Time to rethink bushfire governance?
The tragic events of the past week make it particularly pressing to gain the attention of policy makers on bushfire and land management policy. Much is being written about prescribed burning, community preparedness, communication systems, and town planning and building codes. However, these separate discussions mask a higher level of policy dysfunction in relation to bushfire in Australia. 

Bushfire effectively ‘falls through the cracks’ in the federal bureaucracy. To the extent there is any, bushfire policy is largely the domain of emergency services agencies under the Attorney General’s Department. Federal agencies with most interest in land management: Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry and Environment, Water, Heritage and the Arts; have little direct responsibility for policy in bushfire preparedness or response. Bruised and gun-shy from long battles over forest resource use battles during the 1980s and 1990s most senior federal bureaucrats are quite happy to stay well away from this issue and defer responsibility for fire preparedness to state authorities. Only after tragic major events has the federal government committed significant resources and these have largely provided for high cost response options such as planes and helicopters. 
There is no national bushfire policy and little federal agency coordination to provide effective support to prepare for bushfires. Federal spending programs on land management are fragmented into single-issue agendas such as weeds, feral animals, threatened species or water quality. These programs are run by individual bureaucrats that retain tight control on spending and align it to specific sectoral interests with funding often doled out, piecemeal, to community groups. States have cost-shifted as federal programs are implemented, withdrawing funding with the net result of an overall loss of land management resources and capacity. Regional catchment and natural resource management bodies provide some prioritisation and coordination of spending but they have little administrative or legal authority to direct land management on public or private land. 
This dysfunction is mirrored in state governments. While there have been significant improvements in communication and coordination between those agencies responsible for fire response (eg. CFA or MFB) and those responsible for land management (DSE), there is still a strong divide in philosophy and culture between these two camps. 
Integrated, multi-functional forest management agencies, established to provide comprehensive capacity across the forest estate to manage forests and prevent fire disasters, have been split up and restructured. These agencies, like the old Forests Commissions, were regarded in government as too closely aligned to timber industry interests and unsympathetic to emerging community values such as biodiversity conservation. 
Policy in state land management agencies is now often driven by the need to respond to urban constituencies with idealised views of landscape and nature. The main indicator of policy success is simply the total area included in new national parks. Debate within and between agencies is often intense and systematic land management and fire preparedness is often thwarted by internal administrative gridlock. Land management also generally ends up at the bottom of the funding pecking order with insufficient financial resources available to achieve required goals. 
A national approach is required for bushfires and land management. The reality is that the states have decreasing capacity to finance effective land management. Historically, revenues from timber sales contributed to forest fire monitoring, management and response capacity. With over 70% of Australia’s timber now supplied from relatively small areas of plantations run by private companies or commercial government business enterprises this revenue is no longer available for general land management. With declining income and competing demands to invest in schools, health, policing and transport services it is unfair to expect states to carry the full financial burden for fire preparedness. 
The federal government raises the bulk of taxation and should contribute a greater share to land management. This could be facilitated through a new federal agency to administer land management funding. A Bureau of Bushfire and Land Management could provide comprehensive policy advice to the Australian Government and coordinate spending programs to state agencies and local authorities to ensure that prescribed burning and other land management activities are designed to meet community safety, property protection, biodiversity conservation, water quality, carbon storage and other needs. Supporting a ministerial council, this agency would also facilitate national approaches to data collection and reporting and support education and research for effective land management. 
Education at all levels is also critical. To respond effectively to future land management challenges, we need a cadre of well-trained professionals with practical field experience, supported by ongoing research to provide the knowledge base for intelligent, adaptive management. Widespread community education, in cities and rural areas, would increase general understanding of the importance of land management and the need for appropriate human interventions in our landscape to provide for the protection and continuation of the many values we all enjoy. 

There is a growing shortage of professionally trained foresters and fire managers, but declining interest from school leavers in forest management as a profession. This ‘market failure’ can be addressed through communication and funding programs to support the training of future professionals. 

The challenge in implementing a national approach is a political one. One of the few rules in political science is that there are no votes in administrative reform. As one of the most urbanised countries on earth, there are few votes in spending on rural land management. Expanded prescribed burning, in particular, will often be unpopular, once the immediate memories of this tragedy fade. As a country, we have a record of institutional and community amnesia in relation to bushfire events. After the outpourings of grief and subsequent anger and recriminations pass, the law suits are settled and houses and lives are rebuilt, it has proven difficult to sustain commitment to the changes needed to avoid future disasters. Preparing effectively for bushfires requires a sustained, national, political, bureaucratic and community effort. Can we do it this time?
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