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Appendix 3J 

Cross-Border Issues and Australian Bushfires 
 

 

Table 3J-1 below contains 26 extracts from books, reports and papers, from 1983 through to 

2005, which describe the impact of Australia's State-Territory borders and cross-border issues 

on operational responses to bushfires, and associated costs to individuals, communities and 

governments.  These 26 extracts include 1 from 1983; 1 from 1998; 1 from 2000; 1 from 2001; 

1 from 2002; 15 from 2003 (including reports on the January 2003 Canberra bushfires by the 

Canberra Times and the ACT Stateline television program, and the McLeod and Nairn Reports); 

4 from 2004 (including the COAG Report by Ellis et al.), and 2 from 2005. 
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Table 3J-1:  Extracts on State-Territory Cross-Border Issues Arising 
in Relation to Australian Bushfires 

Source Selected Extracts 

Whitlam, E. G., 'The 
Cost of Federalism', 

in Allan Patience and 
Jeffrey Scott (eds), 

Australian 
Federalism: Future 

Tense, Oxford 
University Press, 
Melbourne, 1983 

Whitlam (1983: 40-42): 
 
The cost of Australian federalism is horrendous enough when the federal government and a state 
government or state governments duplicate services for which there is a commonly accepted standard.  
The cost is higher still when they supply services for which there is not such a standard.  The most 
notorious case in Australian history concerned the railways where the states adopted three different 
gauges. 
... 
The break of gauge syndrome has another manifestation which was brought to my attention by a fire in 
the bulk sugar terminal at Townsville in May 1963.  The terminal's own fire fighting equipment could not 
cope.  The adjacent Harbour Board could not assist, since its hoses could not be coupled with those of the 
terminal.  Nor could the hoses of the City Council nor those of the federal departments of Civil Aviation 
and of Air at the airport.  In an area of high temperatures and high winds, none of the fire systems could 
work with any of the others.  The fire had to be left to burn itself out. 
 
There was no co-ordination of fire fighting equipment between the states and very little within each state.  
The federal government had to provide equipment on its own naval and merchant ships, at all airports and 
at many of its civil and military establishments. ... 
 
By 1965 the commonwealth (i.e. federal) Fire Board developed a universal adaptor to connect screwed 
couplings used in the four eastern states and both territories.  It could not, however, be used in western 
Australia, which was introducing the unscrewed British instantaneous coupling.  Nor could it be used in 
South Australia, for memorable reasons which a minister gave me on 9 September 1969: 
 

The female coupling of the universal adaptor will only partly engage the South Australian male 
coupling, and bumping will disengage the coupling.  The male coupling of the universal adaptor is 
too large in diameter to fit the South Australian female coupling. 

 
Two years later the same minister told one of his colleagues that 'at the present time no active effort is 
being made to promote the standardisation of hose couplings throughout Australia'. 
 
When I became prime minister I asked the Australian Fire Board and the Department of Transport, which 
had absorbed the Department of Civil Aviation, to study standardization of equipment.  They found it 
difficult to obtain information from state authorities.  At last, on 3 June 1975, I wrote to the premiers. ... 
After the change of government in November the board had to wait till April 1976 for the new prime 
minister to allow the investigation to continue. 
 
In May 1977 the board unanimously recommended the Storz hermaphrodite coupling as the Australian 
standard.  The cost appeared to be between 30 and 50 per cent less than the cost of the British 
instantaneous coupling.  In August 1977, however, the responsible minister told me: 
 

the financing and co-ordination of fire brigades traditionally and constitutionally have rested with 
the States.  In line with the government's Federalism policy, the view has been taken that these 
matters should continue to be State responsibilities. 

 
It was not till January 1978 that the prime minister forwarded copies of the board's report to the premiers 
and not till the end of September 1978 that the minister tabled the board's report.  In doing so he declared 
that the federal government's position was that the determination of whatever action might follow the 
board's recommendation was a matter for the states and their own fire authorities. 
 
By this time over ten different types of couplings were in use in Australia.  Screwed couplings with two 
threads per inch were being used in Queensland and South Australia, with three threads per inch by the 
Country Fire Authority in Victoria, with five threads per inch in parts of Melbourne and in Tasmania and 
with five and one-fifth threads per inch in parts of New South Wales.  The hermaphrodite had already 
been introduced in other parts of Melbourne and New South Wales. 
 
As recently as 19 August 1980 the federal government refused to pursue the matter with the premiers, 
with whom I had broached it five years earlier.  Federal departments and state governments have not acted 
on the board's recommendations. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

Smith, J., 
'Introduction' (pp. 1-

3), 'The Burning 
Bush' (pp. 111-117) 

and 'The Ecology and 
History of Bushfires 
in Eastern Australia' 
(pp. 118-138), in J. 

Smith (ed.), The 
Unique Continent, 

University of 
Queensland Press, St 

Lucia, 1992 

Smith (1992: 1): 
Australia is physically and biologically unique.  It is the smallest, flattest, least fertile and most bushfire-
prone continent. 
... 
A continent with unique problems demands unique solutions.  Australia is perhaps fortunate in that a 
single nation occupies the entire continent, with the ability to make continent-wide decisions and policies.  
In the environmental area these must be based upon proper information and understanding. 
 
Smith (1992: 111-112): 
No continent is as fire-prone as Australia.  In no other continent is such a high proportion of its area and 
vegetation burned so easily, and as often, as in Australia.  Why is our continent so uniquely fiery? 
...  Australia is today the driest of all the inhabited continents.  Increasing aridity has been the hallmark of 
climatic change through the past several million years.  ...  But Australian climates are not simply dry.  
They are also variable.  ...  So in several ways Australia's unique physical environment has evoked a range 
of plant responses, which predispose the vegetation to bushfire. 
 
Smith (1992: 118): 
Australia is perhaps the most bushfire-prone of all continents.  This is partly a consequence of its 
generally hot, dry but variable climates, permitting in many areas and at certain times the accumulation of 
a large bulk of dry fuel.  However, it is also partly a result of human land use in the past. 

'Australians and their 
Environment: An 

Introduction to 
Environment al 

Studies' 
by Graeme Aplin 

1998 
Oxford University 
Press, Melbourne 

Aplin (1998: 44): 
... the expected dry summers of much of southern Australia, and the possibility of drier or hotter than 
average summers there and even on the normally humid NSW coast, mean that large sections of the 
country are high-risk areas for bushfires (wildfires).  Both rural areas, including valuable pasture and 
forests, and fringe areas of towns and even capital cities, have been destroyed by such fires.  Australian 
vegetation is largely adapted to fire conditions ... but it often burns fiercely. 

'Quirks border on 
silly', by Nikki 

Borchard. 
Weekly Times 
(Melbourne) 
31 May 2000 

p. 9 

BORDER towns on both sides of the Murray River have vowed to continue their fight for the Victorian 
and NSW governments to abolish cross-border anomalies.  Led by the Murray Regional Organisation of 
Councils (Murray ROC), a range of groups and organisations are lobbying the governments to be more 
proactive in dealing with impediments caused by differences in policies, services and legislation between 
the two states. 
 
According to Murray ROC chairman and Murray Shire mayor Cr Brian Sharp, border towns such as 
Echuca-Moama, Albury-Wodonga and Mildura-Wentworth suffer immensely from a range of issues 
which tend widen the gap between the towns beyond that of the river's width.  Cr Sharp said the majority 
of issues were linked to discrepancies in government departments and agencies, in particular health issues. 
For example, pensioner travel vouchers available in NSW are invalid in Victoria, which means those 
living in Moama who need to travel to a hospital in Melbourne cannot use their vouchers. NSW mothers 
cannot take their children to see Victorian maternal and child health nurses.  NSW police in Moama, for 
example, cannot use the Echuca lock-up, instead having to travel to Deniliquin in NSW.  Victorian 
firefighters also use different radio frequencies, which was a concern, he said. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'Economic Costs of 
Natural Disasters in 

Australia', by the 
Bureau of Transport 

Economics 
2001 

Bureau of Transport Economics (2001: xvii): 
• Floods were the most costly of all disaster types, contributing $10.4 billion or 29 per cent of the total 

cost. Storms (26 per cent of total cost) and cyclones (24 per cent) caused similar levels of damage. 
Together, the combined cost of floods, storms and cyclones was almost 80 per cent of total disaster 
cost.  They also accounted for 89 per cent of the total number of disasters. The costs of bushfires 
were a relatively small proportion of total disaster costs. However, bushfires are the most hazardous 
type of disaster in terms of deaths and injuries. 

 
• The two most costly hazard types for each State and Territory are: 
– New South Wales (floods, storms); 
– Queensland (floods, tropical cyclones); 
– Victoria (floods, bushfires); 
– Western Australia (tropical cyclones, storms); 
– South Australia (floods, storms); 
– Tasmania (bushfires, floods); 
– Northern Territory (tropical cyclones, floods); and 
– Australian Capital Territory (bushfires, storms). 

 
Bureau of Transport Economics (2001: 44): 
 
Bushfires 
Figure 3.25 illustrates the total costs of bushfires in Australia between 1967 and 1999. The total cost of 
bushfires causing damage greater than $10 million in Australia is estimated to have been $2.5 billion. It is 
not clear if the bushfire damage costs in EMATrack includes damage to forestry. Damage to plantation 
timber was a significant component of the costs of the Ash Wednesday bushfires in 1983. 
 
Although the cost of bushfires are small in proportion to other events, they are the fourth most frequent 
disaster type causing damage more than the $10 million threshold, while being the third most frequent 
disaster type causing damage less than $10 million. Each year, bushfires, on average, cost $77 million. 
The effect of the Ash Wednesday (1983) bushfires in Victoria and South Australia dominate figure 3.25. 
 
Bureau of Transport Economics (2001: 52): 

 
 
 
 
Bureau of Transport Economics (2001) extracts continued next page 
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Bureau of Transport Economics (2001: 109): 

 
 
 

 
 



 3J-6

Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

Australian Bureau of 
Meteorology (2002: 
1) 2001-02 annual 

report 

Australian Bureau of Meteorology (2002: 1): 
Bushfires rank among the most fearsome of all natural disasters. They have taken a heavy toll on Australia 
over the past century and, even with increasingly reliable fire weather warning services and sophisticated 
fire prevention and firefighting infrastructure, they have claimed more than 250 lives over the past fifty 
years, with an annual average damage bill in excess of $100 million dollars. Although bushfires occur 
throughout Australia, the greatest danger, in terms of the risk to life and property, occurs in the south-
eastern states. 
 
The outbreak and spread of bushfires as well as fire management and fire-fighting activities are strongly 
influenced by meteorological conditions ... 

Various Canberra 
Times reports (mainly 
on the front page) on 

the January 2003 
Canberra Bushfires 

Canberra Times articles from 14 to 19 January 2003
 
Tuesday 14 Jan 03: 
Article and map as follows appears on page 1: 

 
 
 
Wednesday 15 Jan 03: 
Article on page 1 by Renee Cutrupi and Danielle Cronin, most prominent on page, titled 'Bushfires may 
burn for weeks', begins: 
 

Authorities have confirmed that the out-of-control fires in Namadgi National Park may continue to 
burn for weeks and cause damage to the park that will take 40 years to regenerate. 

 
 
Thursday 16 Jan 03: 
Article on page 1 by Megan Doherty, second most prominent on page, titled 'Fires set to turn on capital as 
wind shifts north-west', begins: 
 

Bushfires on Canberra's doorstep – the worst in 20 years – are expected to be turned back towards 
the city tomorrow by a wind change in a day of horror weather conditions. Properties in the 
Brindabella Valley are most at risk, with owners warned yesterday to prepare for the threat of fire 
within the next two days. ACT Bushfire and Emergency Services director Peter Lucas-Smith and 
NSW Rural Fire Service chief Phil Koperberg met in Queanbeyan yesterday to discuss the 
possibility of more manpower from interstate being seconded to the blazes. Two fires are still 
burning out of control in the Namadgi National Park and along the ACT/NSW border, destroying 
more than 5608ha. The closest flames are about 25km from the edge of Canberra. Tomorrow will 
see the temperature increase to 35 degrees, humidity decrease and winds swing around to the north-
west, sweeping smoke and flames back towards Canberra. 

 
Friday 17 Jan 03: 
Article on page 1 by Megan Doherty, dominates front page, titled 'Next five days critical' 
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First sentence in large letters: "All forests closed as firefighters battle around the clock" 
First sentence of article proper is: 
 

The weather conditions now facing firefighters in the ACT and surrounding NSW were worse 
tha[n] those that preceded the 1983 Ash Wednesday disaster in south Australia and Victoria, 
local fire authorities admitted yesterday. 

 
Article also states: 
 

ACT Bushfire and Emergency Services director Peter Lucas-Smith said the next five days would be 
critical, with temperatures today forecast to rise to 36 degrees, humidity falling and winds shifting to 
the north-west, sweeping flames and smoke towards Canberra.  Conditions could worsen even 
further on Monday and Tuesday.  "We're right now at the crunch point," Mr Lucas-Smith said. 

 
Contains map as follows: 

 
 
 
Saturday 18 Jan 03 [the day the fires fully reached Canberra]: 
Article on page 1 by Megan Doherty, titled 'Bushfires break through'. dominates front page. 
Very large picture is accompanied by the statement: 
 

Red sky at night nut this is no shepherd's delight.  Jainal Abedin, of Gordon, stops on the bike path 
by Woodcock Drive during his regular walk, to watch the plume of smoke from the Brindabellas as 
a hellish sun sets last night [hence showing that by the night of Friday 17 Jan, the fire was already 
well and truly within reach of Canberra's southernmost suburbs]. 

 
First sentence states: 
 

Fires have escaped containment lines in the ACT and are running out of control, with rural 
properties along the Namadgi National Park now at risk in the continuing ferocious conditions. 

 
Article later states: 
 

The flames were last night about 12 km from the outskirts of Canberra.  Fire was burning both 
sides of Mount Franklin Road.  Wind gusts up to 65km/h and on-the-ground temperatures in the 
mid-40s created hellish conditions yesterday that forced firefighters to be called off the 
Stockyard Spur, McIntyre's Hut and Bendora fires for their own safety.  There appears to be no 
respite in sight with fire authorities facing a top temperature today of 38 degrees, winds up to 
35km/h and no chance of rain. 

 
 
Sunday 19 Jan 03: 
Front page has title 'DISASTER' in very large letters, a picture of a fire scene, and little other writing. 
Page 3 is headed 'ACT BUSHFIRE DISASTER' and states "Two confirmed dead, three others missing, 
100 homes lost" in large letters above article titled 'Canberra's darkest day' [in very large letters] by Peter 
Clack 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 
'Squandering money 
on phantom fears': 

Letter by 
Marilyn Shepherd of 

Kensington 
The Age 

21 Jan 2003 
p. 14 

The most sickening sight to anyone in Australia is bushfires such as those in Canberra at the weekend, 
with thousands of people left homeless, innocent people killed and hundreds of houses destroyed. It would 
take a real mongrel not to empathise.  However, in the last budget the Howard crowd allocated nearly $3 
billion to "protect our borders" from a few thousand persecuted, dispossessed refugees, and ignored 
repeated calls to acquire some of the "Elvis" fire-fighting helicopters that have proved so effective in 
Sydney.  It's time this government stopped squandering our money on false dangers and spent it on the 
true dangers we face within - such as drought and bushfires. 

Letters to the Editor. 
Letter by Patrick 

Hennessy, Gymea 
Bay 

Daily Telegraph 
23 Jan 2003 

p. 32 

Once again, apparent turmoil regarding firefighting resources and cross-border application of assets; a 
rampaging fire and stupid authority demarcation.  Different railway gauges, transport regulations, taxes, 
time management, duplication of scarce resources and the outrageous cost of too much government.  Why 
not see through the smoke and abolish state/ territory governments? New Zealand can do it and boast a 
closing dollar. 

'How to save a 
mountain', by Tony 

Wright 
The Bulletin 
11 Feb 2003 

Volume 121; Number 
6 
 

As the blackened ACT still comes to terms with loss of life and property, one area of national park 
remains pristine, unlicked by flames. Tony Wright meets a band of cockies from the old school who 
fought the fires like their forefathers and won the battle.  
 
The captain of the rural fire brigade from the tiny village of Bredbo, a rangy grazier named Will Goggin, 
led the charge into the Namadgi bush and the high forest bordering it to the east.  …  At one stage, he 
threatened to go ahead and start backburning even if he could not get official permission. His task, he 
believes, was made difficult because of a confusion of authorities involved with a fire that straddled the 
ACT and NSW borders, two shires, and land that was held both privately and by a national park. "We 
never quite knew who was calling the shots," he said. 

'Push for national 
bushfire inquiry – 

States and territories 
must be excluded, say 

advocates', 
by Ross Peake 

Canberra Times 
18 Feb 2003 

p. 2 

Momentum grew yesterday for a national inquiry into the management of national parks after the 
disastrous bushfires around the country.  But Government MPs who are blaming state Labor governments 
for allowing excessive undergrowth in the parks, want to exclude those governments from any inquiry. 
The group of 42 MPs called for an inquiry to be independent and focus on bushfire and land management 
issues. Territories Minister Wilson Tuckey is calling for an inquiry and has written to Prime Minister John 
Howard and other ministers about the issue. Gary Nairn, who represents Eden-Monaro, the electorate that 
surrounds Canberra, said the Federal Government could conduct the inquiry without the states. 'Because 
of the extent of these bushfires and the non-observance of state boundaries, it is appropriate the 
Commonwealth conduct an inquiry and develop what I would call a blueprint for land management that 
the states would enact,' he said. 'This would be similar to the Commonwealth's role in putting forward a 
blueprint for gun control. 'We didn't enact any laws, the states had to do that, but we put forward a 
national approach so there would be uniformity.' Gary Humphries, who will be chosen today as an ACT 
senator, said he had seen no national cooperation on bushfire management during his five years as ACT 
emergency services minister. 'The treatment of bushfire management as a national issue is the most 
important thing that should be addressed by an inquiry like this,' he said. 'There has been a very tribal 
approach towards management of major crises, the assumption is that you'll do your own thing and if 
someone needs some help you might send them some crews or a tanker or two but basically you make 
your own decisions. 'I think that is just not sufficiently sophisticated for Australia at this stage.' Mr 
Humphries would not comment directly on blame for Canberra fires. Labor MPs were outraged that after 
last month's fires in Canberra, Mr Tuckey said NSW forest managers had not done enough to reduce the 
fire risk. 'My belief is that the fuel loads deliberately created within the national parks of NSW are the 
reason that the fire reached an intensity that it could do all the things that it did,' he said then. Alby 
Schultz, who represents Hume to the north of the ACT, said state governments were being irresponsible in 
national park management. Converted crop duster aircraft were sitting on the ground rather than being 
called in to suppress fires quickly such as the Canberra bushfires, he said. 'That to me is an irresponsible 
action because it is incumbent on the relevant fire authority to pull into action all the resources they have 
at their disposal,' he said. 'There is a significant number of Government backbenchers concerned about 
this and they don't believe the state fire authorities are doing as much as they should be doing to keep 
these fires under control and put them out.' The management of national parks is being pushed by NSW 
Liberals before next month's state election. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'Where there's smoke', 
Special Report by 

Chris Uhlmann 
Stateline 

(ABC Television, 
Canberra) 

6 May 2003 

KATHLEEN HYLAND (STUDIO) : Welcome to Stateline – I'm Kathleen Hyland – tonight our 
documentary special - which we've called "Where there's Smoke".  It follows months of investigation by 
the Stateline team and details the awful inevitability of the January fires.  I should point out that interview 
requests were made to the Chief Minister, Jon Stanhope, the management of the Emergency Services 
Bureau and the head of the NSW Rural Fire Service, Phil Koperberg. All declined. A spokesperson for the 
Chief Minister's office told us that they would say what they had to say before the various inquiries.  And 
indeed, Government Department submissions to the McLeod enquiry were tabled yesterday.  But as you 
will see, some pretty crucial questions still need to be answered.  The reporter asking them is Chris 
Uhlmann in this special Stateline report. 
... 
REPORTER [Chris Uhlmann]:After the Territory burned again in 1952, experts decided that the major 
threat came from the west and northwest. The Bushfire Council leased a large parcel of land from NSW 
adjacent to the ACT for controlled burning.  The CSIRO divided the land into sections and the plan was to 
burn a different grid every six years.  But years passed and, as memories of the fires of 39 and 52 faded, 
opposition to controlled burning grew. 
 
PHIL CHENEY [CSIRO Bushfire expert CSIRO]: There was always a fair objection from the 
environmental lobby against prescribed burning and against fire of any sort really. 
 
REPORTER: Eventually, the territory's fire suppression lease was handed back to NSW and bit by bit the 
link between bushfire fighting and the land was broken.  For those with long memories, like Val Jeffrey, 
that was the point at which the ACT began its sleepwalk towards the disaster of 2003. 
 
VAL JEFFERY (Southern Area Fire Captain): I've been fighting fires ever since the age of 14 onwards. 
 
REPORTER: Val Jeffery believes that the biggest mistake was made at the time of Self Government when 
practical control of fire management began to shift from the Bushfire Council to city-based administrators.
 
VAL JEFFERY: They didn't seem to have the same sense of responsibility or relationship with the fire 
suppression organisations and as a result that was the start of the bureaucrats taking over from the 
practical people. 
... 
REPORTER: But Phil Cheney and Val Jeffery were not the only ones sending clear warning signals. In 
1994 the ACT Parks and Conservation service engaged another consultant, Howard McBeth, a former 
deputy chief of the South Australian Country Fire Service.  His report warned... 
 
V/O [Voice Over] McBETH GRAPHIC: Culturally, socially, politically and departmentally the ACT 
Community is and has been lulled into a sense of false security with regard to the ravages of bushfire. If 
the existing Government Statutes, Departmental Structures, Reporting Relationships and Programming of 
Wildfire Mitigation Works continue as currently structured, it is inevitable that significant loss of assets 
will accrue together with loss of life during the next single, multiple or conflagration event.  The urban 
rural interface will obviously bear the brunt of such losses. 
... 
REPORTER: Just over a year later, on the afternoon of January 8th - lightening strikes in the Brindabellas 
and Namadgi National Park start four fires which directly lead to the destruction in Canberra 10 days 
later.  Many experienced fire fighters believe that it was in those crucial early days - that every available 
resource should have been thrown at the fires. 
 
COL ADAMS (Pilot): Victoria and South Australia and Western Australia, the first sign of smoke they've 
got aeroplanes on them straight away.  
... 
REPORTER: This Emergency Services Map shows how the fires grew.  Here, on day one, there are 
several small fires with the largest to the north at McIntyre's Hut.  There is little change by the next day.  
On day three, and the McIntyre's Hut fire to the top of the screen, is growing. While the others remain 
much the same.  There is little change again on day four.  On days five and six all the fires are growing, 
but slowly.  Day seven, and the two fires to the bottom of the screen combine.  On days 8 & 9 the 
situation remains static.  But by day 10, blown by a north westerly gusting up to 58 kilometres, all fires 
break their containment lines and begin their run towards Canberra.  And then this, at noon on day 11, 
January the 18th.  And this is the firestorm by 3 o'clock. 
 
So in the week leading up to the 18th does the ESB have any sense of the threat facing Canberra and, if it 
does, why isn't that communicated to the public.  Certainly the NSW Rural Fire Service seems to have 
been aware of the danger. 
 
PHIL KOPERBERG (NSW Fire Chief):(file footage): This is probably the worst threat to this part of the 
state in decades. The Brindabella complex of fires are certainly a potential threat to very valuable assets 
not the least being some mature pine forest on the border of Canberra and the ACT itself. 
 
REPORTER: NSW fire chief Phil Koperberg arrived in Queanbeyan on the Wednesday before the fires. 
That afternoon he held a meeting with his ACT counterpart. 
 
Stateline has confirmed that at the meeting the ACT was warned of a massive exposure if the forecast dire 
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weather conditions materialised. NSW made an open ended offer of assistance. 
 
The ACT asked for just four task forces, that is twenty trucks and crews. These were in place by Friday 
and Saturday morning. 
 
PHIL KOPERBERG (WEDNESAY 15TH OF JAN) : Given the fact that the weather is going to 
deteriorate at the weekend and possibly quite severely the job is still ahead of them 
 
REPORTER: However, even two days later that same sense of urgency was not being expressed at the 
local level. 
 
PETER LUCAS-SMITH (Press Conference January 17th) How far are the fires from Canberra and what 
is the chance that it will reach the edge? Well the fires are a fair way away from Canberra I haven't 
measured them in kilometres. They're a fair way away from the edge of the urban area of the ACT. Under 
north-west wind conditions the chances of it reaching the urban edge are pretty slim 
 
EMERGENCY SERVICES PRESS CONFERENCE:18/1 You were saying yesterday that there was a 
minimal chance of the fires reaching suburban Canberra is that still your assessment of the fires or have 
you re-evaluated? Umm I think the word minimal is your word but there has always been a chance that the 
fire would reach the urban area I think that that chance still exists and it is certainly not out of our 
planning arrangements but they are precautionary arrangements at this stage. 
 
REPORTER: Natalie Larkins was working in the ABC radio newsroom that Saturday.. and says she made 
numerous attempts throughout the morning to get fresh information on the fires from the Emergency 
Services Bureau.  She says she was promised a briefing by the Bureau's Director Mike Castles at 11am. 
 
NATALIE LARKINS: I called again saying "You know, I need fresh information we are coming up to the 
12 o'clock bulletin, people need to know what's going on. " 
 
REPORTER: That briefing never happened.  It wasn't until midday - when the 12 o'clock bulletin was 
already going to air - that a press conference was called. 
 
NATALIE LARKINS :When they were pushed Peter Lucas-Smith said yes, the risk to Canberra was there 
but they were emphasising more the point that they expected the fire to come out of the forest into 
grasslands, that'd take a couple of days, contingencies were put in place for the urban fringe, they weren't 
concerned. There certainly was no sense that within 3 hours we were going to lose 500 houses on the 
urban fringe of Canberra . 
 
NATALIE LARKINS: We're hearing on one hand that this fire is spotting out 8 to 10 kilometres from the 
fire front and then we are hearing that the fire front is 8 to 10 kilometres from Canberra! I mean it doesn't 
take much to put two and two together I mean because my house itself was on the western fringe of 
Canberra and right in the firing line so to speak. 
 
REPORTER: What happened that day still causes Natalie Larkins to have sleepless nights. 
 
NATALIE LARKINS: Did we do the right thing? Did we get enough information? Could we have done 
better could we have done more? Could I have done more? At the end of the day I didn't have enough 
information to save my own place. I think I'm always going to feel some sense of responsibility. 
 
REPORTER: Time is running out.  While the noon press conference is underway alarm bells are ringing 
elsewhere in the city.  At 12.20 the officer in charge of operations at Police Headquarters calls the 
Emergency Services Bureau and advises that a State of Emergency needs to be declared. The advice is 
rejected.  At 2.30 the Emergency warning signal is sounded on ABC radio.  A state of Emergency is 
declared at 2.45, more than two hours after the first police request was made......And, half an hour before 
the fires hit Duffy. 
 
JON STANHOPE (file footage) : I have declared a state of emergency in the ACT... we are facing a very 
serious circumstance particularly those suburbs facing the edge in Belconnen, all of the suburbs of Weston 
Creek and unfortunately we already have some houses alight. 
 
REPORTER (CHRIS UHLMANN) Shortly before 5.30 the Lyons substation burns and the power goes 
out at the Emergency Services Bureau. Now the Bureau does have backup power but only for the 
communications room and a few other assets considered essential. The leadership team moves out into the 
courtyard, around a picnic table and begins discussions about relocating. There are fire fighters on the roof 
hosing the building down and the light is provided by the glow from the fires. Police urge that they 
relocate either to the Winchester Centre, or to Northbourne Avenue where the National Headquarters or to 
Tuggeranong Police Station. The offer is rejected.  If communicating with each other was a problem - it 
was harder communicating with the troops on the ground. 
 
PAUL CANON (Captain Candlagan Brigade): Well the area we were there was virtually, we had no 
communications with the ACT at all - we were getting all our information from Queanbeyan and there 
was no, we had no radio communications with the ACT at all (um) none. 
 
REPORTER [Chris Uhlmann]: The ACT and NSW radio systems are incompatible. Which means 
interstate teams working together had to improvise. 
 
MIKE LONERGAN (former Chair ACT Volunteer Bushfire Brigades) : NSW does it by having field 
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officers command the on-ground vehicles and the foot people by other radio systems and they commonly 
use the UHF CB radio system. It's not their official policy to do that but they do that and people can walk 
around and they are in touch with the rest of the fleet and the happenings of the fire. 
 
(Reporter): Now that one you've got there wasn't given to you by the ACT though was it? 
 
MIKE LONERGAN: Of course not or the NSW authorities. People around Smiths Road area bought 
about 25 of these on the Saturday morning and were in touch with developments on the fire front for the 
whole of the two weeks that the fires effected us. 
 
REPORTER: If all of Canberra's radio systems are channelled through the headquarters at Curtin, but 
there just isn't enough bandwidth to deal with the load.  
 
MIKE LONERGAN: On the Friday night about midnight the ACT radio system was virtually in tatters, as 
it was from about 10 o'clock to 11 o'clock on the Saturday morning, it was producing a whole series of 
static and very few messages. 
 
Chris [Reporter]: So you think from what you heard, and your part of the fire, it would have been almost 
impossible for the ACT to manage its system on the day? 
 
MIKE LONERGAN: It was absolutely impossible, I can assure you of that - with that system. 
 
REPORTER: Another system pushed to the limit is the one that keeps track of the trucks - computer aided 
dispatch.  The system has been criticised at two coronial inquests and, in 1999, the Bureau was given two 
and a half million dollars to build a new one. Every annual report for the next three years promises to 
deliver it, but the winning tender was only announced yesterday.  Fujitsu got the job, and already 
questions have been raised over whether their system is compatible with that used by the police.  But 
going back to the 18th of January, would a new system have made a difference to the allocation of 
resources.? 
 
MICHAEL BOLITHO (ex Gungahlin Branch ACT Emergency Services): There were a lot of people who 
were not used partly because the vehicles were being tasked the wrong way and people were being left 
behind and partly because I think the command and control structures broke down to the extent that they 
really didn't know where people were. If they had of really known what there resources were they could 
have done more. 
 
REPORTER: Michael Bolitho was a volunteer working with the ACT Emergency Service...and he 
remains bitter that his team was not called upon. 
 
MICHAEL BOLITHO: We advised the Emergency Services Bureau that we were here and that we had 
transport and we stayed here until they stood us down that night. 
 
REPORTER: Another resource close by was Airservices Australia. It has four tankers at Canberra 
Airport, capable of pumping vast amounts of water while they are on the move.  On that Saturday, 
Airservices Australia offered up to three tankers for the firefighting effort. No one called them back.  And 
from further afield, some fire fighting units from around NSW were trying to get into Canberra. 
 
RON WINTER (Captain Malua Bay Volunteer Bushfire Brigade): They hit the road right on 1600. At 
1605 the task force received a radio message to say that they were to abort the mission - that they were no 
longer required. 
 
REPORTER: To the best of your knowledge how many units within say an hour and a half or a two hour 
drive from Canberra were either not called on or were told that they were not needed and to turn back on 
that day? 
 
RON WINTER: Talking to various people in the immediate week after the fire, I got up to round about 27 
and gave up. So there could have been any number. 
 
REPORTER: For a disaster that came as such a shock to everyone that Saturday afternoon, one more 
question has to be asked.  Did the Bureau have a comprehensive Emergency Communications plan on the 
day? 
 
NATALIE LARKINS (ABC Reporter) I was greatly alarmed at the fact that there didn't seem to be a plan. 
Half way through the morning I spoke to one of the media officers saying "Do you have our numbers? 
Why aren't you contacting us? Will you contact us if something is going on? They didn't have our 
numbers. I had to sit down and type out a list of people to contact in radio, in television, in news and 
programs and fax it off to them so they knew who to contact to let us know if something was happening. 
That should not have happened. There should have always been an open communication line. 
 
REPORTER Stateline can confirm that a consultant was hired on the day after the fires to write a 
communications plan.  In the days that followed, many questions surfaced, and many remain unanswered.
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'Inquiry into the 
Operational Response 
to the January 2003 

Bushfires in the 
ACT', 

by Ron McLeod AM, 
1 August 2003 

McLeod (2003: 75): 
Difficulties with operational communications and a lack of coordination between NSW and ACT 
authorities were commonly reported in submissions.  Operational personnel claimed that differences 
between ACT and NSW rural fire units’ communication systems significantly hindered the firefighting 
effort; this included differences in radio systems and frequencies, unit call signs and signage, command 
structures, and communication protocols and procedures.  There were also reports of communication 
difficulties associated with air support; submissions indicated that units on the ground could not identify 
air support elements because they carried no unit or call-sign markings. 
 
Calls were made for greater coordination and cross-training between NSW and ACT bushfire units and for 
the development of a common bushfire control plan. 
 
McLeod (2003: 111-112): 
One remaining weakness that the communication projects will not resolve is the difficulty of achieving 
complete systems interoperability between ACT emergency service agencies and ACT Policing (which 
follows Australian Federal Police nationally determined standards) and the NSW Rural Fire Service 
(which follows a different NSW statewide government standard). The benefit of these agencies being able 
to maintain effective operational communications during emergencies is self-evident. 
 
The different communications approaches followed by emergency service bodies across Australia are 
related to decisions taken by the separate jurisdictions at different times, seeking to take best advantage of 
rapidly changing technology. The high cost of replacement goes against easy adoption of a more national 
approach. In addition, decisions taken by the Commonwealth spectrum-allocation body add another level 
of complexity. 
 
Despite the inherent difficulties the continued pursuit of greater interoperability between emergency 
services organisations throughout Australia should continue to be a long-term aim. 
 
Although it may take a long time to achieve, the ACT should take whatever steps it can to encourage the 
development of a national solution to communication between emergency services bodies, which as part 
of crisis management, need to be able to have unimpeded communication with each other. 
 
McLeod (2003: 154): 
Communicating with interstate firefighters 
The ACT Bushfire Service report highlights communication limitations with visiting New South Wales 
and Victorian firefighters. The report states that communication with New South Wales firefighters 'relied 
on face-to-face conversation and a limited number of portable radios that could be deployed with the 
NSW Rural Fire Service commanders'. [ACT Bushfire Service report to the Chief Coroner, p. 26]  
Relying on face-to-face communication is flawed: it greatly endangers firefighters. This highlights the 
difficulties resulting from each jurisdiction developing its own radio system independent of adjacent 
jurisdictions, as is discussed in the section headed 'Communications and computer-aided dispatch' in this 
chapter. The Inquiry noted the 'unified command approach' adopted by Country Fire Authority firefighters 
from Victoria and considers that any future communications system established in the ACT should 
include the capability for visiting firefighters to be 'fitted out' with compatible portable communications or 
be accompanied by ACT firefighters with portable radios. 
 
McLeod (2003: 162-163): 
The facts that fires do not recognise political boundaries and that support is provided across borders, and 
the reality that the ACT is an island within NSW, point to opportunities for a broader management 
approach in the ACT and surrounding region.  The history of fires in the ACT and surrounding regions 
and the nature of the vegetation and terrain suggest that if political boundaries did not exist, at both the 
state and local government levels, the best arrangements for managing fire suppression and providing the 
necessary specialist support would be based on a larger regional approach. The Inquiry did not pursue the 
feasibility of this, and the political considerations are such that it may not have great appeal. From a 
purely practical fire-suppression viewpoint however, there is merit in keeping a regional concept in mind 
and then pursuing cooperative arrangements that, to the maximum extent possible, offer a seamless 
approach to strategic planning for and joint or shared management of, large bushfire events. 
 
Among the initiatives that should be pursued are greater opportunities for joint exercises and training, 
closer cooperation in the coordination and planning of responses to major bushfire emergencies, a stronger 
sense of 'jointness' in managing large regional firefighting operations, greater cooperation in the 
deployment of equipment and personnel, closer links in the development of communication protocols, 
adoption of common incident control arrangements, and agreement on common operational terminology. 
Apart from the advantages these efforts would bring in terms of creating a more integrated, regionally 
focused bushfire capacity, the closer personal relationships and better understanding of each other's 
arrangements, that would ensue could only lead to an improvement in the effectiveness of the two services 
acting alone.  At a more general level, the Inquiry considers that a strengthening of the relationship 
between the ACT and New South Wales would be worth pursuing across government agencies generally, 
where there are common interests. 
 
During the Inquiry comments were made to the effect that, in NSW, many systems and administrative 
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mechanisms as part of statewide arrangements were in operation and fully staffed in the adjoining areas of 
the state. With appropriate clearances, ACT authorities could have taken advantage of this, in both the 
response and recovery phases. It was asserted that the nature of the regional support potentially available 
needed to be better understood and reflected in the ACT's Emergency Plan and its subsidiary plans or in 
mutual cooperation arrangements developed between kindred agencies.  In this way the ACT could 
receive the benefit of making use of arrangements that are tried and proven, rather than having to 
independently spend effort designing unique arrangements to meet occasional eventualities.  A somewhat 
similar approach has already been adopted in regard to health care, with Canberra Hospital acting as a 
major regional health centre for southern NSW. The ACT and NSW jointly operate the Snowy Hydro 
Southcare helicopter medical retrieval service, which serves southern NSW as well as the ACT. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'Fire Alert Unheeded, 
Court Told', by 

Stephanie Peatling 
Sydney Morning 

Herald 
8 Oct 2003 

p. 2 

Canberra residents did not have enough information to prepare for the deadly January bushfires despite 
the Government being warned they could threaten suburbs, an inquest was told yesterday.  Seventy per 
cent of the ACT was burnt in the fires - a "disaster that may have been preventable, or at least the intensity 
of it lessened", said Les Lasry, QC, counsel assisting the ACT coroner.  "In the days leading to the fire the 
evidence will suggest the ACT public weren't given anywhere near enough information to prepare," he 
said. 
 
The January fires killed four people and destroyed nearly 500 homes in Canberra, as well as blackening 
much of Kosciuszko National Park and surrounding farmland.  Yesterday was the first day of the ACT 
coronial inquest, which is likely to take several months to reach any conclusions.  The fires were started 
by lightning strikes on January 8 but were not immediately contained. As temperatures rose and wind 
speeds increased, the fires eventually formed a "tornado", the inquest heard. It tore through several 
Canberra suburbs on January 18. 
 
The Emergency Services Bureau thought conditions were bad enough to declare a total fire ban on 
January 16, the same day the ACT Government was briefed on the growing fire danger, the ACT coroner, 
Maria Doogan, was told. Authorities described the fires as being seemingly "unstoppable", Mr Lasry said.  
"Separated by state borders . . . the fire knew no state boundary. It may well have been the border between 
the ACT and NSW acted as an obstacle to effective fire fighting," he said. 
 
The $500 million cost of the fires could blow out to $1 billion, depending on the damage to the ACT's 
water catchment areas and the cost of rebuilding Mt Stromlo Observatory, the inquest heard.  Previous 
inquiries have spent much time discussing the contentious issue of hazard reduction and whether better 
fuel management could have prevented the fires. 
 
Some private land holders have claimed that if the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service had carried 
out more hazard reduction before the fires began, the January blazes would not have caused as much 
damage. A NSW coronial inquiry absolved the NPWS and the Rural Fire Service.  
Another inquiry, headed by the former Commonwealth ombudsman, Ron McLeod, found the Canberra 
blazes could have been contained if the initial outbreak in the Namadgi National Park on January 8 had 
been attacked more aggressively.  Despite these findings, Mr Lasry said he would also examine the issue 
of hazard reduction.  In a joint statement issued yesterday, the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service 
and the Rural Fire Service said it was a waste of money to cover the same issues again. 

Nairn, G. [chairman], 
'A Nation Charred: 

Report on the Inquiry 
into Bushfires', 

House of 
Representatives 

Select Committee into 
the Recent Australian 
Bushfires, Canberra, 

23 October 2003 

Nairn (2003: xxiv): 
 
Recommendation 25 
The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth seek to ensure that the Council of Australian 
Governments seek the adoption by all states and territories of multi-agency protocols and agreements for 
fire management, similar to those in force in Tasmania. 
 
Recommendation 26 
The Committee recommends that Emergency Management Australia initiate a process involving 
Australasian Fire Authorities Council and the Australian Assembly of Volunteer Fire Brigades 
Association to review the coordination of cross border fire fighting arrangements and interstate 
deployment of fire fighting resources. The review should specifically consider training on the full range of 
equipment and procedures likely to encountered, standardisation of equipment and procedures, 
communication and the provision of information about local characteristics such as access to water. 
 
Nairn (2003: 179): 
 
Recommendation 25 
5.101 The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth seek to ensure that the Council of 
Australian Governments seek the adoption by all states and territories of multi-agency protocols 
and agreements for fire management, similar to those in force in Tasmania. 
 
Coordination when fires cross borders 
 
5.102 There has been a trend towards greater inter-state deployment of fire personnel in recent years and 
the protocols to make this work seem to be increasingly effective. This success however seems to be 
dependent on visiting crews being placed under the direction of the receiving state's authorities. There 
seems to be less adequate arrangements in place where fires straddle state and territory borders as 
occurred in the high country and on the borders of the Australian Capital Territory and the two 
jurisdictions make independent responses. 
 
5.103 There were problems on occasion when fire fighters crossed state and territory borders, and even 
across municipal borders. The owners of Tom Groggin were in a good position to observe the 
effectiveness of inter-agency and cross border fire fighting efforts. They found the chains of command 
between the RFS and the NPWS were 'confused and unclear'. They also found that position on the New 
South Wales and Victorian border meant that they: 
 

suffered from a lack of a coordinated approach. Depending on where the flames where at any time 
we fluctuated between being the responsibility of one control centre or another with the inevitable 
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consequence of confusion and chaos. Effective progress in protecting our property was only made 
when we took control of our destiny. [Trevor Davis, Submission no. 376, p. 3.] 

 
Nairn (2003: 180): 
5.104 The IFA referred to the growing tendency for fire fighters to move inter-state to provide assistance 
to each other, and noted this is a good thing, but suggested that: 
 

the efficiency of interstate movements would be improved with further standardisation of 
equipment, communications and incident control systems. [Institute of Foresters of Australia, 
Submission no. 295, p. 20] 

 
5.105 Other submissions referred to communication problems and a lack of coordination when units were 
deployed, or sought to assist, across state and territory borders. This seemed most evident in relation to 
fires on the western border of the Australian Capital Territory: 
 

One of the important shortcomings that we have identified in our communication was the poor 
communications and coordination that existed between the ACT and New South 
Wales fire authorities. We believe that that was a significant contributing factor. [Harold Adams, 
Transcript of Evidence, 15 July 2003, p. 79] 

 
5.106 It seems, in part, that the New South Wales authorities did not understand the requirements of the 
Australian Capital Territory and on 18 January some units were transited through areas in dire peril to take 
standby asset protection in areas that were no longer under threat. Mr Alan Holding, the leader of a task 
force from Harden deployed by the New South Wales RFS to assist with fires in the 
Canberra region told the Committee that his group and others were sent to do property protection in areas 
to the west of Canberra which by that time was not under threat. His group transited through and later 
returned to areas of suburban Canberra where houses were still catching alight from ember attack. He was 
concerned about the failure to call out his group before 18 January, that is before the fire developed to an 
uncontrollable fire storm. He was also concerned about the apparent lack of coordination between 
Australian Capital Territory and New South Wales authorities in making the best use of the resources 
available. He noted that such problems with major fires were not usual but arose in this instance because 
two jurisdictions were involved: 
 

In most of my recent trips to section 44 incidents the deployment of firefighting resources have 
been good however the Canberra fire was in my view looking at it from a taskforce leaders 
position disastrous. [Alan Holding, Submission no. 28, p. 3] 

 
Nairn (2003: 181): 
5.107 Mr Holding raised a number of questions about the deployment of his group: 
_ Why did it take two and a quarter hours from our arrival at Yarrowlumla Fire Control till the taskforce 
arrived at Fairlight property? 
_ Why did the taskforce travel through the suburbs of Holder and Duffy, which were still burning, to a 
property, which did not need protection? 
_ Why was the Taskforce allowed to wait in the suburb of Holder for one and half hours and not be 
tasked? [96 Alan Holding, Submission no. 28, p. 3] 
 
5.108 The delays in deploying the Harden task force are further detailed in a log of events attached to Mr 
Holding's submission. His task force returned to the Canberra suburbs when they ran out of water and it 
had become apparent that they could do more useful work protecting houses there. They sought specific 
tasking but were told by the RFS that discussions were being held with the Australian Capital Territory 
fire control. After an hour and a half no instructions were forthcoming and the task force returned to 
Harden. [Alan Holding, Submission no. 28, Attachment] 
 
5.109 Authorities in the Australian Capital Territory seemed, at that time, unaware of assistance available 
from New South Wales or were either unable or unwilling to use such resources: 
 

This is anecdotal, but a number of my friends and extended family were firefighters involved in 
the Canberra fires and the fires in this area in 2002-03, and we concluded there were resources 
available that were not being used. Whether Canberra declined or did not know how to access 
the resources or whatever else, there did not appear to be – if not the will – the procedures in 
place to declare what assets were available. We had crewed tankers with fresh crews sitting 
here in Cooma ready to go to the ACT. Terry tells me there were crews in Tallaganda Shire 
who, when they heard about what happened, of their own volition were ready to jump on 
tankers and go across there. I cannot discern what happened; it may well have been that the 
higher commands from the ACT made some pretty bum guesses about how that fire was 
developing so that nothing happened. [John Snell, Transcript of Evidence, 10 July 2003, p. 39] 

 
Nairn (2003: 182): 
5.110 The Committee notes that there was a lot of effective and well appreciated cross border assistance. 
The McLeod inquiry noted that many of the submissions that it received referred to difficulties with 
operational communications and a lack of coordination between New South Wales and Australian Capital 
Territory authorities. [Ron McLeod, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires 
in the ACT, August 2003, p. 75 – refers to such problems as 'commonly reported in submissions.']  Calls 
were made for greater coordination and cross-training between New South Wales and the Australian 
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Capital Territory bushfire units and for the development of a common bushfire control plan. However, the 
McLeod report also details the considerable assistance provided by New South Wales. The New South 
Wales authorities attempted to deal fires that were within their own area of jurisdiction, but threatening 
the Australian Capital Territory. They also provided direct support to the Australian Capital Territory: 
_ A liaison officer from NSW Rural Fire Service was stationed at Queanbeyan for extended periods 
during the emergency and on 18 January, the NSW Rural Fire Commissioner dispatched an 
Assistant Commissioner who visited ESB. 
_ On 18 January, as a result of liaison between staff at Queanbeyan and Curtin, a number of aircraft 
operated out of the Yarrowlumla Fire Control District as the McIntyre Hut fire spread into the ACT. 
The Rural Fire Service Commissioner diverted an Erickson air crane from Jindabyne to Canberra, which 
was directed at property protection. 
_ Extensive GIS support in the form of line scans from aircraft, mapping products, and fire plots, was 
provided by the NSW Rural Fire Service, both during and after the fire. 
_ At the request of the ACT Fire Brigade, the NSW Fire Brigade provided a task force comprising four 
urban pumpers, two support units carrying portable pumps, and two command vehicles. It arrived in 
Canberra during the evening of 18 January. 
_ On 16 January, the Ambulance Service of New South Wales was formally asked to provide assistance. 
Two crews arrived on 17 January and on 18 January a liaison officer and further crews arrived. A NSW 
aero-medical helicopter also provided support to the ACT, releasing the Snowy Hydro Southcare 
helicopter to continue firebombing. [Ron McLeod, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 
2003 Bushfires in the ACT, August 2003, p. 59] 
 
Nairn (2003: 183): 
5.111 Mr McLeod noted that the Australian Capital Territory Bushfire Service and the New South Wales 
NPWS have a cross-border agreement on fire management and suppression but there is no similar 
documented agreement between the Australian Capital Territory Bushfire Service and the New South 
Wales RFS. Where support has been provided it depended more on personal contacts and continuing 
relationships rather than formalised plans and agreements. [Ron McLeod, Inquiry into the Operational 
Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT, August 2003, p. 161] 
 
5.112 The McLeod report noted also that over time, a good relationship has built up between the 
Australian Capital Territory Bushfire Service and the New South Wales RFS, and an atmosphere of 
mutual support exists. It has been common for one service to provide support and assistance to the other: 
'However, the arrangements have never been formalised'. [Ron McLeod, Inquiry into the Operational 
Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT, August 2003, p. 161] 
 
5.113 The Committee notes developments in the state border area of western Victoria and south east 
South Australia where a joint working party of the South Australian Volunteer Brigades Association and 
the Victorian Rural Fire Brigades Association has been working to identify and address the issues that 
arise across state borders. In this instance the volunteer fire fighters have taken the lead in responding to 
these problems but have done so in a national context and have called for state fire and emergency 
services to adopt a national approach and to develop a national strategy. 
 
5.114 The Committee notes also the guidelines for cooperation between Victorian and South Australian 
fire suppression organisations in the southern border area promulgated by the Southern Border Fire 
Coordination Association. This is a comprehensive document that covers a wide range of matters from 
legal issues to the allocation of radio frequencies, and deals with all aspects of fire suppression. The 
Southern Border Fire Coordination Association is a body formed by representatives of organisations with 
fire suppression responsibilities and capabilities, and organisations with statutory responsibilities in the 
area. [Southern Border Fire Coordination Association, Guidelines for co-operation between Victorian and 
South Australian organisations on fire suppression in the southern border area, p. 2] 
 
Nairn (2003: 184-185): 
5.115 The Committee believes that there is great value in informal personal relationships. The lack of 
such relationships and the distrust between incident controllers and fire ground captains appears to have 
been an impediment in some situations during the 2003 fires in several areas in south east Australia. 
However, there is also a need for more formalised regional responses to cross border fire events, as has 
been developed for the southern border area. Mr McLeod suggested that the best arrangements for 
managing fire suppression and providing the necessary specialist support would be based on a larger 
regional approach. He envisaged that the initiatives that should be pursued are part of planning and 
preparing for an integrated, regional approach include: 
_ Greater opportunities for joint exercises and training. 
_ Closer cooperation in the coordination and planning of responses to major bushfire emergencies. 
_ A stronger sense of 'jointness' in managing large regional firefighting operations. 
_ Greater cooperation in the deployment of equipment and personnel. 
_ Closer links in the development of communication protocols. 
_ Adoption of common incident control arrangements. 
_ Agreement on common operational terminology. [Ron McLeod, Inquiry into the Operational Response 
to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT, August 2003, p. 162] 
Most of these principles appear to be embodied in the guidelines adopted by the Southern Border Fire 
Coordination Association. 
 
5.116 The Committee agrees with the proposal from the South Australian and Victorian volunteers for a 
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national approach to issues facing volunteers when responding to cross border incidents. The formation of 
the Southern Border Fire Coordination Association and the promulgation of guidelines seem to be 
necessary and worthwhile developments. It appears that volunteer fire fighters involved in implementing 
those guidelines have identified a number of issues that affect them and which need clarification. The 
need to consider issues related to inter-state cooperation and coordination arises also with more formal 
deployment of resources to assist another state deal with major emergencies within the boundaries of that 
state. In this regard the Committee notes that the discussion paper that has arisen from the South 
Australian and Victorian joint working party states, in relation to major interstate deployment, that such 
deployment: 
 

has presented a number of challenges in areas of training on unfamiliar equipment, 
compatibility of equipment, access to water, terminology, etc. In general these deployments 
have proved successful, however improvements can always be made and lessons learnt form 
these deployments should also be considered in a national perspective. [Discussion paper by 
Rex Hall, chairperson Joint Working party South Australian Volunteer Fire Brigades 
Association and Victorian Rural Fire Brigades Association] 

 
Recommendation 26 
5.117 The Committee recommends that Emergency Management Australia initiate a process 
involving Australasian Fire Authorities Council and the Australian Assembly of Volunteer Fire 
Brigades Association to review the coordination of cross border fire fighting arrangements and 
inter-state deployment of fire fighting resources. The review should specifically consider training on 
the full range of equipment and procedures likely to encountered, standardisation of equipment and 
procedures, communication and the provision of information about local characteristics such as 
access to water. 
 
Nairn (2003: 287): 
National standards 
8.16 There has been a significant increase in inter-jurisdictional cooperation of fire suppression agencies 
in responding to bushfire emergencies over recent years. Fire fighters from around the country have found 
themselves assisting colleagues in other states and territories with increasing frequency since the 1994 
fires to the north and west of Sydney. [John Gledhill, Transcript of Evidence, 21 August 2003, p. 6]  
Furthermore, the 2003 fires showed, as did the fires in 1939 and 1983 before them, that fire does not 
respect territorial distinctions and jurisdictional boundaries. 
 
8.17 The Committee is of the view that the current lack of national standards in key areas continues to 
restrict the effectiveness of fire suppression efforts in this country: a parallel can be drawn between the 
current state of bushfire management and the inefficiencies that prevailed before the introduction of a 
national rail gauge. Telling as this parallel may be, it does not reflect the far more tragic consequences of 
inefficiencies in bushfire management that may arise in the loss of life, property and heritage. 
 
8.18 Through its recommendations the Committee has expressed its view that the Commonwealth can 
contribute a valuable leadership role and forum for developing several national standards. The Committee 
hopes that the recommendations in this report will provide an impetus through political fora such as the 
Council of Australian Governments and administrative fora such as the Australasian Fire Authorities 
Council to move toward bringing about a comprehensive national policy to bushfire management that 
includes agreed standards on the management of public lands and fire suppression activities as well as 
building and planning standards. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 
'ACT, NSW to sign 

firefighting 
agreement' 

ABC Canberra news 
radio and online 

16 Dec 2003 

The ACT and New South Wales Governments will today sign an agreement on the sharing of firefighting 
resources.  The memorandum of understanding has been developed through an alliance between the ACT 
Emergency Services Bureau and the NSW Rural Fire Service.  It will outline the sharing of resources 
during preparations for the fire season and bushfire fighting.  The agreement fulfils one of the major 
recommendations of the McLeod report into the January bushfires. 

'NSW chief completes 
fire evidence' 

Australian 
Broadcasting 

Corporation (ABC) 
News 

17 Mar 2004 

The coronial inquest into the Canberra bushfires has been told there is no documentation to prove New 
South Wales fire authorities expressed grave concerns for Canberra residents to their ACT counterparts.  
New South Wales Rural Fire Service commissioner Phil Koperberg has completed his evidence to the 
inquiry today.  Mr Koperberg told the inquest he feared a blaze at McIntyre's Hut would make a run into 
the ACT if forecast winds materialised, three days before the fires hit.  He said this worst-case scenario 
was canvassed at a meeting with the ACT's chief fire control officer, Peter Lucas-Smith.  Mr Lucas-Smith 
denies this, as well as claims that he expressed offence to Mr Koperberg during the discussions.  Mr 
Lucas-Smith's counsel asked for written proof that Mr Koperberg relayed his concerns.  The 
commissioner said an offer of resources demonstrated his views. 
 
The inquest also heard that the ACT never complained about the level of resources provided by New 
South Wales, including on the day the fires hit.  Mr Koperberg told the inquest that the firestorm's damage 
was unavoidable and believes those who did not predict the impact should not be unduly criticised. 
 
Mr Koperberg has repeatedly told the inquest it was not the New South Wales Rural Fire Service's 
responsibility to provide specific warnings to ACT residents about a large blaze near its border and he said 
he expressed this view to the ACT chief fire controller three days earlier.  Mr Koperberg believed the fire 
at McIntyre's Hut would make a run into Canberra if forecast winds materialised, as they did on January 
18.  But today, during cross-examination, Mr Koperberg said the magnitude of the fire was unforeseeable.  
He added ACT authorities who did not share his view should not receive undue criticism. 
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Source Selected Extracts 

Ellis, S., Kanowski, P. 
and Whelan, R. 

(2004), 
Council of Australian 

Governments 
National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation 
and Management, 

31 March 2004 

Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: ix) 
Bushfire in Australia: a vision for 2020 
... 
Response. Bushfire response is planned, coordinated and managed by the states and territories, and 
cooperative arrangements facilitate cross-border assistance. Aerial firefighting resources are coordinated 
nationally. State and territory bushfire services operate within integrated emergency services, structured 
for a range of hazards. Volunteers are integral to rural firefighting. The states and territories deliver 
training to national standards, and there are many examples of interagency and interstate deployments of 
personnel affording greater experience. Volunteers are valued, encouraged and recognised. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xiii): 
Advances in technology, analytical tools and communication (such as the increasing availability and 
quality of satellite remotely sensed data and its interpretation and communication to diverse audiences) 
are very important to bushfire mitigation and management. There has been good progress towards 
nationally consistent, widely available data and information in some arenas, but anomalies and gaps 
remain. These include a national program of fire regime mapping, establishment and maintenance of a 
suite of nationally consistent databases, establishment of a network of long-term ecological research sites, 
and integration of information gathering in an adaptive management process. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xv): 
Agencies need to be able to communicate readily with each other. There are still significant impediments 
to good communication, and the Inquiry supports the efforts of the National Coordinating Committee for 
Government Radio Communications to develop a national plan to ensure interoperability of emergency 
services radio communication across Australia. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xvi): 
There is currently no standard system across the states and territories for fire ban advice or for bushfire 
threat warnings. Given the mobility of the Australian population, especially in summer, the Inquiry 
supports the development of standardised national warning and alert systems.  ...  Residents need to be 
sufficiently well informed and prepared to be able to decide whether to evacuate when threatened by a 
major bushfire or to stay and defend their property. There should be a consistent national policy that is 
understood by residents as well as fire, police and emergency services personnel. Such a policy must be 
fully integrated with community education, so that residents can make informed decisions and avoid risky 
evacuation at the height of a fire event. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xvii): 
Governance and coordination 
Major bushfires do not recognise local government boundaries, interstate borders or the distinction 
between private and public lands. As the size and impact of bushfires increase, each level of government 
is progressively engaged. The effectiveness of bushfire mitigation and management is determined by the 
degree of interaction within and between the three levels of government. 
 
The development of policy on bushfire mitigation and management across Australian Government 
departments and agencies would be best coordinated by a senior-level committee. That committee could 
also coordinate advice on these matters to the Australian Emergency Management Committee and the 
augmented Australasian Police Ministers Council. The Inquiry also considers that a mechanism should be 
established for the Australasian Fire Authorities Council to provide advice to the Australian Emergency 
Management Committee. 
 
Urban and rural fire agencies are drawing closer together in each jurisdiction, and operational 
coordination within land management organisations is improving. This trend is desirable, and the culture 
of cooperation must be extended throughout the organisations. Regardless of the structures in place, there 
must be a single, unified command system for bushfire events and integrated operational planning and 
response. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xix): 
National bushfire principles 
There is no consistently expressed common understanding of our approach to bushfire mitigation and 
management in Australia. This is a poor foundation for the future. A clear statement of principles is 
needed if we are to achieve the following objectives: establish shared goals; communicate the goals 
widely; develop a common framework for mitigation and management; ensure cooperative responses 
across borders and tenures; and improve assessment and reporting of performance and compliance with 
standards. 
 
The Inquiry recommends that the Council of Australian Governments adopt a statement of national 
principles for bushfire mitigation and management; this report suggests the following indicative national 
bushfire principles. 
 
Indicative national bushfire principles 
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Bushfires are understood, accepted and respected 
Like other natural hazards, bushfires cannot be prevented. In many instances, bushfires are an important 
tool to assist in achieving land management objectives. The impact of unplanned fires needs to be 
minimised through effective action based on learning and understanding. This also requires strong self-
reliance. 
 
Shared responsibility  
A philosophy of responsibility shared between communities and fire agencies underlies our approach to 
bushfire mitigation and management. Well-informed individuals and communities, with suitable levels of 
preparedness, complement the roles of fire agencies and offer the best way of minimising bushfire risks to 
lives, property and environmental assets. 
 
Decisions within a risk management framework  
No single action will lead to the elimination of bushfire risk. The best approach to minimising risk is to 
make decisions about bushfire mitigation and management within an integrated risk management 
framework. 
 
Integration of learning and knowledge  
Analysis of fire events is based on operational and scientific evidence and research. This should be 
informed by extensive and consistent national data, including fire regime mapping. The best results will 
be achieved by integrating all forms of knowledge, and good information about fire history, with analysis 
at the local and regional levels. 
 
Manage fire according to the landscape objectives  
Australia has a great diversity of climates, environments, land uses and built assets. Fire management 
objectives and outcomes will vary across landscapes and over time. Clear agreed objectives and an 
adaptive management approach are required for implementation. 
 
Consistency of purpose and unity of command 
There needs to be consistency of purpose during bushfire mitigation and unity of command for all fire 
response, irrespective of organisational structures. 
 
Protection of lives as the highest consideration  
Firefighter and community safety must be at the forefront of bushfire mitigation and management 
deliberations. Although there should always be a balance between safety, effective response and 
environmental considerations, it is personal safety that must be the greatest concern. 
 
Monitoring performance 
The states, territories and local governments need to regularly review their performance against these 
principles and other appropriate indicators. Performance review should not be allowed to wait until after a 
major bushfire event. If the principles are to improve performance and bring about change, they must be 
monitored on a regular basis 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xxxii): 
Finding 10.1 
A single ministerial council overseeing bushfire mitigation and management is not practical because of 
varying considerations that must be taken into account by the different jurisdictions and government 
departments and agencies. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: xxxv): 
Recommendation 13.1 
The Inquiry recommends that the states and territories agree to a common set of national bushfire 
indicators of good practice, based on the five mitigation and management factors it has identified—the 
5Rs. These indicators, together with an assessment against the proposed national bushfire principles, 
would provide a consistent framework for review and reporting in each state and territory. 
... 
14.1  Why national principles are needed 
Recommendation 14.1 
The Inquiry recommends that the Council of Australian Governments adopt a statement of national 
principles as the framework for the future direction of bushfire mitigation and management in Australia. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 107): 
The Department of the Environment and Heritage reflected the views of a number of submissions to the 
Inquiry in its statement that 'Nationally consistent data are required to support effective planning, rapid 
response and recovery across regional and State borders' and 'nationally agreed standards or guidelines for 
data will improve data sharing, data integration and interoperability'. [Department of Environment and 
Heritage submission, p. 12.] 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 137-140): 
7.2    Operational Communications 
7.2.2  Interoperability 
'Communications interoperability' refers to the ability of two or more agencies to communicate 
effectively. Interoperability within states and territories is a jurisdictional matter, with governments 
commonly seeking to resolve the challenge through 'whole-of-government' radio systems. 
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For cross-border operations and when firefighters deploy with their equipment for operations in other 
jurisdictions, there would be considerable benefit if the operational communications systems were 
compatible. This is not the case. The various states and territories generally do not operate the same 
bushfire operational communications systems. This is the cause of considerable frustration at the local 
level and is a general impediment to state and territory and national decision making. Nevertheless, 
resolving the problem is complex for a number of reasons. 
 
Operational fire agency communications are the responsibility of the states and territories. The systems 
are expensive, have long lead-times for acquisition and implementation, need extensive infrastructure, and 
tend to have a nominal 'life' of 15 years. Each state and territory manages equipment procurement under 
its own rules and processes. In addition, the ages of existing systems differ. For example, the Australian 
Capital Territory is currently procuring a system at a time when other jurisdictions are not making a 
similar purchase. Compatibility concerns with New South Wales are delaying the process. 
 
Factors such as these have led to uncoordinated use of specific frequencies across jurisdictions and 
between agencies. While New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia have moved to a whole-of-
government approach, in practice the 'whole-of-government' generally means 'most-of-government', and 
the exceptions might further reduce opportunities for compatibility. 
 
Figure 7.1  that has been prepared by the Inquiry shows the existing allocation of radio frequency bands to 
Australian rural fire services. 

Figure 7.1 Fire agencies' radio frequency bands 

 
Note: VHF is very high frequency (30–300 megahertz); UHF is 
ultra high frequency (300–3000 megahertz). 

 
 
7.2.3  The future 
The Australian Communications Authority is the spectrum regulator and coordinates frequency 
allocations on behalf of all jurisdictions, in accordance with the Radiocommunications Act 1992. The 
Inquiry discussed the question of interoperability with the Authority, attempting to identify how existing 
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problems might be resolved. Two initiatives became apparent. 
 
The first entails commitment and political will. Two committees have recently considered the need for 
interoperability across emergency services. In 2001 New South Wales, Victoria and South Australia, as 
well as the Department of Defence, the Australian Customs Service, the Australian Federal Police and 
Emergency Management Australia, approached the Communications Authority, seeking interoperability 
between emergency services. Subsequently, the Inter-governmental Spectrum Harmonisation Committee, 
involving all jurisdictions, endorsed the idea of a common technology platform to achieve interoperability 
in emergency services communication. 
 
This goal is now being pursued through the National Coordination Committee for Government Radio 
Communications, which has gained high-level support and is developing a strategic plan for attaining 
interoperability across Australian emergency services. Although there is no specific time frame, the 
commitment to a common strategic goal is encouraging. The progress thus far partly answers the call for 
achievement of a national goal, as expressed in the independent 'Report on communication issues' 
commissioned by the House of Representatives Select Committee on the Recent Australian Bushfires. [20 
Parry, B 2003, 'Report on communication issues', in House of Representatives Select Committee on the 
Recent Australian Bushfires, A Nation Charred: Inquiry into the Recent Australian Bushfires, HRSCRAB, 
Canberra, app. F.] 
 
The second initiative concerns technological developments. In parallel with this government approach are 
technological improvements. Although currently only at the conceptual stage, a 'software-defined radio', 
also referred to as an 'adaptive radio', is receiving increasing support. This technology involves a 
computer-driven radio that effectively searches available spectrum in order to achieve interoperability. 

7.2.4 Local alternatives and consequences 
On the fire ground, practitioners make the existing arrangements work. For cross-border situations, the 
Inquiry was advised that Victorian and South Australian rural fire services have purchased the radios used 
by each service to ensure interoperability. [Across Border Joint Working Party submission]  Fire 
appliances along the border have an additional radio installed. In the Australian Capital Territory during 
the 2002–03 fires, interstate taskforces operated their existing communications systems back to a control 
centre, where information could then be exchanged with ACT firefighters. This provided a measure of 
operability and there was some exchange of personnel and vehicles to further facilitate liaison, together 
with face-to-face meetings and the occasional exchange of hand-held radios. 
 
An alternative is the use of ultra high frequency citizen-band radios. These radios are used extensively by 
rural landholders, many of whom are rural fire brigade members. It is an open system that can be accessed 
by anyone with the necessary, commercially available, equipment. Although favoured by many property 
holders during local bushfire events, CB radio is not supported by fire agencies for fire-ground command 
communication because of a lack of guaranteed access, limited coverage, and uncontrolled use of the 
band. Fire agency communications need to have sufficient coverage and capacity and assured accessibility 
to provide command and control communication. 
 
Introduction of more sophisticated operational communication systems has had some unintended 
consequences. A number of past and current operational communication systems could be 'monitored' by 
members of the public, which provided a degree of reassurance for spouses and partners of firefighters 
deployed locally. The systems were also an important source of information for members of the 
community wanting immediate local information about a fire. The more sophisticated radio systems now 
being introduced generally deny public access. This particularly applies to whole-of-government systems, 
which includes the police. 
 
7.2.5 Conclusion 
 
A clear goal of establishing a single national emergency management communications approach is 
required in the short to medium term. Natural disasters and other emergency events increasingly require a 
multi-agency response, and interoperability will be a continuing requirement. Committees have been 
established to facilitate a common approach; subsequent implementation of their decisions will produce a 
longer term, strategic outcome. 
 
Finding 7.2 
 
The Inquiry supports the efforts of the National Coordination Committee for Government Radio 
Communications in seeking to develop a national strategic plan to enable interoperability of emergency 
service radio communication across Australia. 
... 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 185): 
When major bushfires affect communities and landscapes they progressively engage all levels of 
government. They do not recognise local government boundaries or interstate borders, nor do they 
distinguish between public or private land. As the size and impact of bushfires increase, so does the 
involvement of local and state and territory governments and the Australian Government. The efficiency 
and effectiveness of bushfire mitigation and management are determined by how well the three levels of 
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government interact and the ways in which responsibilities are upheld and authority is used. This chapter 
clarifies those responsibilities and summarises the existing arrangements; it also proposes some changes in 
the areas of coordination and policy development. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 191-192): 
10.4.2 A ministerial council? 
An additional ministerial council with overall responsibility for bushfire mitigation and management 
would improve national coordination in this area. The Inquiry is aware, however, of both the breadth of 
matters that would need to be dealt with and the Council of Australian Governments' general aim to 
consolidate, rather than expand, the number of ministerial councils. For these reasons, the Inquiry did not 
pursue this option. 
 
The Council of Australian Governments currently maintains the following ministerial councils that have 
an interest in bushfire mitigation and management: 
 

• the augmented Australasian Police Ministers Council—dealing with emergency services 
• the Primary Industries Ministerial Council—dealing with forestry 
• the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council—dealing with the Natural Heritage Trust 

and other natural resource management and environmental fire matters 
• the Regional Development Ministerial Council—dealing with local government and planning 
• the Health and Community Services Ministerial Council—dealing with community aspects of 

recovery. 
 
Coordination of these ministerial councils is problematic and further highlights the need for the Australian 
Government to have a consistent and informed view at senior executive level. 
As a separate but complementary initiative, the Australasian Fire Authorities Council—representing as it 
does rural and urban fire agencies and land management authorities—is well placed to provide advice and 
industry expertise on bushfire mitigation and management to the various ministerial councils. The Inquiry 
understands that similar arrangements operate in the health area, where representative bodies provide 
industry-specific advice to government. 
 
Finding 10.1 
A single ministerial council overseeing bushfire mitigation and management is not practical because of 
varying considerations that must be taken into account by the different jurisdictions and government 
departments and agencies. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 195): 
State and territory initiatives designed to improve interoperability and coordination between agencies are 
effective. Arrangements in Tasmania illustrate well what can be achieved through cooperative endeavour 
between Forestry Tasmania, the Parks and Wildlife Service and the Fire Service. Other jurisdictions have 
memoranda of understanding between fire agencies that facilitate service delivery. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 197): 
10.5  Common acquisition of equipment 
In its discussion of aerial operations in Chapter 8, the Inquiry highlights the efficiencies associated with 
the National Aerial Firefighting Centre approach to acquiring aerial services for all jurisdictions. When 
the same goods or services are being sought by more than one jurisdiction, it makes sense to combine the 
purchase to achieve the best possible efficiencies. 
 
Ellis, Kanowski and Whelan (2004: 237-239): 
14    National principles for bushfire mitigation and management 
There is no consistently expressed common understanding of or approach to the mitigation and 
management of bushfires throughout Australia. This situation reflects the history of bushfire mitigation 
and management in this country, but it is a poor foundation for the future, which should be characterised 
by both increased interjurisdictional cooperation and greater integration of bushfire mitigation and 
management with broader natural disaster management. 
 
The Inquiry notes and commends the work and achievements of the Australasian Fire Authorities Council 
and Emergency Management Australia in developing national approaches to many elements of bushfire 
mitigation and management within an all hazards approach. But this work has yet to result in a national 
statement of principles for bushfires. In the Inquiry's view, such a statement is rightly the responsibility of 
the Council of Australian Governments. 
 
This chapter seeks to redress that shortfall. 
 
14.1  Why national principles are needed 
There are five primary reasons for having national principles for bushfire mitigation and management. 
 
14.1.1  Establishing shared goals 
Bushfire mitigation and management will be neither fully effective nor efficient in the absence of shared 
goals. The Inquiry notes that there has been considerable development of goals shared between agencies 
with bushfire responsibility within particular states and territories. It notes, too, that the states and 
territories see this as the basis for the considerable gains made in bushfire mitigation and management 
within their jurisdiction. 
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14.1.2  Communicating shared goals 
The Inquiry argues that engendering a shared understanding—between governments, agencies, 
communities and individual Australians—of bushfire mitigation and management, and of the shared 
responsibility this entails, is the basis for more effective and efficient action. A 'national principles' 
document, written in plain English (and translated into other languages in common use, as appropriate), 
would assist in communicating that shared understanding.  This statement of principles should be in 
addition to any more general all hazard document. 
 
14.1.3  A common framework for a national challenge 
Bushfires are part of life in Australia. The nature and timing of fire seasons differ around the nation and 
the impacts of bushfires vary between regions and years, but all Australians have to live with bushfire. 
Agreement on national principles would be an acknowledgment that bushfire mitigation and management 
is a matter for all Australians and would help us acquire the focus and resources needed to significantly 
reduce their impact. 
 
14.1.4  Crossing borders 
Major bushfire events do not recognise local government boundaries or interstate borders, or the 
distinction between private and public lands.   They can have wide-ranging impacts across landscapes and 
communities, including on shared assets such as air quality and biodiversity or shared challenges such as 
greenhouse emissions. Increasingly, firefighting resources are deployed across state and territory borders, 
as well as across tenures.  Agreed national principles can facilitate cooperative approaches and 
responses—regardless of landscape, jurisdiction, or agency responsibility—without prejudicing 
operational considerations. 
 
14.1.5  Performance and compliance 
At present there are no national performance standards for bushfire mitigation or management—as 
discussed in Chapter 13.  The Productivity Commission has made some observations about efficiency and 
effectiveness, although these are centred on urban fire. While coronial and independent inquiries and 
performance audits can provide comment after major events, national principles would provide the basis 
of a common framework for performance assessment and community accountability. [The Inquiry notes 
the Victorian Code of Practice for Fire Management on Public Land as a good example of what can be 
established, agreed and communicated and provide the basis for monitoring and auditing. However, that 
Code is a much more detailed and operationally focused document than the national principles we 
propose] 
 
National principles should not specify how or how often performance review would occur, since this is 
essentially a state and territory responsibility – although reviewing performance against the national 
principles is required. 
 
At Appendix G we detail bushfire and land management terminology.  While this is not part of national 
principles, common terminology is consistent with the approach the Inquiry is seeking. 
 
Box 14.1 describes the essential principles of a national approach to bushfires in Australia. Adoption of 
the principles will focus the understanding, effort and resources required to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness. This does not necessarily mean the incidence of bushfires will decrease; their impact will, 
however, be mitigated and Australians will be helped to manage rural fires better. [These principles were 
previously listed on page xix, as above here.]  
 
Recommendation 14.1 
The Inquiry recommends that the Council of Australian Governments adopt a statement of national 
principles as the framework for the future direction of bushfire mitigation and management in Australia. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'New agreement 
breaks down borders 

for emergency service 
workers'. by Daniel 

Landon 
Canberra Times 

28 Sep 2004 
p. 4 

Emergency service workers in the ACT and NSW will work more closely together in a crisis after an 
agreement on cross-border cooperation was signed yesterday. A Memorandum of Understanding signed 
by ACT Chief Minister Jon Stanhope and NSW Emergency Services Minister Tony Kelly will formalise 
arrangements when staff of the ACT Emergency Services Authority and the NSW State Emergency 
Service work together. The agreement covers a range of emergency service functions including training, 
safety procedures, deployment of staff and resources, command and control structures, and the sharing of 
information and expertise.  It comes after a similar agreement between the ACT and NSW rural fire 
services was signed last December. ACT Emergency Services Authority commissioner Peter Dunn said 
the agreement heralded a new era of understanding between the services, which had routinely helped each 
other in the past. It would create consistency between the services, increased the opportunity to deliver 
common training, and set out clear, pre-planned definitions of the command and control arrangements 
when services worked together. Compatible communication systems would be finalised by November. 
ACT State Emergency Service chief officer Tony Graham said the agreement would help build public 
confidence. ''The emergency services community is a very close-knit community but I think for the public 
to see that is a good thing,'' he said. The new agreement would ensure in the event of a severe storm in 
Canberra, for example, there would be a designated contact for the NSW service, and that if the ACT 
requested a certain number of rescue teams, they would receive the assistance of four people per team, 
each with appropriate skills. Previously, there was no designated contact person, nor any assurance on 
how many people would be in each team and what skills they would have. Mr Stanhope said the two 
services had worked closely together in the past, including during the Thredbo landslide rescue in 1997 
and the Canberra bushfires in December 2001 and January 2003. 

'BushFIRE arson 
bulletin No. 2: The 

cost of bushfires' (one 
page bulletin), by the 
Australian Institute of 

Criminology 
23 Nov 2004 

Australia is one of the most fire-prone countries on earth and bushfires can cause widespread devastation. 
In the right conditions a small fire can quickly become a massive one if not quickly controlled. When 
weather, topography, vegetation and fuel combine to defeat the best efforts of firefighters, bushfires can 
cause millions of dollars in damage and claim lives. 
 
Each year 'disaster-level' bushfires (where the total insurance cost of the event was more than $10 million) 
cost Australia an average of $77 million. Between 1967 and 1999 Australia was affected by 23 bushfires 
where the insurance cost was greater than $10 million. The total cost of these bushfires is estimated to 
have been more than $2.5 billion, a figure that does not necessarily include forestry losses. The January 
2003 fires that destroyed over 500 homes and claimed four lives in Canberra caused over $300 million 
damage including more than $50 million from the almost total loss of ACT forests. 
 
These figures do not include the thousands of smaller bushfires that burn each year. Some of these can 
cause considerable property damage without reaching the level of a disaster. A bushfire that does not 
cause property damage can still be costly. Fire-fighting costs, environmental impacts, loss of wildlife, 
disruptions to economic and social activities and the effects of smoke on urban environments are just 
some costs not revealed by insurance payouts. 
 
Between 1967 and 1999, bushfires in Australia resulted in 223 deaths and 4,185 injuries, at a total cost of 
$654 million. While total insurance and other costs from bushfires were less than from floods, severe 
storms, tropical cyclones or earthquakes during the period of analysis, bushfires claimed more lives than 
any of these other disasters. More people were injured by bushfires than all other disasters combined and 
bushfires created 48 per cent of the total death and injury cost from natural disasters in Australia. 
 
Some bushfires are truly devastating. The 1939 Black Friday fires in Victoria burned almost two million 
hectares, claimed 71 lives and destroyed more than 1,000 homes, including entire townships. In adjusted 
terms, these fires cost some $750 million. On 1983 Ash Wednesday fires in Victoria and South Australia 
claimed 75 lives, more than 2,000 homes and over 400,000 hectares of country. Total property losses were 
estimated to be over $400 million. 
 
It is difficult to ascertain how much of the cost of bushfires is due to arson. Disastrous fires typically 
result from a number of separate fires coming together, some lit deliberately or carelessly by people, 
others occurring naturally or accidentally. In the aftermath, it can be hard to apportion costs between the 
different causes. This is set to change, however. Economics-based research conducted by the Bushfire 
CRC will soon give us a more accurate way of assessing the real cost of bushfires to the Australian 
community. 
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Table 3J-1  (Continued) 

Source Selected Extracts 

'Campfire blamed for 
blaze that came 
within 700m of 

homes', by Elicia 
Murray 

Canberra Times 
4 Apr 2005 

p. 10

Twenty fire crews battled gusty winds and rugged terrain to contain a fire in bushland near Jerrabomberra 
yesterday afternoon. It took the crews, from NSW and the ACT, five hours to contain the fire, which 
started in the Jerrabomberra Nature Reserve at about 1pm. It is believed a campfire which was not 
properly extinguished started the bushfire. The fire burnt out 20ha of bushland east of the suburb's 
residential area and came within 700m of homes. Access by road was difficult as much of the terrain was 
rugged with steep gullies and scrub, accessible only by dirt trails used by motorbike riders. NSW Rural 
Fire Service inspector Jim Lomas said while the fire was not big, it was difficult to access.  ''We couldn't 
get in any tankers at all, so we had only light tankers in most areas and medium tankers in some areas.'' 
Lives and property were not at risk but wind was the biggest concern. ''With the prevailing winds, 
property didn't come under immediate threat, but it was our concern to keep it from properties to the east 
of the fire,'' he said. North-west to westerly winds blew at 40km/h-50km/h, gusting up to 70km/h. By 6pm 
yesterday, the fire had been contained. Backburning continued late into the night and the mop-up 
operation was expected to continue this morning. Two ACT Rural Fire Service crews and one ACT Fire 
Brigade pumper joined 17 NSW Rural Fire Service tankers and vehicles from the NSW Fire Brigade. 
 
Inspector Lomas thanked the ACT for its commitment, saying it was the first time NSW had sought 
assistance from the ACT under a cross-border memorandum of understanding signed in the wake of the 
January 2003 Canberra bushfires. Inspector Chris Varley of Queanbeyan Police said forensic teams had 
identified a makeshift campsite thought to have been where the fire started.  ''Whether this was a 
deliberate act or otherwise is very difficult for us to determine at this stage ... [but] it appears unlikely that 
we will be pressing any charges,'' Inspector Varley said. Urban and rural crews attended two small grass 
fires in Melba and one on Ginninderra drive and rural crews assisted NSW crews in a hazard reduction 
burn in the Tinderry Nature Reserve, near Michelago. 

'Cross-border deal to 
improve firefighting 

capacity' 
ABC news radio and 

online 
5 Nov 2005

Queensland and New South Wales will today sign an agreement allowing their fire crews to respond to 
emergencies on either side of the border.  The Mutual Aid Agreement covers the Tweed Heads-
Coolangatta area.  The Assistant Commissioner for south-east Queensland, Mark Roache, says the deal 
will enable a better response to emergencies.  "It's about looking at opportunities where we need to work 
together to provide services for the public, emergency incidents, structural fires, that sort of thing," he 
said.  "We're actually working under different legislation and under different governing bodies, so this is 
the ability to get some synergies with our working arrangements." 
The New South Wales Fire Brigades Commissioner, Greg Mullins, says it will ensure out-of-state 
firefighters are fully insured and have the power to properly carry out their work: 
"The powers of firefighters for example to break down doors or to use water or to close roads," he said.  
"The liabilities that could arise from that.  "And also operational command and control in an emergency 
situation, it needs to be very clear who is in charge and who calls the shots, and this agreement makes that 
very clear." 
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