
OLD WISDOM AND NEW IDEAS: 
REDUCING THE IMPACT OF FOREST FIRES IN VICTORIA

Introduction

On 16 August 2007, the Victorian Association of Forest Industries (VAFI) and the Earthwatch Institute jointly hosted a forum to facilitate informed public debate and policy development relevant to fire and land management in Victoria. 

The Forum was attended by approximately 70 people from a wide variety of backgrounds.  Four speakers provided an overview of the issues followed by faciliated discussion.  This document has been prepared to capture some of the key ideas arising from the discussions.

The presentations

Tricia Caswell, Executive Director, VAFI introduced the presenters and framed the discussion in terms of the major opportunities and challenges of dealing with fire in the context of a climate change and the changing policy environment in Victoria.     Tricia emphasised that the meeting was intended to foster open dialogue and discussion about fire issues critical to Victoria.  

Mr Bruce Esplin, the Emergency Services Commissioner provided an overview of the lessons learnt during fire-induced emergency events.  He outlined Victoria’s approach to emergenecy management in terms of inter-agency cooperation, and community and media involvement.  Bruce made it clear that community education, community involvement and community readiness are all critical components of Victoria’s emergency management.   He emphasised that the Victorian approach is based on partnerships and the development of self-protection and self-responsibility.  Bruce emphasised that fire management is everybody’s business and that therefore we must embrace diversity, accept that there are no simple solutions and ensure that locally appropriate approaches are adopted.   Bruce outlined that fire management needs to be approached in terms of all aspects of prevention, mitigation and suppression.  He made it clear that land management should be seen as a long term investment, undertaken prior to emergency events: an investment that pays long term dividends.  

Dr Kevin Tolhurst, Fire researcher, University of Melbourne, presented on advances in knowledge of terrestial ecology, fire behaviour and fire dynamics.  He provided evidence of the way in which previous fires (prescribed burns or wildfires) and the matrix of land uses (cleared areas etc) influence wildfire behaviour, and reduce the intensity and impact of fires.  He provided evidence of the significance of multiscale “patchiness” and the way in which previous fires result in the discontinuity and reduced impact of wildfires.   He argued convincingly of the need to use strategic approaches to fuel reduction burning as a means of protecting built and natural assets.     He also provided evidence that episodic fire events and their spatial distribution are key factors in the nature of Victoria’s terresterial ecology and that many plant and animal populations have adapted to fire.    Climate change has the potential to result in “range shifts” of species and even “regime shifts” in terms of plant communities and fire regimes. He pointed out that developing burning programs which increased “patchiness” is a critical factor for both animal populations and for asset protection.   Kevin demonstrated evidence from modelling on how strategic fuel reduction burns can be used for asset protection.   Kevin concluded with a recommendation that the evaluation of fire programs must be long term and must be based on measuring the right indicators.  

Kevin O’Loughlin, CEO, Bushfire CRC, outlined the way in which there is increased inter-agency collaboration on bushfire management, suppression and research but that further resourcing and the adoption of a long-term commitment to fire research is required.    Kevin emphasised that serious long-term commitment to both the fire research and fire management is required.   Fire suppression costs in Australia are large, exceeding hundreds of millions of dollars in many years.   In contrast, research is relatively inexpensive but is the best way of delivering high quality knowledge on all aspects of fire in fire management.   A long term focus is required to address the long term fire cycles affecting southern Australia.  In contrast, the CRC is also active in northern Australia and it has made significant contributions to community involvement in improved savannah burning practices, which aim to increase “patchiness”.    It is worth noting that no comparable program exists in southern Australia.  

Kevin argued that knowledge of fire has improved greatly, and that the CRC has been instrumental in developing national approaches to sharing knowledge, but that there are still numerous challenges in the better application of this knowledge.   Kevin argued that more systematic approaches to knowledge generation, collective learning and knowledge application are required, particularly given the seasonal and episodic nature of fire events.  He warned that climate change is likely to result in changes to the timing and impact of fire.   He also warned that managing the urban forest interface is a new challenge as there are significantly more houses close to the bush now than ever before.  

Dr Peter Attiwill, Senior Fellow, the Australia Centre, University of Melbourne, presented a summary of the findings of the “People’s Review  into the Victorian Bushfires 2003-2007”.    He explained the consultative nature of the Review, its independence from Government and the enthusiastic number of informants who had submitted to the Review.   The Review had found that there is a great degree of interest, awareness and understanding of fire in rural Victoria amongst the community.  However, there has been a considerable decline in the professional capacity to manage fuel reduction burns and a corresponding decline in the area burnt.   He indicated that the “people” are calling for increased active management of fuel loads through the re-introduction of a substantial program of “cool burning”.  He outlined that the number of people working in the bush and working professionally in land management has reduced significantly, due to changes in forestry practice and reduction in State agency staff. In the past, professional staff tended to have longer tenure and developed detailed knowledge of local conditions and local communities.  While Peter recognised that there will not be a return to former times, he argued that it is critical that we invest in local knowledge and local capacity to manage forests.   He also pointed out that long term approaches are required and that short term project funding is an inappropriate way of investing in land management when forests operate on long term fire cycles.  

The Discussion

The following report on the discussion is based on the insight and interpretation of the authors and is not intended as a verbatim report.  The discussion focused on a number of key issues including:

· Better ways of involving, engaging and educating communities, including getting the media and urban communities to understand that “not all fire is bad”.  

· Ensuring that the lessons from history are learnt and applied. 

· Dealing with increased number of people and households dwelling on or in the forest edge, and ensuring that suitable information is provided to “blockies”.

· The need to improve land use planning, particularly addressing fire risks in statutory planning, building codes and development approvals. 

· Ways of facilitating increased capacity for fuel reduction burning.

· The need for long term commitments to fire and land management programs. 

· The need to accept fire as a fundamental part of Australia’s ecosystems. 

· The need for clear policies on fire suppression, including clarification of when and why lightning strikes will be controlled or allowed to burn.

· The need to have a broad definition of forest values – biodiversity, water, timber production etc - and therefore it is critical to ensure that evaluations are based on “counting the right things”.

Several key points were emphasised during the discussion: 

· That “mega-fire” is now an established phenonomen in both Australia and the USA.  A prominent fire researcher claimed that this is a result of increased fuel loads and that these will continue (with or without climate change) unless there is a commitment to increased fuel reduction burning undertaken in a strategic fashion to create increased “patchiness”.  

· That with the reduction in fuel reduction burns since the 1980s there is now a considerable “backlog”.   The risk of fires escaping acts as a considerable disincentive to prescribed burning, however, in Florida, USA the State indemnifies parties undertaking prescription burning at specified times of the year and thus creates a supportive policy environment.  

· The need to continue with and resource cooperative approaches were regarded as critical due to the large number of agencies involved in fire and land management.  Furthermore, it was made clear that wildfire has no respect for tenure and will burn all land types regardless of ownership or management responsibilities.  

· That while there is reduced professional capacity in the land management agencies, than in the past, there is a substantial increase in the peri-urban and rural population in many parts of Victoria. 

· The nature of land management practices and priorities has changed substantially in recent decades.  There were also changes in policies and in societal expectations.  Furthermore, climate change will fundamentally alter the seasonality, intensity and impacts of fires.   If we are to meet these challenges, new appropriate ways of managing Victoria’s forested lands are required which draw on the best of “old wisdom and new ideas”.  Further work is required in developing appropriate policies and best practice which meets the new circumstances and challenges of the 20th Century. 

CONCLUSIONS

There have been considerable advances in scientific knowledge relevant to fire management in Victoria.    There is now a need to ensure that the policy framework supports best practice in collaborative, non-emergency management of fire, in particular supporting new approaches to community involvement in strategic fuel reduction burning. 

Several opportunities for reform are worthy of further consideration:

1. The development of “Community Mitigation Programs” based on collaborative fire management groups (similar to Landcare groups) with the supervised capacity to undertake strategic fuel reduction.  The State would need to retain the authority to specify suitable scheduling and accountability measures. 

2. Whether “cool burns” undertaken within State-authorised periods (specific authorisation would be given for particular regions) should be indemnified by the State as a means of reducing the legal liability to burning practitioners. 
The discussion focused on the need to develop supportive and appropriate policies that will facilitate increased prescribed burning, support long term programs of community education and developing and implementing innovative ways of involving rural communities and forest “fringe dwellers”.   The scope for formulating community “fire care or bushfire care” groups who are actively involved in fuel reduction burning in and around rural settlements, was identified as an idea that deserves further development.   These groups could actively involve the CFA, and relevant agencies in focusing on delivering best practice fuel reduction burning.

The discussion made it clear that to not actively manage forested lands is in effect to decide to allow for wildfire to be a key form of management.   Furthermore, the scale and intensity of the wildfire is likely to be increased by policies of actively suppressing smaller fires, whether these are ignited by lightning or by humans.

Victoria has actively developed inter-agency and community Government cooperation on fire suppression and emergency response aspects of coping with fire.  There is now an unprecedented opportunity for extending this cooperation to an extensive program of community involvement in the longer term land management aspects which will reduce wildfire intensity and impact.   The changing demographics of rural Victoria mean that it is critical that rural communities are actively involved.   The communities should be seen as a potential asset in local land management programs. 
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