of communities.”

The travel grants will support conference 
attendance by end users from member agencies 
who can demonstrate that they have utilised 
the Bushfire CRC Research to make effective 
improvements to the business of their organisation. 
Conference preferences with a high international 
profile will be preferred. Applicants will be 
required to have had a paper accepted for verbal 
presentation at the nominated conference. 
www.bushfirecrc.com/opportunities

and Victorian floods, cyclone Yasi in far 
north Queensland and bushfires in WA. This 
heightened level of community awareness 
of the impacts of natural disasters on the 
community has contributed to this program 
gaining high levels of awareness within 
school communities. 

The school resource (DVD-ROM) 
incorporates these messages with more 
than 30 lesson plans and activity sheets, 
specific background information and 
a comprehensive listing of additional 
resource material. It is relevant to the 
Australian context, engages children in 
the target group and meets leading edge 

teaching and learning practices through 
the use of smart board technology.

The program, funded through  
the Attorney-General’s Department  
2010-2011 National Emergency 
Management Program, complements 
the work emergency service agencies 
around Australia undertake in delivering 
community education, awareness and 
engagement programs to increase 
community preparedness for these events.

As the impacts of climate change 
continue to be felt and natural hazard 
events become more frequent, an 
approach based on generational change 

is going to be required if communities of 
the future are to become more resilient in 
being prepared.

These safety messages and the school 
resource information will help educate 
children, giving them age-appropriate actions 
to follow and develop with their families.

The education resource also recently 
won the Best Primary Education Video 
Resource at the 2011 Australian Teachers 
of Media (ATOM) awards. 

The Li’L Larikkins Natural Hazards 
Children’s Awareness and Education Program 
videos can be viewed on the AFAC website 
www.afac.com.au/ses_natural_hazards 

Encouraging����������������rEsEarch�usErs

Justice Teague (left),  
Mark Adams, Gary Morgan.
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LAke CLiFTOn FiRes RePORT
The report of a Bushfire CRC task force led 
by Professor Jim McLennan of  
La Trobe University into the Lake Clifton 
fire near Perth on 10 January 2011, has 
been published.

Task force members interviewed 
members of 35 households from the 
affected area and five on its edge about 
their bushfire preparation and knowledge. 
Ten houses were lost in the fire.

The researchers found that most 
people interviewed had no previous 
experience of bushfire; most received 
bushfire preparedness material prepared 
by the Fire and Emergency Services 
Authority (FESA); less than half had 
any longer-term bushfire preparedness 
measures in place; and there was limited 
appreciation of the potential for a serious 
bushfire on that particular day. 

Most had thought about what they 
would do in the event of a bushfire and 
had a bushfire plan, and took action in 
accordance with the plan – after the fire 
most said they would follow this same 
course of action again.

The researchers came from La Trobe 
University, the University of Melbourne,  
the University of Western Australia and  
FESA Community Engagement.
www.bushfirecrc.com/lake_clifton_
fire_report

stakeholders have busy session
A busy and informative program 
occupied attendees at the Bushfire CRC 
Stakeholders Council Annual General 
Meeting in Melbourne on 23 November. 

The meeting voted to accept two 
new members to the Bushfire CRC – the 
University of Wollongong and Central 
Queensland University – and participants 
were provided with an update of the 
financial status of the centre. The chairs 
of the Governing Board committees 
delivered progress reports.

Stakeholder representatives were 
informed of the actions now being 
undertaken to secure long-term ongoing 
funding for fire research. A lengthy 
discussion followed on how each partner 
could best provide support.

Among highlights of the rest of the 
meeting were reports from end users of 
Bushfire CRC research projects.

John Schauble from the Office of the 
Fire Services Commissioner, Victoria, 
is a lead end user of the Effective 
Communications: Communities and 
Bushfire project. The research teams did 
not come from the fire industry, he said, 
which brought a fresh set of perspectives 
from such disciplines as sociology, 
psychology and political science.

“As a lead end user I’ve found myself 
mentoring students from various projects, 
which is one of the strengths of the CRC.”

Deputy Chief Officer of Melbourne’s 
MFB David Youssef and a Risk Assessment 
and Decision Making lead end user said 
this was the largest and most complex 
of all Bushfire CRC projects. It sought to 
develop a computer-generated wildfire 
assessment tool for incident management 
teams, leveraged from PHOENIx RapidFire 
and other earlier Bushfire CRC projects  

on fire weather, house protection and 
smoke dispersion.

Present computer speeds were 
insufficient for real-time use but that would 
evolve, he said. It was planned to have a 
model to run as a trial by the end of the 
current Bushfire CRC extension in 2013.

Economics and Future Scenarios 
lead end user Andrew Stark, of the ACT 
Emergency Services Agency, said the 
project’s researchers were looking at such 
issues as the personal and economic reasons 
people built homes in bushfire-prone areas.

They were also looking 40 years into 
the future, when Australia’s population 
would have doubled and temperatures 
were expected to be higher, to produce 
scenarios to test against future conditions.

Fire in the Landscape lead end user 
Neil Cooper, of ACT Parks, said most of the 
projects focused on controlled burning, 
looking at implications for carbon and 
water supplies.

“In future we will have to do large 
areas of fuel reduction burning so we are 
looking at how much carbon there is in the 
landscape before and after the burning. 
Actions need to be underpinned by good, 
sound science and there are big gaps.”

Other highlights of the meeting were 
presentations by three Bushfire CRC 
PhD students, Briony Towers and Claire 
Johnston, who recently submitted, and 
James Minas, who is midway through his 
studies. Sandy Whight from Tasmania 
Parks and Wildlife Service talked about 
utilising Bushfire CRC researcher expertise 
to conduct a staff ride and training 
video. David Caporn (FESA) spoke about 
researchers assisting in the evaluation of 
community behaviours during the fires in 
the Perth hills earlier this year.

Helping hand  
for firefighters
Bushfire CRC research has helped Fire 
and Rescue NSW (FRNSW) managers 
to better understand the symptoms and 
health effects of smoke exposure and the 
mitigation strategies that can be adopted 
on the fire ground, says Darryl Dunbar, 
Manager of Fire and Rescue NSW’s 
Bushland Urban Interface Section.

“In developing its bushfire training 
programs and guidelines, FRNSW has drawn 
on information from Bushfire CRC’s research 
findings on smoke exposure management. 
This information is then applied by FRNSW 
operational personnel for safe firefighting 
operations during bush and grass fires 
and prescribed burns,” he said.

 Most recently, the organisation 
has been updating its guidelines on 
firefighter safety and is including the 
Bushfire CRC’s Field Guide to Smoke 
Exposure Management, by Dr Fabienne 
Reisen and Dr Mick Meyer of CSIRO, 
as a key supporting document for all 
operational personnel.

The Bushfire stakeholders 
meeting in progress
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Imagine you are an incident controller sitting in front 
of a computer screen that is showing you where a fire 
that’s just started is likely to head. Not just that, but 

also what houses and other structures in the fire’s path 
are likely to burn, and even the number and type of 
people living in the area – children, adults, elderly.

Think of the advantages of such a program in 
making speedy, accurate decisions about where best to 
send fire trucks and fire-suppression aircraft. In being 
able to issue timely, locality-specific warning messages. 
In judging whether this fire will become so bad that 
it might warrant recommending not only an early, 
orderly evacuation of communities in its way, but  
also identifying the least risky roads for people to  
get to safety.

Toolbox 
tipped to tackle fires 
faster and better

A computer program that will not only be able 
to help with all this and more in a fire, but will also 
be capable of use at any time in identifying what 
structures, streets and communities anywhere would 
be at risk should a fire occur, enabling those at risk to 
undertake remedial work around their properties to 
make them better fire-ready.

While such a program will not be ready this year 
or next, it is under development by collaborating 
teams of the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre 
researchers from Geoscience Australia, the University 
of Melbourne, the Bureau of Meteorology and  
two divisions of the CSIRO. It has the working  
name Fire Impact and Risk Evaluation Decision  
Support Toolbox.  

One of the Bushfire CRC extension’s biggest projects is to develop a prototype Fire Decision 
Support Toolbox – an advanced software program that will help fire managers fight bushfires 
faster and more effectively, while also identifying which parts of communities are most at risk 
from bushfires. The Bushfire CRC’s David McLoughlin reports.
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It links various models and projects developed during 
the first seven years of the Bushfire CRC, including  
the Phoenix RapidFire fire prediction model created 
by the University of Melbourne’s Dr Kevin Tolhurst 
during the first seven years of the Bushfire CRC.

Project leader Dr Bob Cechet of Geoscience 
Australia says the work of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission highlighted a need for a tool to 
assess the potential bushfire impacts on rural and 
rural-urban interface communities, responding to an 
immediate threat but also examining scenarios that 
may pose a future.

“When fully developed, the Toolbox will enable 
fire and land management authorities to develop 
appropriate fire impact and risk treatment options at 
local, regional and national levels,” he says.

Phoenix RapidFire will be the Toolbox’s engine. 
Phoenix RapidFire uses geographic and weather 
information to predict where a fire will go. It is now 
being used operationally in Victoria and under formal 
evaluation in New South Wales and South Australia.

Dr Tolhurst says reported Victorian fires are 
automatically simulated in Phoenix RapidFire to see 
their potential spread over six hours and the potential 
assets that might be affected. Additionally, a grid of 
ignitions across the whole state is run every morning 
to identify the areas most at risk from fire that day. 

“We aim to improve the feed of meteorological 
data including the development of a third vertical 
dimension, convection, to enable Phoenix RapidFire to 
accurately depict fire-spotting ember attack ahead of 
the main fire-front,” says Dr Tolhurst. 

“In addition, we are also planning to implement 
a more realistic fire suppression model to capture 
the ways in which resources are allocated to different 
sectors of a fire. The resulting firespread outcomes  

will be used by the advanced vulnerability and  
impact modules with [the Toolbox] to evaluate  
realistic impacts and costs which can be used to  
inform cost-benefit analysis for a range of land 
management options.”

The Toolbox is expected to add substantionally 
more information about weather, geography, 
structures, population and fire behaviour to the already 
advanced technology of Phoenix RapidFire.

David Youssef, Deputy Chief Officer of Melbourne’s 
MFB and one of two lead end users for the project, 
says the project is about assisting incident controllers 
in difficult situations, providing a product that is 
genuinely useful to them and the community.

“It will be a tool to allow incident management 
teams to tell communities where their vulnerabilities 
are,” he says. “I believe the technology will be able to 
show even how a fire will impact on structures in a 
particular street. It will add much better information 
on, and give an incident controller much better 
information on, what structures are in a community 
and the demographics of the people living there.”

Ian French of Geoscience Australia is bringing 
various databases and models together into an 
integrated system through a geographical information 
system (GIS) interface. The data includes vegetation, 
terrain, topography and weather as well as people, 
buildings and infrastructure. 

Pre-processed information, such as factors that 
determine the local wind and the regional wind and 
also the typical response of buildings to fire, will be 
linked with the buildings in the database, along with 
census-derived social and economic information. 

“Large bushfires are complex and unpredictable,” 
says Mr French. “They are greatly influenced by 
variations in wind and temperature, terrain and 
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vegetation. By varying the circumstances surrounding 
wildfires and modelling the likely impacts, the 
Toolbox will have the ability to run a large range of 
wildfire scenarios ranging from inconsequential to 
catastrophic which will inform the long-term fire risk 
for communities.”

Dr Jeff Kepert of the Bureau of Meteorology says 
the bureau’s new computer-based weather prediction 
system ACCESS uses better technology than its 
predecessor and is much more accurate and reliable. 

“We’re going to configure it for very high resolution, 
and apply it to severe fire weather conditions in rugged 
terrain. Modelling at this scale will really stretch the 
computers but is necessary to be able to understand the 
complex winds, temperatures and humidity that occur 
during events like Black Saturday. Once we’ve validated 
the modelled weather against case study observations, 
our partners in this project will use it as an input to 
their fire behaviour models – the aim here is to directly 
predict the spread, intensity and impact of a fire. We also 
plan to look at some alternate scenarios, such as what if 
the wind change arrived an hour earlier or later?”

Justin Leonard of CSIRO Ecosystem Science has 
undertaken considerable research for the Bushfire CRC 
into the effects of fire on structures such as homes, 
fences and water tanks, seeking to understand how 
the physical attributes of buildings interact with their 
surroundings during bushfires. This work is now being 
expanded as another part of the Toolbox project.

“We plan to characterise the behaviour of vegetative 
and non-vegetative elements found within the rural-
urban interface zone,” he says. “The research focus will 
be to provide consistent parameters that adequately 
describe the element properties and spatial relationship 
with their surroundings, so that simulations of the 
physical process that occurs during bushfire events can 
be performed.” 

The simulations will be validated against actual 
events and used to profile the vulnerability of existing 
and future rural-urban interfaces. The simulations will 
be performed on various two-dimension and three-
dimension interface scenes using spatial data, mainly 
aerial photography and LiDAR (aerial laser scanning).  

“We will address the need to combine the broader 
fuel definition used in bushfire behavior prediction 
with the very detailed fuel definition used in house 
damage and loss research, to come up with a system 
of defining fuels in rural-urban interface areas that are 
useful for contributing to the prediction of house loss.”

Another thread to the Toolbox is the effect 
of smoke. Dr Mick Meyer of CSIRO Marine and 
Atmospheric Research is investigating the smoke 
impacts on regional health from  severe bushfires and 

prescribed burning programs, as well as the risk of 
reduced visibility caused by ground-level smoke. 

His work involves the development of spatial 
smoke and chemical emissions estimates for major and 
extensive fire events in southern Australia, and the 
application of these estimates to several atmospheric 
transport models to predict tracer concentrations and 
surface impacts. 

“Through comparison of the predictions against 
observations, we plan to assess the sensitivity of the 
predictions to parameter values in the emissions model,” 
says Dr Meyer. “We think that the most significant areas 
of uncertainty will be plume rise and the dependence of 
emission factors on combustion properties.”

He is working with a Bushfire CRC fire behaviour 
project led by the CSIRO’s Dr Andrew Sullivan, to 
undertake experimental burns in the CSIRO Pyrotron 
- a fire wind tunnel – to measure emission factors for 
methane, nitrous oxide, particulates and relevant air 
toxins covering a range of fuels and fire intensities. 

All these strands of the Toolbox project need to be 
brought together in a working model by the end of the 
Bushfire CRC’s three-year extension in mid 2013. The 
work is so technologically ahead of almost anything 
else like it that the computer power to make it work 
in real time is not yet available, but the expectation 
is that this will be overcome as computer speeds and 
technology continue their rapid evolution.

Dr Cechet of Geoscience Australia says the focus of 
this current three-year project is to construct, develop 
and validate a prototype wildfire simulation system with 
the long-term aim to create a fully operational tool. 

The immediate research and development focus is 
on the estimation of the consequences of extreme fires 
based on the characteristics of vegetation, extreme 
fire weather, firespread, and smoke production and 
dispersion, considering three case study scenarios. 

“The next step will be evaluation by end users 
including land management and fire agencies. 
Following acceptance by agencies, we plan to 
implement robust computer software and hardware 
practices with the aim to make the Toolbox operational 
so that it can address potential bushfire response in 
near real-time,” says Dr Cechet.

Dr Kepert of the Bureau of Meteorology: “It will be 
some years before computers are powerful enough to 
run these very high resolution simulations in real time. 
But we plan to also use these simulations to better 
understand and interpret the resolutions that we can 
afford to run, today.”

The MFB’s David Youseff is confident the project 
will produce a model to run as a trial at the end of the 
three years. 

“Fire managers need to make quick decisions under 
extremely complex conditions,” he says. “They need to 
know where to direct firefighting resources and how 
best to protect the community. As more people move 
into the rural-urban interface, we need to continually 
update the way we approach fire safety. The Toolbox 
will allow us to keep our communities safer. The 
success of the planned research is likely to trigger the 
development of an operational tool and a roll-out of 
the Fire Decision Support Toolbox to Australian fire 
and emergency service agencies.”  

Grass and scrub fires 
in the Upwey region of 
Victoria in February 2009, 
could be simulated using 
the Fire Impact and Risk 
Evaluation Decision  
Support Toolbox. 
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The way we communicate in Australia and around 
the world has changed dramatically over the past 
decade. Social media platforms, once criticised as 

being trivial, are now widely used as an inexpensive 
marketing tool and as a way to keep informed of world 
news in real-time. However, faced with the recent 
natural disasters in Australia and across our region, 
namely the Victorian and Queensland floods, cyclone 
Yasi, the bushfires in Western Australia, the New 
Zealand earthquakes, and the Japan earthquakes and 
subsequent tsunami, social media has proven to be a 
vital communication tool for the emergency services 
in keeping communities informed in real-time, and is 
being used by individuals experiencing on-the-ground 
disasters to keep in touch with emergency workers, 
family and friends. 

We want it, and we want it NOW!
The fast pace in which iPhones, iPads and other 
smartphone technologies are being embraced by 
Australians means there is a reasonable expectation 
that emergency service agencies can communicate 
directly with the public – and in real-time. 

The Office of the Emergency Services 
Commissioner in Victoria and the Victorian State 

SOCIAL MEDIA IN 
EMERGENCY 
COMMUNICATIONS 

Recent emergencies have highlighted more than ever that 
communities expect to receive up-to-date information from 
agencies managing the emergency about what is happening 
and how it might impact on them and their families.

At the 2011 AFAC and Bushfire CRC conference in Sydney, 
the use of social media in disasters and how it has impacted 
on the communications process in both response and 
recovery phases of emergencies was discussed by a panel 
of experts. By Shesiedo Ringdahl, AFAC.

Emergency Service commissioned an independent 
research project to further understand and document 
social media activity during the 2011 Victorian floods. 
What they found was over 320,000 social media 
mentions relating to floods, with 12,000 social media 
items relating directly to the Victorian floods, using 
key words like ‘floods’, ‘emergencies’, ‘disaster’ and ‘rain’ 
to spread messages to the wider community.1 They 
also found that the use and volume of social media 
increased significantly with the population of the 
affected area.  

The Queensland Police Service (QPS) media watch 
unit is another example of how social media was used 
to keep communities informed during the Queensland 
floods and cyclone Yasi in early 2011. Through the use 
of social media, QPS was able to communicate directly 
to the people of Queensland and issue warnings and 
updates, which was invaluable in helping them to 
become more effective in supporting and serving the 
needs of the community during the crisis. In many 
cases, telephone lines were down and power outages 
were prevalent, meaning that through the use of 
smartphones, social media was a lifeline for individuals 
to keep in touch through Twitter, Facebook and other 
social media avenues. 
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The QPS Twitter account, @QPSMedia, grew from 
just 2000 to 14,000 followers during the peak of the 
Queensland floods,2 and they now have more than 
200,000 Facebook and 18,000 Twitter followers.3 

The Victorian State Emergency Service, the QPS 
and other emergency services use social media tools 
such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to keep 
communities informed and to educate them about 
risks. Agencies can also monitor misinformation 
broadcast through traditional media channels and 
issue the correct information. It is clear from the 
experts in this area that the information being posted 
on these social media sites benefits from being from an 
authoritative voice.

Social emergency
At the 2011 AFAC and Bushfire CRC Conference  
in Sydney a panel of experts spoke on the many 
different applications and use of social media in the 
emergency services. 

Darren Cutrupi, Media Manager for the Emergency 
Services Agency ACT; Dr Deanne Bird, research fellow 
at Risk Frontiers – Natural Hazards Research Centre 
at Macquarie University; Rebel Talbert, Operations 
Group Manager for the NSW Rural Fire Service; and 

Maurits van der Vlugt of Mercury Project Solutions, 
spoke on the emergence, use and applications of social 
media in urban and rural communities. 

In Darren Cutrupi’s presentation he outlined the 
‘death of the media release’, stating that the traditional 
media release and levels of approval are now totally 
out of pace with community expectation. The 
community cannot be expected to wait for an official 
announcement through traditional media channels, 
especially in times of need. The information needs 
to be reliable and any misinformation should be 
addressed immediately – and individuals are seeking 
this information. 

 “If we don’t provide the information, someone else 
will,” he said in his conference presentation. 

Following the floods in Queensland, a survey 
was distributed via Facebook to determine where 
individuals sourced their information. Dr Deanne Bird 
indicated in her presentation at the conference that  
it was interesting to see that survey respondents  
ranked the community Facebook group pages higher 
than government and media Facebook groups  
and websites in terms of accuracy, usefulness and 
providing up-to-date information. It should be noted,  
however, that the Emergency Management Queensland 



social media

20  |  Fire AustrAliA    summer 2011-12

website was also well visited and viewed as a reliable 
source of information. 

In her research, Dr Bird also found that upon the 
announcement that Cyclone Yasi was due to hit Far 
North Queensland, within a 12-hour period more than 
40,000 people viewed the new community Facebook 
page ‘Cyclone Yasi Update’, before the category 5 cyclone 
was due to cross the coast, and received 14,000 ‘likes’ just 
before the cyclone hit land. More than 76,000 people have 
now liked the ‘Cyclone Yasi Update’ Facebook page. These 
kinds of statistics are compelling and clearly indicate the 
desire from communities to be kept informed in real-time. 

Following the introduction of new bushfire danger 
ratings, alert levels and the use of the emergency alert 
telephone warning system, Rebel Talbert outlined 
how the NSW Rural Fire Service conducted a review 
after the first fire season that showed that in rural 
and small communities, Facebook and Twitter were 
not used as they were in more urban environments. 
Instead, rural communities tended to use more 
passive communication channels such as radio and 
information from trusted sources like family, friends 
and neighbours. This is an interesting comparison and 
highlights the importance of agencies being in tune 
with how to best communicate with urban and rural 
communities in emergency preparedness. 

Social planning
Maurits van der Vlugt reminded us that the challenge 
is how using social media channels can be extended 
into planning and preparation to strengthen 
community resilience now that the use of social media 
for emergency management is becoming more or less 
established, and even accepted, in the response and 
recovery phases. Through online applications such as 
Bushfire Connect, an online crisis service presenting 
real-time information submitted by local community 
members and emergency agencies, individuals know 
they can access reliable, dynamic and timely resources 
for people in fire threatened or damaged areas to 
enhance and extend the effectiveness of official data 
sources. The Bushfire Connect website contains maps 
of fire-related incidents added by people via SMS, 
email, Twitter, smartphone applications or through the 
website. People in remote areas needing information 
quickly can receive customised, automatic SMS alerts 
direct to their phones.

In the US, The Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) issued the report Five Years Later: An 
Assessment of the Post Katrina Emergency Management 
Reform Act on their approach to community 
preparedness, following hurricane Katrina.4  

Craig Fugate, Administrator for FEMA, outlines in 
the report how the agency has completely overhauled 
the way it communicates with the public in a disaster 
environment, post hurricane Katrina.

“Social media is an important part of the whole-
community approach because it helps facilitate the 
vital two-way communication between emergency 
management agencies and the public and it allows us 
to quickly and specifically share information with state, 
local, territorial and tribal governments as well as the 
public,” Mr Fugate said. 

“Rather than asking the public to change the way 
they communicate to fit our system, we are adapting 
the way we do business to fit the way the public  
already communicates.”

Social media platforms are not only used to inform 
communities, they are also a way for people to reach 
out to each other and express their feelings, creating 
a continued sense of community engagement and 
resilience building. It is seen as an essential resource 
to tap into and review informal communications – a 
previously inaccessible realm. 

There is no doubt that communities expect to be 
informed, and kept informed. Emergency services of 
the 21st century must embrace and incorporate social 
media technologies into their emergency preparedness 
plans. The benefits of embracing social networking 
now outweigh the risks. Communities not only want 
those charged with their safety to talk to them, they 
want to talk back and be listened to. 

Social media for emergency managers cannot 
start when the emergency does; the platforms need 
to be firmly in place and a social media strategy 
implemented prior to the emergence of a disaster. 
Although social media cannot be solely relied on,  
it should be used as a complement to a 
communications strategy by agencies; social media  
has the opportunity to have a far greater reach than 
many traditional media channels.    

Social media allows people the opportunity to 
engage in two-way conversation, and has emerged as a 
fully-fledged disaster response mechanism. 

Follow AFAC on Twitter: 
https://twitter.com/#!/AFACnews   
and Facebook: 
http://www.facebook.com/AFACnews 

For further information about the social media 
panel go to:  
http://knowledgeweb.afac.com.au/conference/
panels/social_media 

1  http://www.oesc.vic.gov.au/home/strategic+partnerships/oesc+-+social+media+in+the+victorian+floods+report 
2  http://www.police.qld.gov.au/Resources/Internet/services/reportsPublications/documents/QPSSocialMediaCaseStudy.pdf 
3  http://www.em.gov.au/News/Awards/Pages/2011AustralianSaferCommunitiesAwardsBooklet.aspx 
4  http://homeland.house.gov/sites/homeland.house.gov/files/Testimony%20Fugate_0.pdf
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On 7 December 2011 the Victorian Auditor-
General’s Office (VAGO) released a report on 
compliance with the Building Act 1993 which 

identified a range of concerns and recommendations 
for improvement. Of particular consequence for 
the fire protection industry and community is the 
identified lack of evidence to demonstrate compliance 
with fire safety standards.

Legislative reforms in the early 1990s ushered in a 
competitive building permit system in Victoria with 
a clear objective to increase approval efficiency by 
reducing the time required to obtain a building permit. 
Central to the reforms was the introduction of the 
ability for private building surveyors to issue building 
permits in the public interest in addition to municipal 
building surveyors.

FPA Australia is anecdotally aware that while 
these reforms have indeed reduced permit approval 
times, they have also inadvertently allowed a culture 
of inconsistency to develop as building surveying 
skills shortages and commercial challenges impact 
on decision-making. Coupled with a notable drop in 
documentation standards and quality of inspections, 
this situation results in an underperforming building 
control system in Victoria that erodes fire protection 
benchmarks and may not deliver on community 
expectations. VAGO has identified key concerns in  
this regard.

The introduction of the 1996 performance-based 
Building Code of Australia also increased expectations 
regarding the extent of documentation necessary 
to demonstrate building compliance and the skills 
necessary to determine if that compliance had been 
achieved. The approach to this aspect of the approval 
process remains inconsistent in Victoria, more so 
than other jurisdictions, as evident by presentations 
and discussions at the last three Fire Australia annual 
conferences, hosted by FPA Australia.

FPA Australia members rely heavily on the 
independent role of a building surveyor to ensure 
that minimum regulatory requirements in relation 

FPA Australia supports the Victorian Auditor-General’s 
Office recent recommendations concerning compliance 
with the Building Act 1993. A detailed response was issued 
in December 2011 supporting a consolidated industry 
forum to further discuss the report. 

Victorian building permit 
compliance – fire safety concerns

to building works are documented and checked for 
compliance prior to issuing a building permit. When 
this does not occur, it creates significant problems 
that can be increasingly magnified at each of the 
subsequent building phases: namely, installation, 
inspection, commissioning and maintenance. In 
many circumstances, issues not addressed at the 
initial approval stage remain a fire safety risk with 
the potential to impact on occupant and potentially 
firefighter safety.  

Ensuring that design requirements approved 
at building permit stage are implemented and 
commissioned appropriately is an additional concern 
of FPA Australia. It is noted that the VAGO report 
concentrated on desktop audits and excluded on-site 
inspections that would determine the extent of non-
compliance that may or may not exist in the built 
form. Improvements and education in this aspect of 
the overall approval role administered by building 
surveyors is also warranted and, where necessary 
should include the involvement of design fire safety 
engineers and independent system certifiers, to 
increase consistency and quality assurance.

Retrospective rectification works for fire safety 
features are often costly and may only be realised as a 
result of enforcement action that building owners must 
respond to.

VAGO has identified that: “Ninety-six per cent 
of permits examined did not comply with minimum 
statutory building and safety standards. Instead, our 
results have revealed a system marked by confusion 
and inadequate practice, including lack of transparency 
and accountability for decisions made. In consequence, 
there exists significant scope for collusion and conflicts 
of interest.” 

There is also some indication from VAGO that the 
higher levels of non-compliance identified relate to 
commercial building permits. From a fire protection 
perspective, this is unsurprising, as the majority of 
requirements for fire protection systems and associated 
complexities apply to commercial buildings.
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Furthermore in relation to commercial projects, 
the VAGO report confirms that: “Advice from building 
surveyors during the audit indicated that the above 
issues mainly affected smaller commercial projects, 
where limited resources often meant technical 
specialists such as fire engineers, with the expertise 
necessary to oversee fire safety requirements  
and identify suitable alternative solutions, were  
not engaged.”  

FPA Australia considers that there are suitable 
numbers of fire safety engineers in Victoria for the 
majority of fire safety alternative solutions associated 
with commercial buildings. There is a strong 
desire though amongst some building surveyors to 
participate in design aspects of alternative solutions 
rather than require a registered fire safety engineer 
to independently perform this task. Section 79 of the 
Act currently outlines expectations clearly regarding 
building surveyors being independent from design 
work, however the clarity afforded by the regulations 
relating to this issue could be improved.

The VAGO audit has also found that: “… it is 
common industry practice for building surveyors 
to inappropriately abdicate some of their technical 
assessments to third parties, or to defer assessing 
the compliance of some proposed works until after 
construction has commenced, which is contrary to 
the building permit process as set out in the Act and 
regulations. These issues were most evident in relation 
to assessments against the fire safety provisions of  
the BCA ...”

‘Who checks the checkers?’ is a question commonly 
asked of any approval system and in this instance 
VAGO have identified that more targeted and 
technically-based surveillance of building surveyor 
activities is necessary to demonstrate that “building 
surveyors are effectively discharging their role  
to uphold and enforce minimum building and  
safety standards.”

FPA Australia welcomes this report by the Victorian 
Auditor-General’s Office and broadly supports the 

recommendations made to improve the building 
permit process. In particular FPA Australia supports:

1 A review of the building permit system’s 
effectiveness, particularly regarding the design, 

approval and commissioning of fire safety measures 
and associated alternative solutions.

2 Strengthening and enforcement of the regulations 
to clearly identify the difference between design, 

and determining compliance so that a building permit 
can be issued, in order to enforce the pecuniary 
interest provisions of section 79 of the Act and prevent 
building surveyors from issuing building permits for 
designs they have directly or indirectly been involved 
in developing.

3 Comprehensive risk-based auditing of building 
surveyor competency regarding critical safety  

and technical issues, including approval of fire  
safety alternative solutions. Investigators  
undertaking this auditing having extensive  
building surveying experience.

4 Increased educational resources and programs 
to support best practice and the introduction of 

a mandatory requirement for continuing professional 
development (CPD) of building surveyors.   

FPA Australia considers that all stakeholders have a 
responsibility to contribute to a better building control 
system in Victoria and the Association will work with 
the Victorian Government, the Australian Institute of 
Building Surveyors and the industry to increase the 
skills and respect associated with requirements for the 
design and approval of fire safety requirements.

To this end FPA Australia recommends that all 
stakeholders should convene and contribute to an 
industry forum or summit that specifically identifies 
current concerns and issues using the VAGO report as 
a basis to determine opportunities for improvement of 
the building control system in Victoria. 

For more information contact:  
technical@fpaa.com.au



Black Saturday

24  |  Fire AustrAliA    summer 2011-12

when evaluating separate events. Key features of an 
economic approach are: that it assesses the impacts 
on all members of a society; it assesses impacts that 
are difficult to quantify; it assesses negative as well as 
positive impacts (thereby estimating the net cost); and 
that it places a temporal and spatial boundary around 
the assessment area. The impacts of the Black Saturday 
fires were assessed up to May 2010, one year after the 
final fire was declared safe, thereby allowing those 
impacts not immediately obvious, and longer term 
indirect impacts, to be accounted for. 

Once the total losses and benefits were estimated, 
the net cost was found by subtracting the benefits 
from the losses. The geographical boundary enables 
the flow of goods and services (and the costs of these) 
to be accounted for and identifies what is a loss, 
benefit or transfer. Losses can be viewed as the loss of 
goods and services within the assessment boundary 
(such as crops, buildings, loss of business), while the 
compensation can be measured by the flow of goods and 
services (including money) into the assessment area. 

Some impacts were not estimated in this 
assessment. Timber losses in state forests were not 
valued, as the data were not available at the time of 
the analysis. Indirect impacts regarding disruption 
to businesses, transport networks, essential service 
provision, public services and households and health 
impacts were not valued. Identifying indirect costs  
can be difficult, as detailed business and household 
surveys are the best ways to obtain information  
on which calculations can be made. As a result, 
the cost of emergency response and smoke taint 
in viticulture crops were the only indirect impacts 
estimated. The cost of carbon released during the  
fire was not valued individually, as it was already 
included in the Costanza et al. (1997) framework 
under gas regulation.

Black 
Saturday 
coStS 

much more than firefighting 
BillS and Building loSSeS

The Victorian Black Saturday fires of 7 February 
2009 were among the worst in Australia’s history, 
killing 173 people and directly impacting on 

78 towns, leaving some unrecognisable. These 
fires resulted in widespread economic, social and 
environmental destruction and disruption. Previous 
studies have estimated the costs of severe bushfires on 
society using economic analysis, with the 2001 Bureau 
of Transport Economics, for example, estimating the 
total cost of the 1983 Ash Wednesday Fires at $1.32 
billion (in 2009 Australian dollars, used for all values 
in this article). 

The purpose of our study was to collect as much 
information as possible and estimate the net cost 
(losses minus compensation in the form of government 
aid, donations and insurance) of the Black Saturday 
fires using an economic analysis framework. Contrary 
to many previous studies, however, an extensive 
range of impacts were valued, including those not 
normally incorporated into a single assessment, such 
as infrastructure losses within state and national parks, 
timber losses, fatalities and injuries, environmental 
losses and the money flowing into the affected areas 
after a fire. 

Although many hundreds of fires began on or 
around Black Saturday, 12 fires were selected for 
analysis due to the severity of their impacts: Delburn 
(began 29 January), Bunyip (began 4 February), 
Kilmore East, Horsham, Coleraine, Pomborneit-
Weerite, Churchill, Murrindindi, Redesdale, Bendigo, 
Beechworth-Mudgegonga (all began 7 February) and 
Wilsons Promontory (began 8 February).

Loss assessments based on sound economic 
principles are an important method for measuring 
the losses and compensation resulting from bushfires 
and other natural disasters, as they provide rigorous 
and unbiased information and enable comparability 

the 2009 Victorian Black Saturday bushfires cost a net $942 million, 
calculates catherine Stephenson, research officer, and John 
handmer, director, centre for risk and community Safety, rmit 
university and Bushfire crc. in this article, they describe how they 
valued the impacts of the fires, with the costs extending beyond the 
clearly visible suppression activities and building losses to include 
less obvious economic, social and environmental costs.
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Estimated costs of the 2009  
Black Saturday fires
The estimated net cost of the Black Saturday fires was 
$942 million, being the difference between the total 
losses and total benefits. The impact categories that 
contributed to the total losses and benefits for the 
Black Saturday fires are shown in the accompanying 
table. Agricultural impacts were found to be the 
highest (25 per cent), with fatalities (22 per cent) and 
the destruction of residential buildings (21 per cent) 
also resulting in large losses. 

Total losses were just over $2.9 billion. Total 
benefits came to just under $2 billion, equating to 68 
per cent of the total losses. Over half of the benefits 
received were provided by the insurance industry (55 
per cent), government aid in the form of financial 
assistance and recovery programs also provided a 
significant amount, 26 per cent, followed by donations 
at 19 per cent. The amount of donations received was 
substantial, being acknowledged as the largest single 
charitable appeal in Australia’s history.

When accounting for bushfire losses in the future, 
the results of our study indicate a number of high 
priority impacts that led to substantial losses and hence 
efforts should be made to manage these impacts to 
mitigate future costs.

Human lives
The highest priority when responding to natural 
disasters is the preservation of life. The Black Saturday 
fires resulted in 173 fatalities, 130 serious injuries 
and 670 minor injuries. The total loss attributed to 
fatalities and injuries was $714 million. Although it 
is inappropriate to place a dollar value on a life in 
one sense, the 2001 Bureau of Transport Economics 
report argues that estimating the costs of intangible 
impacts such as this, generates better opportunities for 

more informed decision-making. It also creates a more 
accurate and holistic estimate of the total economic loss 
that is used by policymakers when making decisions 
about hazard prevention and mitigation strategies.

Agriculture
The agricultural industry sustained the highest loss 
with $733 million. Of this, losses to the viticulture 
industry accounted for $330 million or 45 per cent. 
This was the result of direct contact with the flames 
and the spoiling of grapes through smoke taint. Since 
smoke taint is such an expensive impact, government 
agencies, universities and the wine industry are 
working together to understand the impact of smoke 
on grape quality and find ways to combat it.  

Houses, commercial, industrial and 
community buildings
The Black Saturday fires reduced whole towns to ash 
and rubble, destroying 2300 houses, 57 business and 
numerous community buildings, such as schools, 
police stations and community centres. The total cost 
of this destruction was estimated to be $661 million, or 
22 per cent of the total losses. 

Environmental losses
The lack of ecosystem service values relating to 
Australian natural environments was a large limitation 
in analysing the impact on the environment. Even 
so, the 1997 Costanza et al. framework resulted in a 
value of $366 million and highlights how valuable the 
environment is when compared to other loss types.

Even without knowledge of the study of ‘ecosystem 
services’, their importance is implicitly recognised, 
being given a high priority by land and fire managers. 
A prime example is the early recognition during the 
2006-07 Great Divide Fires that the Thompson Dam 

the aftermath of the 
Black Saturday fires on 
the kinglake ranges
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catchment (the main source of Melbourne’s water) was 
under threat, which was saved by the construction of a 
107-kilometre control line. Translating the importance 
of the environment into a dollar value is therefore 
an important step in an economic loss assessment, 
providing valuable data for the development of policies 
and prevention, preparedness, response and recovery 
(PPRR) strategies and risk management.

Policy and land management implications
Fire and land managers have the task of managing 
bushfire threats by using different methods to 
minimise economic, social and environmental losses 
with limited human and financial resources. For this 
reason, land managers are required to make choices 
and trade-offs between these limited resources. This 
concept of allocating scarce resources is the primary 
concern of economics. The results produced in this 
loss assessment will increase the range of information 
available to those in land and fire management, on 
which more informed decisions can be made. The 
applications of this analysis are broad. For example, 
the results of this analysis coupled with resource use 
information (for example firefighters, vehicles, aircraft) 
may assist with resource allocation. It could also be 
used in conjunction with existing tools and knowledge 
to select between alternative fire suppression 
technologies (or at the very least, select a number of 
options that give the best overall outcome), or be used 
in a risk management framework to identify important 
assets or regions to protect.

Policymakers may also find the results of this study, 
as well as the general concept of using an economic 
framework, helpful because it presents a common 
basis for valuing impacts. It also provides actual data 
on which policy decisions could be justified (although 
this data should not be the only evidence used to 

create and justify policies). Along with other tools and 
information on which decisions are made, the data 
presented in this study may assist policymakers to 
compare the losses and benefits within and between 
each individual fire and construct policies that 
minimise the losses. 

Future research needs
While collecting and valuing fire impacts, some 
important knowledge gaps became apparent. The most 
noticeable was the lack of ecosystem service values 
relating to Australian natural environments. This is a 
contentious area, with the question not so much about 
whether ecosystem services should be valued, but how 
they should be valued. Several international reports 
exist that tackle this issue. Applying the concepts 
described in such reports to Australian conditions 
would allow more accurate estimates to be made. 

Practical applications of this study
The information obtained through analysing the 
costs associated with severe fires can be used to 
inform and support strategic fire risk management 
for communities, industry and the environment. It 
will assist in updating state-level risk assessments, 
inform the risk framework and inform the next steps 
to understanding the overall impacts of differing fire 
regimes and planned burning. It will assist recovery 
planning. The literature review and literature database 
developed for the study will be used by the Victorian 
Department of Sustainability and Environment’s 
Bushfire Rapid Risk Assessment Teams. 

This is an abridged version of a longer article, 
Estimating the net cost of the 2009 Black Saturday 
fires to the affected regions, which can be found on 
the Bushfire CRC website: www.bushfirecrc.com

Breakdown of the total losses and benefits  
resulting from the Black Saturday fires

impact category cost ($ 
millions)

Percentage 
of total 

losses
Residential buildings and contents $623 21%
Commercial, industrial and public buildings and contents $38 1%
Park buildings, contents and infrastructure $34 1%
Public infrastructure (inc. utilities and roads) $7 0%
Agriculture (inc. stock, feed, crops, buildings and fencing) $733 25%
Timber (plantation) $80 3%
Emergency response operations $344 12%
Fatalities $643 22%
Injuries $71 2%
Environment $366 12%
total $2.939
Benefits
Government aid and programs $517 26%
Donations $389 19%
Insurance $1.092 55%
total $1.998
net loss $942
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Education and 
maintEnancE  
thE kEy thEmE at  
FirE australia 2011

After three days of interesting topics, diverse speakers 
and interactive workshops, Fire Australia 2011 
concluded in Adelaide last November.

The conference theme was Education and 
Maintenance, and industry professionals from a 
range of specialist areas presented on various topics 
surrounding this theme.

In this edition of Fire Australia you will find 
information on the areas that attracted the most 
interest across the three days, along with images and 
news from various aspects of the event, including 
special award winners.

The annual charity dinner raised approximately 
$13,000 for the Women’s and Children’s Hospital 
Burns Service, Adelaide, thanks to generous donations 
and a massive auction on the night.  

A copy of the conference resolutions is  
available and can be downloaded by visiting  
www.fireaustralia.com.au, as can a certificate of 
attendance for Continuing Professional Development.  

The Hon Jennifer 
Rankine, Minister for 
Emergency Services 
SA, officially opens Fire 
Australia 2011.

The annual charity  
dinner raised $13,000 for 
the Adelaide Women’s 
and Children’s Hospital 
Burns Service.
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Qantas air safety chief urges 
better regulation standards for 
fire protection industry
The fire protection industry must strive for excellence in safety 
and regulation standards according to Qantas Air Safety Manager, 
Darren Cook, pictured above, right.

Speaking at Fire Australia 2011, Cook said that safety was the 
airline’s number one priority and urged the fire protection industry 
to embrace the challenge of improving maintenance and safety 
requirements with a ‘make it happen’ mentality.

 Cook said the fire protection and aviation industries shared 
the same responsibility of a ‘safety first’ expectation.

“Safety is our number one priority at Qantas,” Cook said.
“When it comes to safety, there is no question or concern 

for us to say that we are more than happy to put a plane on the 
ground to make sure it’s safe and safe for our passengers.

“And in regards to safety, there is nothing more important 
than maintenance of our aircrafts. The same applies to the 
maintenance of fire protection equipment. 

“If there is a bigger fear then I don’t know what it is, than fire on 
board an aircraft,” Cook said.

Cook spoke in detail on how the aviation industry manages its 
maintenance and education during his presentation.

FPA Australia CEO, Scott Williams, said the importance of 
safety in the fire protection industry would be the key message 
and focus of the conference.

“People know when they get onto an aircraft, whether it is 
Qantas or another carrier, that absolutely everything has been 
done to ensure the aircraft meets all safety standards and is 
airworthy from a safety perspective,” Williams said.

“You only have to look at recent events is Australia, where the 
entire fleet of aviation companies have been grounded in the 
event of major safety concerns.

“The fire protection industry needs to take leadership  
from the aviation industry and its strong regulatory and 
governance framework to ensure all safety measures are met  
with complete accountability.

“So in the same way a plane doesn’t fly if safety standards are 
not acceptable, buildings should no longer be occupied unless 
the proper fire protection measures are met.

 “We want far better safety outcomes, and it all starts with 
advocating the importance of education and the appropriate 
qualifications,” Williams said.

Insurance was a key theme throughout Fire Australia 2011 at 
the Adelaide Convention Centre.

A high percentage of businesses within the fire protection 
industry are currently exposed to potential legal action despite 
believing they have adequate insurance coverage.

Professor Kim Lovegrove, one of Australia’s leading lawyers 
synonymous with fire protection cases, pictured below, offered 
his legal perspective on insurance and the obligations of the 
contracted supplier during his presentation on the second day 
of the conference.

He was the principal legal adviser to the Victorian Government 
on the development and implementation of the Building Act 
Victoria 1993 and New South Wales Government on the Part 4 
reforms to the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act.

He also headed up the team that developed the National 
Model Building Act and is considered the foremost authority in 
Victoria and New South Wales on building regulations.

Fire Protection Association Australia (FPA Australia) CEO, 
Scott Williams, said it was important everyone within the fire 
protection industry was aware of the importance of having the 
right type of business insurance.

“Having business insurance does not mean you are 100 
per cent covered from litigation and we have been very active 
in trying to educate our industry on the subject of insurance,” 
Williams said.

“Only by mitigating risk and obtaining the relevant coverage 
can you avoid losses to your business and potential criminal 

prosecution should the 
unexpected happen.”

FPA Australia held a series 
of half-day seminars across 
Australia in October aimed 
at highlighting the leading 
issues facing the  
fire protection industry  
from an insurance, legal  
and risk perspective. 

The Association also 
introduced a compulsory 
level of Public and Products 
Liability Insurance on 

1 September 2011 for its corporate members. Williams 
said this decision was aimed at increasing the profile and 
professionalism of the fire protection industry.

“This was just one of a range of initiatives necessary to 
ensure that the wider industry and community choosing the 
services of FPA Australia corporate members could do so with 
confidence that these members held appropriate insurance,” 
Williams said.

“Liability insurance is considered to protect both the 
consumer and individual member interests and the Association is 
proud to advocate this requirement to underline the responsible 
business practices of FPA Australia corporate members.

“FPA Australia contends that minimum insurance 
requirements are appropriate and reflective of the complexity 
of the work its corporate members undertake. 

“Establishing insurance expectations is reflective of the 
increasing maturity of the fire protection industry in Australia 
and is a significant step forward,” Williams said. 

Fire protection industry  
brings insurance into focus
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Vigilance needed after 
Sydney nursing home fire
The tragic events of a fire at a Sydney nursing home on the 
morning of Friday, 18 November 2011, has emphasised the 
importance of early warning and adequate fire protection 
systems and maintenance, according to the country’s peak fire 
protection body, FPA Australia.

At the time of writing, eight people had been confirmed 
dead and over 20 injured after a blaze at the Quakers Hill 
Nursing Home in Sydney’s northwest.

FPA Australia CEO, Scott Williams, said the incident served 
as a reminder that residents of buildings and building owners 
need to be vigilant when it comes to fire protection.

“The events of this morning can only be described as tragic 
and our hearts go out to the family and friends of everyone 
who has been affected,” Williams said.

“Unfortunately fire does not hold any prejudices and events 
like this highlight the importance of residents and owners of all 
buildings being vigilant with their plans and procedures when it 
comes to fire protection.

“This type of facility should have the highest level of 
protection to both alert occupants and the emergency services 
to danger, and supress or limit the spread of smoke, fire and 
damage caused.

“The Building Code of Australia establishes minimum 
requirements for this class of building for all new construction.

“Some states have also included retrospective fire 
protection requirements for existing buildings of this  
use, recognising the risks inherent due to the mobility of  
the occupants.

“FPA Australia encourages the installation of appropriate 
fire safety measures to address the risk posed by the building 
type, age and use,” Williams said.

Williams said the incident highlighted the importance of well-
rehearsed and well planned emergency evacuation procedures.

FPA Australia organised and held conferences such as 
Fire Australia 2011, which this year focused on Education 
and Maintenance, to ensure experts in the industry remain 
educated on fire protection.

“The proper design, installation, commissioning and 
maintenance of fire protection equipment is critically important 
to protect life, property and the environment.”

The Ron Coffey Award is for academic excellence and the 
highest gross result in Bushfire Planning and Design through 
completion of the Diploma in Bushfire Protection at the 
University of Western Sydney. 

David Cannon, an environmental engineer with Watkinson 
Apperley Pty Ltd located on the south coast of NSW, was this 

year’s winner. 
David is an FPA Australia BPAD Certified Practitioner 

and has a Bachelor of Environmental Engineering 
Science and Graduate Diploma in Bushfire Protection 

with Distinction. He also has six years of experience as 
an environmental engineer.

David Cannon (left) is presented with the Ron Coffey 
Award by FPA Australia Junior Vice President, Chris Orr.

David Cannon receives  
Ron Coffey Award

Next year’s Fire Australia 2012  
Conference & Exhibition  

will return to the fringe of Melbourne’s CBD  
on similar dates,  

please note them in your diary: 

Melbourne Convention  
and Exhibition Centre

Wednesday 14 to Friday 16 November 2012
The theme for 2012 will be  

“The True Cost of Fire: Life Property Environment”.
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FireSense wins 
Best Exhibit Award
Fire Australia 2011 concluded 
with a farewell lunch on Friday, 18 
November, where some further 
awards were announced.

This year’s ‘Best Exhibit Award’ 
went to FireSense (above), the 
Exhibitor’s Choice Award’ went to 
Brooks (left), while the Fire Australia 
magazine ‘Best Article Award’ went 
to Shan Raffel (Queensland Fire 
& Rescue Service) for his paper on 
the Compressed Air Foam Systems 
Evaluation Project.

John Nicholson and Paul Leslie receive 
Meritorious Service Awards
John Nicholson and Paul Leslie were each awarded a Meritorious Service Award at this 
year’s VIP Dinner.

The award recognises members of FPA Australia who have made a contribution that 
requires special acknowledgement. 

John, who was presented his award by FPA Australia Honorary Life Member, Rob 
Llewellyn, represents FPA Australia on FP20 (AS 3959) Construction of Buildings in 
Bushfire Prone Areas and is the Chair of TAC20 Bushfire Safety.

He appeared at the Black Saturday Bushfire Royal Commission and was employed 
by the Country Fire Authority (CFA) for 32 years in roles such as Director of Risk 
Management and Deputy Chief Officer Prevention.

He is no stranger to such accolades, and is a previous winner of the Australian Fire 
Services Medal in 1994 for his contribution to leadership and services to the CFA and the 
wider community.

Paul Leslie was presented his award by Honorary Life Member, Barry Lee OAM. 
Paul works for Xtralis as Special Practices Manager for Asia Pacific and has worked in 

the industry for 35 years.
His involvement includes being a representative of Australian Standards on FP002  

Alarms, he is a part of the Australian working groups including AS 1851 and AS 1670.1 
and is also a member of FPA Australia Queensland State Divisional Committee.

He is a member of FPA Australia Technical Committees – TAC 1, TAC 2 and TAC 23 
and FPA Australia SIG groups Marine and Aviation, while also works on the ISO Working 
Group, ISO Aspirating Smoke Detection and ISO Duct Detection.

Meritorious Awards are at the discretion of the Board of Directors and may be made 
for one or more of the following reasons:

  Contribution to a technical advisory committee, special interest group, state divisional 
committee or the board of directors over a reasonable period of time.

  Involvement in a project relating to the fire protection industry where a major personal 
contribution has been made.

  Representation of the Association at a local, state, federal or international level in 
pursuit of the goals of the Association.
FPA Australia congratulates both John and Paul on their outstanding contribution to 

the fire protection industry. 

Below: Paul Leslie (left) was 
presented his Meritorious 
Service Award by Honorary Life 
Member, Barry Lee OAM. 

Right: John Nicholson (left) was 
presented his Meritorious Service 

Award by FPA Australia Honorary 
Life Member, Rob Llewellyn.
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On Tuesday 17 January 2012 FPA 
Australia, in conjunction with 
the Country Fire Authority, the 

Victorian Building Commission and the 
Victorian Department of Planning and 
Community Development, held a seminar 
for consultants who undertake bushfire 
planning and design work in Victoria.

This was the first time that such  
an event had been held in Victoria. 
The event supports Recommendation 
55 of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 
Royal Commission Final Report which 
recommended that regular training  
and guidance material be provided to 
planning and building practitioners to 
improve their understanding of bushfire 
risk management. 

The seminar provided an opportunity 
for key stakeholders to come together to 
learn from each other following recent 
regulatory reform in Victoria which 
included the introduction of new bushfire 
planning provisions and amendments to 
building regulations.

In opening the seminar, FPA Australia 
CEO Scott Williams acknowledged the 
importance of bringing together regulators, 

Victorian bushfire 
planning and design 
consultants seminar
By Chris Wyborn,  
Senior Technical Officer, FPA Australia

fire authorities and consultants and the 
need to increase and strengthen the 
relationship between the parties to deliver 
better outcomes for the community.

Attendees were provided with detailed 
presentations on the recent regulatory 
amendments implemented in response to 
numerous recommendations of the 2009 
Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission. 
The information presented included  
details on:

  the application of the new planning 
provisions relating to bushfires;

  the information required when lodging  
a planning application, including details 
of how applications referred to CFA will 
be managed;

  the available methods of conducting a 
bushfire attack level assessment;

  the amendments to the building 
regulations and the interaction between 
building and planning in relation to 
bushfire matters;

  the type of evidence necessary to  
support the use of alternative  
solutions; and

  the proposed tertiary course for bushfire 
planning and design practitioners.

A key theme arising from the seminar 
was the need for bushfire consultants to 
have their knowledge, skills and experience 
recognised. All speakers supported the 
introduction of FPA Australia’s Bushfire 
Planning and Design (BPAD) certification 
scheme to Victoria. An overview of the 
scheme, which has operated successfully 
in New South Wales since 2002, was 
presented in the final session of the day. 
The presentation included details of the 
planned structure and implementation of 
the BPAD scheme for Victoria with further 
details on the roll out to be announced in 
the coming months.

The seminar concluded with a panel 
session allowing consultants to ask 
the presenters questions to clarify the 
information provided and to enhance  
their understanding of the regulatory 
changes and their practical implementation 
in Victoria.

FPA Australia will continue to identify 
opportunities for similar seminars in the 
future in order to provide its members with 
the latest information on bushfire matters 
and continue the professional development 
of the bushfire consultancy industry. 
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Unquestionably, prescribed burning is inherently 
risky and requires expert planning and execution. 
It is also becoming more complex due to a range 

of social and demographic factors such as where 
people are choosing to live. Conversely, there is an 
increased expectation from governments and the 
community that burning be conducted without mishap 
while meeting multiple objectives. 

The key challenges of delivering prescribed burning 
programs are in:

  balancing the competing objectives of reducing risks 
to humans and to biodiversity;

  designing scientifically rigorous strategic programs 
to manage the full suite of risks; and

  identifying and utilising every burning opportunity 
and marshalling the resources required to deliver 
programs within the burning window.

In recognition of the inherent difficulty of meeting 
these challenges, the Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Services Authorities Council (AFAC) has instigated a 
National Burning Project (NBP) – a joint collaboration 
of the Forest Fire Management Group (FFMG), a 
subcommittee of the Primary Industries Ministerial 
Council, and AFAC’s Rural and Land Management Group. 

The NBP’s objective is to develop a national 
approach to reduce bushfire risk to the Australian and 
New Zealand communities through the comprehensive 
management of prescribed burning at a landscape 
level to balance operational, ecological and community 
health risks. 

national burning project
Hardly a fire season passes without some major controversy related to prescribed  
burning. From complaints about smoke, concern about too much or too little burning,  
or angst about unintended property damage, prescribed burning remains a divisive issue 
despite official endorsements of its use from a range of recent national and state inquiries, 
including the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission. By Gary Featherston, AFAC.

This is consistent with the National Bushfire 
Management Policy Statement for Forests and 
Rangelands which has core objectives to reduce the 
occurrence, severity and impact of bushfires, and 
enhance the resilience of our natural ecosystems 
through the strategic management of fire.  
The Statement focuses on the role of planned  
fire, which is the only technique available for  
the wider reduction of fuel hazard in fire prone  
and fire-adapted communities. It provides a  
framework for a collaborative approach to risk  
and adaptive management. 

The rationale for the NBP can also be considered in 
terms of five distinct categories:

LegisLation  There is a need for harmonised legislation 
across national jurisdictions to obligate land managers 
to manage fuel levels. Current legislation primarily 
addresses fire suppression. Legislation is also needed 
to protect individuals and agencies undertaking 
prescribed burning from the associated risks (legal 
liability), provide legal precedent when conflicts 
arise between other legal obligations (such as air 
quality, town planning, nature conservation, etc), 
and to provide continuity in approach that will span 
government political tenures.

training and competency  There is a need for 
personnel and agencies involved in prescribed burning 
operations to be able to demonstrate that skills and 
systems used are of an acceptable national industry 

prescribed burning 
presents considerable 
challenges on 
environmental, scientific 
and community levels.
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standard. Training is presently jurisdictional. Cross-
jurisdictional training standards and delivery would 
be of great benefit and provide fertile cross-cultural 
sharing of approaches, information and resources at 
minimal cost.

tooLs and knowLedge  Ongoing research is needed 
to underpin the scientific basis of prescribed fire and 
to ensure that best practice is constantly improved and 
made available to practitioners. This knowledge needs 
to be incorporated into planning, implementation and 
monitoring tools (such as prescribed fire behaviour 
models, risk assessment and option development, 
prescribed fire plan development tools, pre and post-
prescribed fire monitoring protocols leading to an 
effective adaptive management approach, etc). There 
is also a need for a national forum that convenes 
regularly to allow prescribed burning practitioners and 
land managers to share and compare knowledge.

technicaL and operationaL r&d  Many of the tools 
and techniques used to apply prescribed fire have 
been developed by practitioners over many years. 
However, these developments (in the main) have been 
uncoordinated and limited to meeting only local or 
sectarian needs. New technologies such as unmanned 
aircraft, miniaturisation of incendiary delivery 
systems, remote sensing technology and digital 
decision support tools, are providing huge potential 
for improved operational efficiency and effectiveness. 
Multi-jurisdictional collaboration in these areas would 
provide significant benefit and cost-effectiveness to 
responsible land and fire agencies across Australia.

community information and support  Prescribed 
burning programs are unlikely to persist if they cannot 
engender local and broad-based community support. 
This must be based on a clear understanding and 
acceptance of the costs (financial and environmental), 
the risks involved in undertaking such operations, and 
the risks, costs and consequences of not undertaking 
such operations. Community understanding and 
support is an expensive, ongoing, intergenerational 
process of information dissemination and engagement. 
It cannot stop, lest all previous good work be lost.

In an overall sense, the NBP aims to fulfil a need 
to consolidate agency views, supported by science and 
experience, into a national framework that describes 
why prescribed fire is necessary, its acknowledged 
risks, and how it can be used competently, effectively 

and efficiently to achieve its various objectives. This 
framework will allow agencies to design processes 
collaboratively that are supported by the science and 
authoritative sources of knowledge. 

The NBP framework will be comprised of the 
outputs of 10 sub-projects.
1   Review the fire science and knowledge
2  Analysis of objectives
3  Risk and monitoring framework
4  Best Practice Guidelines for prescribed burning
5  National Bushfire Fuel Classification
6  National position
7  Prescribed burning competencies
8  Training material
9  Training delivery
10 Resource optimisation.

The national framework needs to allow for the 
flexibility for individual jurisdictions to operate 
consistent with their specific legislation and 
requirements, for innovation and the testing of new 
technologies and approaches. It will also support 
member agencies’ processes and Codes of Practice. 
The benefits flowing from it will include the greater 
authority that comes from accessing the best available 
guidance, greater economy of establishing a single view 
and greater inter-operability with common standards 
and approaches. 

Several of these NBP sub-projects (1, 3, 4 and 5, 
above) are already under way using funding obtained 
from National Emergency Management Projects (NEMP) 
grants for 2011-12 provided by the Australian Government.

While it is envisaged that the design phase of the 
NBP framework will be completed by June 2013,  
it is also acknowledged that full implementation by 
agencies may take five to 10 years after allowing for 
feedback, review and potential modification.

The NBP is supported by public land management 
agencies and rural fire services in every Australian 
state, the Northern Territory, ACT and New Zealand. 
It is being governed by a steering committee comprised 
of representatives from each of these jurisdictions, 
chaired by Ewan Waller, Chief Fire Officer, 
Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
Victoria. Executive support and administration is being 
provided by AFAC. 

For further details: Contact Gary Featherston, 
Manager, Rural and Land Management, AFAC.  
Phone 03 9418 5217  
or email gary.featherston@afac.com.au 

community education 
and support is vital for 
prescribed burning to 
continue.
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Before Bushfire CRC PhD scholar Briony Towers 
began talking to children as part of research into 
children’s knowledge of bushfire hazards, few if 

any researchers into disasters and hazards had asked 
children what they knew about such matters, instead 
getting their information from parents or others close 
to children. 

Up to December 2008, Briony interviewed 131 
children aged from 5 to 12 in high-risk locations in 
Victoria (Macedon and Warrandyte) and Tasmania 
(Huonville and Bothwell). Through the use of 
child-friendly qualitative research methods, such 
as group discussion, drawing, structured scenarios 
and puppet play, the children were able to articulate 
their knowledge of the conditions and processes that 
create bushfire hazards as well as the conditions and 
processes that mitigate or prevent them.

Because her data was collected before the February 
2009 Victorian Black Saturday fires, the children’s 
knowledge and understanding had not been affected 
by the high profile of those fires.

“The research challenges the notion that children 
lack the abilities to participate in bushfire hazard 
management,” says Briony. “Rather, when provided 
with the opportunity to engage in fire-related 
discussions and activities that respect their perspectives 
and capacities, they are able to comprehend many of 
the concepts and processes that reduce bushfire risk. 
As such, children represent an important resource, 
albeit currently under-used, for the development of 
resilient households and communities.” 

Briony’s work has been recognised as so 
outstanding that various authorities began drawing on 
it well before she presented her PhD thesis in late 2011.

In 2009, the Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Services Authorities Council (AFAC) and Victoria’s 
Country Fire Authority partnered with 3D animation 
company Ettamogah to develop the Li’l Safety Club  
– a children’s bushfire education campaign for 
television, radio and internet. Briony’s research 
provided an evidence base for the development of ten 
30-second safety messages that were screened across 
all free-to-air channels across south-eastern Australia 
during children’s viewing time over the 2009-2010 
bushfire season. 

Pioneering Bushfire CRC research is helping children 
learn about bushfires and other hazards as well as helping 
education, emergency service and other authorities enhance 
the effectiveness of bushfire education campaigns.

In 2010, the research was used for the development 
of a bushfire preparedness scenario for the Triple Zero 
Kids Challenge, an award-winning online safety game 
for children. In developing the script for the scenario, 
Fire and Rescue NSW drew heavily on the research 
to ensure that the game would accommodate the 
knowledge and misconceptions of children. The game 
is available at http://kids.triplezero.gov.au 

In 2011, the research was used by the Victorian 
Education Department for its Bushfire Education 
Curriculum. The department drew on various 
elements of the research, particularly findings relating 
to children’s misconceptions about bushfire behaviour. 

AFAC also worked with State Emergency Service 
agencies nationally to develop a Natural Hazards 
Children’s Awareness and Education program. Ten 
safety stories were created using the Li’l Larikkins 
characters, based on the formula developed for 
the CFA stories that was underpinned by Briony’s 
research. The aim was to increase children’s awareness 
of the potential dangers inherent in floods, storms, 
cyclones, tsunamis and other natural hazards. 
The program has received two national awards – 
Nationally Significant category winner in the 2011 
Australian Safer Communities Awards presented 
by the Commonwealth Attorney General, and Best 
Primary Education Video Resource in the 2011 ATOM 
(Australian Teachers of Media) Awards.

Each of the projects outlined above represents  
a new approach to children’s hazards education  
– an approach which recognises the importance  
of accommodating the unique perspectives of children 
and capitalising on their capacities for knowledge  
and action. 

Briony found that the most common hazard 
impacts of bushfires identified by children  
included death or injury, property damage and 
environmental degradation. 

She says the sophistication of children’s knowledge 
can vary substantially.  For example, children’s 
plans to stay and defend often belied a somewhat 
naïve understanding of the task with many children 
suggesting that they would try to stop the fire front 
from reaching the house before fleeing at the last 
minute. However, several children articulated a more 

Briony towers, Bushfire 
cRc Phd scholar, whose 
work was the instigator 
for the Li’l Larikkins 
education program.
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sophisticated understanding of staying to defend, 
suggesting that they would extinguish embers around 
the house as the fire approached, take refuge inside the 
house as it passed over, and return outside to continue 
extinguishing spot fires after it had passed. 

When children were given the opportunity to 
participate in bushfire-related discussions and 
activities, they were able to develop accurate, detailed 
knowledge of bushfire hazards. 

“This research challenges the notion that children 
lack the intellectual capacity or agency to understand 
or communicate bushfire hazards,” Briony says. 
“It demonstrates that when children are given 
opportunities to engage in genuine discussion and 
participate in constructive activity, they are able to 
build a detailed, accurate understanding of both the 
conditions and processes that create bushfire hazards 
and the actions that can be taken to manage them.  
Thus, children represent an important target group for 
bushfire education programs.  

“The value of targeting children is further 
highlighted when we consider the powerful influences 
they exert on the knowledge, attitude and behaviours 
of their parents. Through a series of in-depth 
interviews with parents in each of the study locations, 
it was revealed that their decisions to plan and prepare 
for bushfire were often a result of having children in 
the home or of having risk-related discussions with 
their children.” 

A major finding of the research was that the 
variation in the sophistication of children’s knowledge 
could be explained by their direct experience with 
fire in the environment; fire-related discussions 
and activities at school; fire-related discussions and 
activities at home; and participation in the research 
focus group interview itself. 

“Put simply, when children had been given 
the opportunity to participate in bushfire-related 
discussions and activities, they had been able to 
develop accurate, detailed knowledge of bushfire 
hazards,” says Briony. 

A Bushfire CRC fire note with more details about this 
research is at www.bushfirecrc.com/firenotes

Children’s common misconceptions about 
bushfire hazards 

Children in Briony Towers’ research articulated a 
number of common misconceptions about bushfire 
hazards, which will need to be explicitly addressed 
by bushfire education programs. Some of the most 
common misconceptions include: 

  Bushfires can ignite spontaneously as a result 
of the sun shining on trees, leaves or other 
combustible fuels. 

  A bushfire spreads from one fuel source to 
another via a chain of direct flame contact. If fuel 
sources are too far apart to facilitate direct flame 
contact, the fire will not progress any further.

 
  If trees, bushland or other fuel sources are not 
touching the house, there is no potential for 
ignition via direct flame contact and the house 
is safe. 

  Brick houses never burn down while wooden 
houses usually do.

  The fire brigade will always be available to 
protect houses under threat.

  If you decide to evacuate, you should pack up 
your belongings and wait for the fire to reach the 
property before leaving. 

  If you decide to stay and defend, you should do 
your best to extinguish the fire front before it 
reaches the house. If this can’t be achieved you 
should evacuate at the last minute. 

  Bathtubs and swimming pools are appropriate 
places to shelter from a bushfire. 

  It is possible to outrun a bushfire on foot. 
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In a building, a fire hydrant system is a 
safety measure, or emergency equipment 
required in some buildings. It comprises 

a series of components that when 
assembled together provide a source of 
water to assist fire authorities in a fire.

Putting it another way, a fire hydrant 
system is a water supply with sufficient 
pressure and flow that is delivered 
through pipes throughout a building to a 
strategically located network of valves for 
firefighting purposes.

In some circumstances, water from a 
reticulated fire hydrant system can also be 
shared with other safety measures, such 
as automatic fire sprinkler systems or fire 
hose reels.

In Australia, the Building Code of 
Australia sets out the deemed-to-satisfy 
provisions for a fire hydrant system 
in buildings to the degree necessary 
to facilitate the needs of fire brigade 
firefighting operations, the floor area of the 
building and the fire hazard.

Fire hydrant systems are designed and 
installed in accordance with Australian 
Standard AS 2419 and comprise the 
following primary components:

1 Water supply and storage: A water supply 
for a fire hydrant system can be derived 

from a reliable source of water, such as street 
mains or a static water supply such as a tank 
or dam. Water storage must also include a 
facility for automatic replenishment (make-
up water) due to losses such as evaporation, 
leakage or periodic testing. The capacity or 
volume of the water supply or storage must 
also be taken into account as part of the 
hydraulic analysis.

2 pipework and valves: To direct the water 
from its point of origin (supply) to 

its destination (hydrant valve) requires a 
series of interconnected pipes at defined 
sizes. The dimensions of the pipes are 
determined by Australian Standard AS 2419 
and hydraulic analysis. The control valves 
are used in combination with the pipework 
to control and direct the flow of water.

3 fire brigade booster: The booster assembly 
provides a point of attachment for the 

fire brigade to provide additional water 
to a fire hydrant system in the event of 
an emergency. The location of the fire 

principles of fire safety: part 6
Fire hydrant system principles oF operation
Fire hydrant systems are an active fire protection system installed as part of an overall strategy 
for the protection of life within a building. The Building Code of Australia sets out the deemed-to-
satisfy requirements for safety measures (including fire hydrant systems) in buildings. Other active 
fire protection systems include automatic fire sprinkler systems, fire hose reels, fire detection and 
alarm systems, and the smoke and heat control measures of mechanical ventilation systems.  
By Russ Porteous, CEO, Maintenance Essentials

brigade booster should be chosen to ensure 
that it is readily accessible and provides 
protection to firefighters. A booster is 
typically mounted in a cabinet that includes 
details of the pressure limitations and 
requirements for the fire hydrant system.

4 Booster pumpset: In some circumstances 
where a hydraulic analysis has 

determined that the water supply is 
insufficient for the building’s requirements, 
one or more booster pumpsets may be 
required. A pumpset may comprise a 
combination of electric or compression 
ignition (diesel) motors.

5 Hydrant: The end point of a fire hydrant 
system is the hydrant (also known as a 

hydrant valve or landing valve) strategically 
located throughout a building in accordance 
with the provisions of AS 2419. The nominal 
diameter for a hydrant valve connection is 
65 millimetres.  The connection for a fire 
hose varies throughout Australia according 
to the local fire authority. In simple terms, 
fire brigades throughout Australia use 
different hose connections. In these cases, 
the hydrant must also be fitted with a 
connection or coupling compatible with 
the local fire brigade. Care must be taken to 
ensure each fire hydrant is readily accessible 
and has sufficient clearance to satisfy the 
requirements of AS 2419.

6 layflat fire hose: Some buildings may also 
require, as part of the approved design, 

the installation of ancillary equipment such 
as a layflat fire hose. A layflat fire hose, 
manufactured in accordance with Australian 
Standard AS 2792, is a flexible hose and 
nozzle that may be connected to a hydrant.

7 Block plan: A fire hydrant system block 
plan is an indelible diagram mounted 

within the booster cabinet, pump room and 
fire control room that illustrates the primary 
features of the fire hydrant system including: 
the water supply location and dimensions; 
location and capacity of each water storage 
or tank; location and quantity of each 
valve; location of each pump; pressure and 
flow rating of the pumps; location of the 
main electrical control room; location of all 
flammable storage areas; year of installation; 
installing contractor’s name; the height of 
the highest fire hydrant; and the lowest 
booster connection.

When designing a fire hydrant system, 
specific performance objectives must be 
satisfied. These performance objectives 
require a hydraulic analysis to demonstrate 
there is sufficient water pressure and flow 
at the most hydraulically disadvantaged 
hydrant. The pressure and flow requirements 
vary according to the building classification, 
floor area and sprinkler protection.

Typical operation
Under normal circumstances, a fire 
hydrant system is pressurised with water 
ready for emergency use. When a hydrant 
valve is opened, the system experiences a 
drop in water pressure. 

The drop in water pressure is detected 
by a pressure switch, which in turn starts 
the booster pump or pumps, drawing water 
from the water supply to increase the water 
pressure of the system.

Water from the hydrant is then directed 
through the layflat fire hose to a nozzle, 
which is then directed to the seat of a fire.

During a fire, the fire brigade may provide 
additional water and boost the water pressure 
to satisfy the demands of the fire hydrant 
system. This is carried out by connecting a 
fire appliance (truck) between an alternate 
water supply and the booster connection.

Maintenance
Fire hydrant systems require periodic 
inspections, tests and surveys to determine 
they are operating and are maintained 
in a state that enables them to fulfil their 
purpose. Australian Standard AS 1851 sets 
out the requirements for the maintenance 
and Australian Standard AS 2419 sets 
out the minimum requirements for the 
operation of the system. 
About the Author: Russ Porteous is 
the CEO and one of the founders of 
Maintenance Essentials. He has over 22 
years experience in the installation and 
maintenance of fire and essential safety 
measures. Russ is a contributor to a 
variety of Australian Standards, including 
AS 1851 for the Maintenance of Fire 
Protection Systems and Equipment. Russ 
is regularly invited to speak at industry 
conferences as a subject matter expert 
and is also a blogger and author.
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Background
During the course of their training and work, 
firefighters routinely encounter a wide range of hazards 
which may be associated with increased risk of disease 
and death. Studies measuring the mortality and cancer 
risk in firefighters were summarised in two recent 
meta-analyses:

  LeMasters, G.K., et al., Cancer risk among firefighters: 
a review and meta-analysis of 32 studies, Journal of 
Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 2006, 
48(11): p. 1189-202

  Straif, K., et al., Carcinogenicity of shift-work,  
painting, and fire-fighting, Lancet Oncology, 2007, 
8(12): p. 1065-1066

In 2006, LeMasters et al. undertook a review and 
meta-analysis of 32 studies related to firefighters and 
cancer risk in the United States, Canada, Great Britain, 
Germany, Denmark, France, Sweden, Australia and 
New Zealand. Overall, they found good evidence that 
the following cancers are associated with firefighting: 
testicular cancer, prostate cancer, non-Hodgkin’s 
lymphoma and multiple myeloma. In addition, 
there is reasonable evidence that firefighting may be 
associated with melanoma, bladder cancer and brain 
cancer. There is also some evidence that the following 
cancers may be associated with firefighting: leukemia, 
kidney cancer, skin cancer, buccal cavity/pharynx, 
oesophageal, stomach, colon and rectal cancers and 
lung cancers for non-smokers.  

In 2007, on the basis of limited evidence of 
carcinogenicity in humans and an update of LeMasters’ 
earlier meta-analysis, the World Health Organisation’s 

Cohort study: 
Australian 
firefighters’ 
health study
australian firefighters’ health Study advisory Committee Meeting,  
21 November 2011 in Melbourne.

The Monash Centre for Occupational and 
Environmental Health (MonCOEH) is currently 
undertaking a cohort study of cancer, mortality 
and other possible health outcomes in Australian 
firefighters. Including both career and volunteer 
firefighters, it is anticipated that the cohort study 
will include a retrospective component dating 
back to the early 1990s and a total of more than 
160,000 firefighters.
The Monash University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (MUHREC) has recently granted 
ethics approval for the study and the study 
team has commenced working with firefighting 
agencies on data collection. The first meeting  
of the Study Advisory Committee took place on  
21 November 2011 in Melbourne.  

This article provides some background 
information on previous studies which 
investigated the mortality and cancer risk 
in firefighters, and gives an overview of the 
Australian Firefighters’ Health Study.

International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) 
Working Group classified firefighting as a Group 2B 
occupation, that is work as a firefighter is considered 
“possibly carcinogenic to humans”.

   LeMasters and IARC reviews both indicated need for 
studies with good exposure data. 
– Most previous studies only have duration of work.

  Large study with exposure data extends knowledge. 
– Recent exposure to a wider variety of chemicals from 
burning plastics and resin, for example from car fires.

Australian firefighters’ health study
In 2008-09, the Australasian Fire and Emergency 
Service Authorities Council (AFAC) commissioned 
Monash University to undertake a project to assess 
the feasibility of conducting a cohort study of cancer, 
mortality and other possible health outcomes in 
Australian and New Zealand firefighters. The primary 
outcomes of the project were to present AFAC with 
some recommendations regarding possible study 
designs, the findings achievable from each design 
and associated resources required. All AFAC member 
organisations involved in firefighting were invited to 
participate in the feasibility project. 

After review of the data held by the agencies and 
consideration of the scientific aspects of a study, a 
national retrospective cohort study of Australian 
firefighters was considered feasible. This retrospective 
cohort study of Australian firefighters is now to be 
undertaken under a contract with AFAC. The study 
will involve assembling a cohort of former and current, 
career, part-time paid and volunteer firefighters by 
extracting data from existing computerised personnel 
records held by participating firefighting agencies.  
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Cancer and mortality outcomes will be measured 
through data linkage with the Australian Cancer 
Database and the National Death Index. Existing 
historical occupational and incident data will be used 
to investigate links between occupational firefighting 
exposures and later cancer and death outcomes. 
Duration of active firefighting in years will be used as 
an exposure metric for most employees and volunteer 
firefighters. For many employee and volunteer 
firefighters, the Australian Incident Reporting System 
(AIRS) or other incident databases will be used to 
develop other metrics of exposure. No previous 
published study has undertaken analyses based on such 
incident data. 

Study progress
The study has made good progress to date on  
several fronts: 

  the Contract for the study which is held with AFAC 
has been signed; 

  the Australian Firefighters’ Health Study research 
team has been established;

  study documentation has been prepared;
  MUHREC has granted ethics approval to the study;

  a Study Advisory Committee including 
representatives of stakeholders has been established.  
The first meeting took place on 21 November 
2011. The meeting reviewed the study’s scope and 
methodology, agreed the Advisory Committee terms 
of reference and discussed the study plan, schedule 
and reporting process;

  MonCOEH will now commence the data  
collection phase; and 

  scientific reference group is being established.

Reporting
It is anticipated that the combination of health and 
exposure data will give a much better picture of the 
risk to Australian firefighters and potentially where 
these risks are. The scientific findings will be reported 
in the form of scientific publications. MonCOEH will 
supplement this with a summary of the major findings 
for stakeholders to distribute. Only aggregated results 
will be presented, so that no individual’s information 
can be identified. 

Six-monthly bulletins on the progress of the study  
will be available on the Monash study website:  
http://www.coeh.monash.org/ausfireftr.html . 
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When individuals are exposed to recurring 
warning messages about an event which then 
does not eventuate, folklore like the fable The Boy 

Who Cried Wolf says that people become tired of hearing 
warnings. The story goes on to describe how the villagers 
turn off and become desensitised to the threatened 
danger, thereby endangering themselves even more. 

Over the years the ‘cry wolf ’ story has morphed into 
a myth about a mischievous trickster who warns about 
a danger that does not exist. However, in the original 
tale, the boy saw the wolf creeping near to the sheep and 
cried out to the villagers to come and help; the noise the 
villagers made when they came out to protect the sheep 
scared the wolf away. Because the villagers did not see 
the wolf they thought he did not exist, so after several 
repetitions in which the wolf appeared, the boy warned, 
the villagers came to help and the wolf ran away, the 
villagers no longer came out to help, eventually allowing 
the wolf to capture and make off with the sheep. 

Through the telling and retelling of this story, the 
meaning or moral of it has changed. Whereas it used to 
mean that even if you do not listen to the boy, sooner or 
later he will be right, the dominant interpretation of the ‘cry 
wolf’ moral in the 21st century is that the boy is a liar.

The meaning of warning fatigue has become a ‘taken-
for-granted’ phenomenon and is regarded as conventional 
wisdom. For example, in 2010, the US National Weather 
Service stated it was actively seeking to reduce the 
problematic false alarm rate related to weather warnings, 
because of anticipated community complacency.

In a paper presented at the 2010 AFAC-Bushfire CRC 
Conference, Principal Research Scientist for the CSIRO 
Dr Garry Cook concluded that managing the ‘cry wolf ’ 
effect was one of the three main recommendations that 
should be addressed in order to reduce residual risk 
from bushfires in the Australian context.

At the 2011 Conference when Bushfire CRC PhD 
scholar Claire Johnson (School of Psychological 
Sciences, La Trobe University) explained how bushfire 
fighters make decisions in worst-case scenarios and 
identified warning fatigue as one of seven factors that 
act as a barrier to effective management.

Warning fatigue is frequently cited as an issue in 
research on managing public response to disasters, 
warnings and providing solutions to reducing risk and 
enabling effective preparedness. This is despite there 
being no definitive framework with which to measure 
or describe the phenomenon. Emergency managers 
and the public engage in debate about (and contribute 
to) the ‘cry wolf ’ discourse. However they do so 
without knowing what it is or whether it is real. 

Much of the emergency management literature 
describes optimal warnings as “timely and effective”. 
However, the “timely” component for these best-
practice warnings is seldom quantified.

A warning can mean different things depending on 
the threat. One is that the danger is real, its happening 
or arrival is certain and the timing can be predicted 
accurately, for example, cyclone warnings where the 
equipment to predict these is sophisticated and highly 
developed. Another possibility is that the danger is real, 
but the arrival is in question and the timing is anyone’s 
guess. Health warnings about severe infectious outbreaks 
fall into this category. Volcanic eruptions are an example 
of a warning where the danger is real but its arrival is 
in doubt; geologists can observe abnormalities in the 
way a volcano is behaving, may even see some eruption 
evidence, but cannot predict how the volcano will behave.

Yet other warnings are about dangers which may 
or may not exist (right now), may not arrive at all 
nor in the manner that is warned about. Bushfires, 
earthquakes, tsunamis all fall into this category – 
disastrous events involving these hazards have happened 
in the past and because of a particular location or season 
it is possible it may happen again but thus far, nothing 
has happened. Even so, these dangers are continually 
warned about and preparation for them is recommended.

Bushfire warnings are most often issued in the absence 
of an actual fire. This differs from weather warnings 
that are issued based on sophisticated meteorological data 
that can be seen and plotted. Of course, high temperatures 
alone can be weather warnings, but a bushfire needs a 
combination of multiple factors coinciding over months 
and years to produce a potentially life-threatening 
bushfire. These include very high temperatures, very 
low humidity, strong wind conditions, high fuel load, 
low ground moisture and specific terrain geography.

What happens after a disaster warning of some 
magnitude is issued? More importantly, what do people 
typically do? The literature shows that people most often 
revert to their own evaluation of their environment, checking 
the temperature, wind direction or horizon, looking for 
clues that will either confirm or invalidate the warning. 
Social networks come into play, where neighbours are 
called upon to provide more cues not immediately available.

To the observer, it may seem somewhat chaotic, but 
this ‘social disorganisation’ is common and not necessarily 
unintentional or irrational, as it often involves trying to 
get to a safer location, find and reunite families and gather 
up frightened pets. Of course, some people seem to do 
nothing, but research has shown that even when people 
go about their daily routines, they have paid attention to 
the warning; they have just reacted to it in a different way.

Much of the existing literature talks about the myth of 
the ‘cry wolf ’ syndrome or effect, implying that it does 
not exist, however much of the same literature raises 
questions about the public’s response and puzzlement 
as to their non-response. J H Sorenson (1993) calls ‘cry 
wolf ’ a myth, yet when he explains what he means, he 
says that warnings are not always diminished by ‘cry wolf ’ 

This is an edited version of a literature-review paper presented by Bushfire CRC PhD scholar 
Brenda Mackie, University of Canterbury, School of Social and Political Sciences, New Zealand, 
to the Bushfire CRC Science Day at the 2011 AFAC-Bushfire CRC Annual Conference in Sydney.

Crying wolf
the myths on warning fatigue
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syndrome implying, therefore, that sometimes they are. As 
Joanne Nigg (1995) points out, a myth does not necessarily 
mean that a social phenomenon should be regarded as 
fiction, rather, “as a cultural explanation for events and 
phenomena that impact people’s lives”. Moreover, these 
myths are more likely to be associated with natural disasters 
(extreme weather, earthquakes, bushfires) than man-
made technological ones (radioactive leaks, health scares).

The existing literature talks around the issue of 
warning fatigue. For example, whilst Reser (1996) says 
there is little evidence to support warning fatigue, in the 
same paper he states, “repeated natural disaster warnings, 
as for example in the case of cyclones, can lead to 
inattention, complacency and desensitisation”.  Sandman 
(2011) maintains that people stop taking warnings 
seriously if previous warnings do not eventuate and there 
are too many warnings about risks that do not materialise, 
resulting in people who shrug off future warnings. In 
his earlier literature, Sandman does not consider warning 
fatigue to be a problem, however, stating that its effect 
is weak and that people “intuitively understand” that a 
false alarm is a much smaller problem than a disaster 
they weren’t warned about. He adds that warnings, such 
as those issued for weather events, are calibrated to be 
conservative and that the public instinctively know this, 
in much the same way that smoke alarms in houses are 
programmed to be oversensitive. However, in an article 
about flu pandemics three years later, he thinks warning 
fatigue is a huge problem: because of these ‘false alarms’ 
the public will react with considerable scepticism should 
another pandemic be declared. Sandman’s article implies 

a warning fatigue reality (that it has an effect and can be 
overcome), without addressing some fundamental issues: 
those of cause, composition, consequences and solution.

In his book Cry wolf: the psychology of false  
alarms, S Brezntiz (1984) claims that, “a subsequent 
episode is automatically altered by past experience”.  
For example, if someone has experience of a disaster, 
are they more likely to be aware of its consequences 
and pay more attention to subsequent disaster warnings? 
Or will they be more complacent, pay less attention 
to warnings and prepare less? According to Moore and 
Moore (1996), “people with prior experience of a natural 
disaster are likely to experience heightened stress and 
anxiety when warned about a subsequent event, as a result 
of remembering and re-experiencing the past events”. 

Drabek (2010) observes that experience has a 
“curious effect on people’s risk perceptions”. In relation 
to flood risk, if their immediate area has not flooded in 
their lifetime, they take that as evidence that it will not 
flood in the future. Furthermore, the likelihood of a 
100-year flood is dismissed because people just do not 
understand basic probability theory – people ignore 
the fact that random events are equally probable.

The existing literature dismisses the possibility of 
warning fatigue, yet paradoxically states that people 
respond to warnings with apathy, become desensitised, 
complacent, sceptical, react less and prepare less if 
there have been a lot of warnings. Moreover, no answers 
to these puzzling reactions are given. The literature 
is limited, dated and highlights issues that could 
contribute to the phenomenon of warning fatigue. 

The citations in 
this article and 
the full set of 
papers presented 
during the 
Science Day can 
be found at: www.
bushfirecrc.com/
news
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Pacific 2012: International 
Maritime Conference 
31 Jan-3 Feb 2012 
Sydney Convention & Exhibition 
Centre 
Pacific 2012 IMC provides a unique 
opportunity for people involved in maritime 
and naval affairs around the world to 
discuss the latest developments in design, 
naval architecture, engineering, science 
and technology. With the concurrent 
Maritime Exposition, the event will 
provide a meeting place for industry 
representatives to exchange ideas and to 
establish personal and business contacts.
Go to www.pacific2012imc.com 
for more information. 

Fire Protection Risk & Insurance 
half-day seminar 
20-24 February 2012
WA, SA, QLD, NSW, VIC 
Having business insurance does not 
mean you are 100 per cent covered 
from litigation. Only by mitigating risk 
and obtaining the relevant coverage can 
you avoid losses to your business and 
potential criminal prosecution should the 
unexpected happen. 

A high percentage of businesses within 
the fire protection industry are currently 
exposed to potential legal action despite 
believing they have adequate insurance 
coverage. Many considerations are 
factored into a legal claim and the  
impact on you and your business can  
be devastating. 

This half-day seminar will highlight the 
leading issues facing our industry from 
an insurance, legal and risk perspective. 
Speakers will offer insight into the pitfalls 
and misconceptions surrounding claims, 
contracts and insurance. In addition a 
special presentation will highlight the new 
Workplace Health and Safety laws. 
Download the brochure at  
www.fpaa.com.au/events  
for more information and to register.

Safety in Action Melbourne: 
Australia’s number one safety 
event
17-19 April 2012
Melbourne Exhibition Centre 
Safety In Action offers safety managers 
a range of safety solutions that goes well 
beyond personal protective equipment 
and high-tech automation.
Go to www.thesafetyshow.com.au/
safety-in-action-melbourne for more 
information. 

Emergency Media & Public Affairs 
Conference: From Frontline to 
Headline
6-8 May 2012
Sebel Albert Park, Melbourne
The Emergency Media & Public Affairs 
(EMPA) Conference 2012 focuses on the 
challenge of the crisis communications 
supply chain: getting our messages to 
market.

You’ve had a long drought. Suddenly 
the rains come and you have a harvest. 
Maybe you weren’t as ready as you could 
have been. But now you have to respond.

 How do you get your products to 
market when infrastructure fails you, 
opposing forces conspire against you, the 
market sees your products as poor quality 
or not delivered on time?

 Crises can take you to places that 
are harsh, remote and friendless. Getting 
messages to the audiences who need 
them means strategic planning, great 
media relationships and trained and 
equipped teams where you need them.
For further information on the conference 
visit www.emergencymedia.org/site/
conferences_2011.htm

HazMat 2012 
9-10 May 2012
Melbourne Exhibition Centre 
A two-day conference on the latest 
directions and compliance requirements 
for chemical management, hazardous 
substances and dangerous goods to help 
achieve sustainable outcomes.

HazMat 2012 is the key hazardous 
materials, chemical management and 
dangerous goods conference and 
exhibition in Australia. This year will see 
a focus on protecting the community 
and how the industry is addressing 
environmental and public concerns  
of safety.

Presentations by leading industry 
experts and international keynote speakers 
will cover current and future issues. There 
are also industry workshops held on 
the day prior to the conference by John 
Frangos and Richard Greenwood.
Program and registration now open! 
Download the Registration and Program 
brochure at www.fpaa.com.au/hazmat 
for the full program, pricing and more 
information. You can also download 
the Speaker Profiles directory for more 
information about presenters. 

AFAC & Bushfire CRC Conference: 
Diverse country. Common ground
28-31 August 2012
Perth Convention & Exhibition 
Centre
The AFAC & Bushfire CRC Conference 
is Australasia’s premier emergency 
management conference, staged by the 
industry, for the industry. The conference 
program addresses key issues facing our 
sector and contributes to a knowledge 
sharing and learning culture within fire, 
land management and emergency service 
agencies, and across the broader industry.

 The 2011 conference, held in Sydney, 
attracted more than 1400 delegates from 
across Australia, New Zealand, the Asia-
Pacific Region, the US and Europe. Once 
again leading International and Australian 
experts will present at the Conference and 
Research Forum in Perth in 2012.

 AFAC represents all fire, land 
management and emergency service 
agencies in Australia and New Zealand. 
The Bushfire Co-operative Research 
Centre is the peak research body for the 
fire industry in this region.
 For further information on the conference 
visit www.afac2012.org
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OzOne

Staying on  
top of 
ozone rules 
This article provides important advice 
on the legislative requirements for 
both technicians and companies that 
deal with ozone depleting substances 
and synthetic greenhouse gases 
extinguishing agents. By Carlos Santin, 
Executive Officer, Ozone Protection, 
FPA Australia 

The Ozone Depleting Substances (ODS) 
and Synthetic Greenhouse Gases (SGG) 
permit system is now well established. 

Most fire protection technicians and 
companies also understand the need for 
these regulations, which help protect our 
environment. However, a minority in the fire 
protection industry is still unaware of when 
they need a licence or trading authorisation.

If you think you handle these gases, 
contact the Fire Protection (ODS & 
SGG) Board. Remember, it is illegal to 
use ODS or SGG extinguishing agents 
without an Extinguishing Agent Handling 
Licence (EAHL).  Non-compliance with 
the regulations may be referred to the 
Australian Government Department 
of Sustainability, Environment, Water, 
Population and Communities for 
regulatory action. 

Which extinguishing agents are 
affected by the legislation?
Gaseous fire suppression systems and portable 
extinguishers use different extinguishing 
agents. Only some extinguishing agents are 
classified as scheduled substances under 
the Ozone protection and Synthetic Greenhouse 
Gas Management Act 1989, including:

  Halon 1211 (BCF)
  Halon 1301 (BTM)
  FM 200  
  NAF S III
  NAF P III
  NAF P IV

Suppression systems and extinguishers 
using ODS or SGG extinguishing agents, 
while permitted by the Regulations, 
must be serviced and maintained by fire 
protection technicians who hold a licence 
issued by the Fire Protection Industry 
(ODS & SGG) Board.

Before allowing any technician to work 
on your gaseous fire suppression system or 
portable fire extinguishers, check that they 
hold an appropriate licence.

Types of Extinguishing Agent 
Handling Licences
Six types of licence exist for fire protection 
technicians working on gaseous fire 
suppression systems and portable fire 
extinguishers that use ODS or SGG 
extinguishing agents. They are:
1    Portable Fire Extinguisher  

Maintenance
2    Fixed System Installation and 

Decommissioning
3    Fixed System Testing and Maintenance
4    Recovery, Reclamation, Fill and 

Recycling
5    Warehouse Maintenance
6    Control Systems Installation, 

Commissioning and Decommissioning.

Depending upon the type of installation 
work, maintenance and service activity 
being undertaken, your fire protection 
technician may need to hold more than one 
type of licence.

Who needs an Extinguishing Agent 
Trading Authorisation?
An Extinguishing Agent Trading 
Authorisation (EATA) is required if ODS 
or SGG extinguishing agents are purchased, 
stored or sold. Generally, this means that 
an EATA is held by a company but may be 
held by an individual, where appropriate.

To determine who needs to hold an 
EATA, there is one question you need to 
ask: Who receives and pays the invoice for 
the supply of the extinguishing agent? If the 
answer is that you pay for the extinguishing 
agent, then you or your company must 
hold an EATA. 

A copy of the regulations and more 
information can be found via the Ozone 
& Greenhouse link on the Fire Protection 
Association Australia website:  
www.fpaa.com.au

Additional information can also be  
found on the Department of 
Sustainability, Environment, Water, 
Population and Communities website:  
www.environment.gov.au/
atmosphere/ozone/ 

If you would like to discuss this matter 
or any issue relating to the Ozone 
Protection and Synthetic Greenhouse 
Gas Management Act 1989 please do  
not hesitate to contact Carlos Santin on 
03 9890 1544. 
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In December 2011, Standards Australia 
released draft Australian Standard DR 
AS 5414 – Bushfire Water Spray Systems 

with public comment submissions closing 
on 8 February 2012. 

Following the Black Saturday bushfires 
in Victoria, the Bushfire Cooperative 
Research Centre’s research report found 
a strong influence of the presence of 
sprinkler systems on house survival. 
The 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission heard evidence from a 
number of lay witnesses who gave accounts 
of the role sprinklers played in protecting 
their properties; some witnesses gave 
positive accounts whilst others spoke of 
sprinkler failures.  

The Commission also noted there were 
examples of people who had installed 
sprinklers who died while sheltering in 
their homes.

The evidence presented led to the 
Commission making Recommendation 50,  

detailed 
elsewhere (in 
AS 3959, for 
example).”

At this point 
it is understood 
that the benefits of 
the Standard will 
be prescribing key 
components and 
materials of a bushfire 
water spray system 
and how these should be 
assembled. This will assist in providing 
some consistency in approach.

The Standards development process 
will determine that content of the final 
document and FPA Australia is represented 
on this committee. 

For those interested, a copy of the 
public draft of the Standard can be found 
on the Standards Australia website: www.
standards.org.au 

update regarding australian standard – 
Bushfire Water spray systems
By Matthew Wright, Chief Technical Officer, FPA Australia

that Standards Australia move 
expeditiously to develop a Standard for 
bushfire sprinklers and sprayers.

The Commission also noted that 
development of a Standard would add to 
the options available to people in high-risk 
areas. It also cautioned that irrespective 
of a Standard being developed, sprinklers 
should be seen as a supplement to other 
measures and, in particular, are not a 
substitute for active external defence of a 
property.

FPA Australia welcomes the 
development of the Standard but recognises 
the context in which the Standard has 
been developed. The foreword of the draft 
Standard states: “The bushfire water spray 
systems specified in this Standard are 
designed to provide a degree of exposure 
protection against ember attack and low 
levels of radiant heat flux. As such, they  
are intended to complement the 
construction and housekeeping features 

FPA Australia 
copyright concerns © 
FPA Australia recently became aware of situations in the market  
where the FPA Australia dedicated logbooks to comply with AS 
1851:2005, that have copyright applied, have been reproduced  
without permission. 

The Association would like to thank those individuals that have 
contacted the Association to clarify potential breaches. 

If you believe that you have logbooks which potentially could  
breach this copyright we ask you to please contact the 

Association on 1300 731 922.

Further information  
can be found at  

http://a.cdn.fpaa.com.
au/docs/Important% 

20Announcement% 
20-%20Breach%20of% 

20Copyright.pdf 

Important Announcement 16 December 2011 Reproduction of FPA Australia Logbooks – 

Breach of Copyright © FPA Australia 2006 

 

FPA Australia has recently become aware of an alarming situation where logbooks designed and produced 

by the association that have copyright applied have been reproduced by third party organisations without 

the consent or permission of the association.
FPA Australia views the protection of the association’s intellectual property as a very serious matter and 

this week commenced legal proceedings against an organisation that has clearly breached this copyright by 

reproducing logbooks and re‐distributing our copyright material electronically to their clients. 

The association is aware that there is a software provider in the industry that offers these logbooks to their 

clients as part of the integration into their systems.  Clients are forwarded the logbook template 

electronically and advised to either print their own logbooks or are directed to a printer where they can be 

purchased. 
This action by the software provider, directly by the client or by the printer is all direct breaches of the 

copywrite that is applied to these logbooks. 
The association would like to provide the opportunity for any organisation in the industry that may be using 

this copyright material and have not purchased this material directly from the association to contact the 

association no later than close of business on Friday 23 December 2011. After this time, any organisation 

that is found to be using these materials will be legally pursued for copyright breaches. 

To assist in identifying FPA Australia logbooks that have copyright applied, we have attached a sample page 

of the MRR 04 Fire Detection Systems. We would ask that you carefully check the format of your current 

material against this to determine if it is a reproduction. All genuine FPA Australia logbooks are clearly 

marked with © FPA Australia 2006 on every page at the right hand lower corner. 

In the event that you identify the logbooks you are using to be near identical in nature or appear to be a 

replication, it is important you contact the association immediately at: 

Scott Williams, FPA Australia – CEO on scott.williams@fpaa.com.au or call 03 9890 1544. 

The association and its members have invested considerable funds to support the industry with logbooks 

and the protection of the association’s intellectual property is considered paramount. 

We thank you in advance for your cooperation.  

 

ENDS 
The Fire Protection Association Australia is the country’s peak body for fire safety, providing information, services and 

training to the fire protection industry and broader community. For more information, please see www.fpaa.com.au or contact 

FPA Australia – (03) 9890 1544.  

MRR 04 Fire  Detection Systems:
AS 1851 Maintenance Record and Report

Incorporates Amendment No. 2

In Emergency Contact:

Maintenance Record & Report:Start Date: 

End Date:
Start Report No: 

End Report No:

This maintenance record and report book is provided on the understanding that it is against the law to copy, duplicate, 

and sell or otherwise distribute, in any form, by any means or by any third parties. No part of this maintenance record and 

report book may be copied or distributed, transmitted, transcribed, stored in a retrieval system or translated into any 

human or computer language without written permission. © FPA Australia 2006
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