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THE Pomborneit–Weerite FIRE

Pomborneit–Weerite is in Corangamite Shire, in Western Victoria. The town of Pomborneit is about 30 kilometres
west of Colac and 160 kilometres west-south-west of Melbourne.1
The Pomborneit–Weerite grass fire was relatively short-lived, being active for about five hours on 7 February 2009
but burning over 1,000 hectares. It started at about 13:15 and quickly burned through grazing land and across
a railway line and roads. There was a rapid local response, supported by incident management based in Colac.
The fire was contained on 7 February. Damage and losses were limited to stock, crops, hay, fencing and some
private infrastructure.2 Figure 8.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview
Maximum temperature

The maximum temperature recorded was 45.1°C at Mortlake automatic weather
station at 13:30.3

Minimum relative humidity

The minimum relative humidity recorded was 7.9 per cent at Mortlake AWS
at 13:30.4

Wind

At about 13:00, the Mt Porndon fire tower recorded north-north-westerly winds
of about 100 kilometres an hour, with gusts up to 113 kilometres an hour.5
The maximum winds recorded at Mt Gellibrand AWS before the wind change
were north-westerly at 90 kilometres an hour at 14:00.6
The wind change came through at about 14:15.7
The maximum winds recorded after the wind change were south-westerly
at 115 kilometres an hour at Mt Gellibrand AWS at 17:00.8
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Fire danger index

The maximum Grassland Fire Danger Index was greater than 100 at Mortlake
AWS at 13:30.9

Cause

Electrical failure.10

Fatalities

No fatalities.11

Casualties

No casualties.12

Houses destroyed

No houses.13

Overall area burnt

1,008 hectares.14

Firefighting resources

On 7 February, 191 CFA and 50 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were
supported by 45 CFA appliances, 10 NEO appliances and 2 aircraft.15
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Pomborneit–Weerite

7 February

The following time line summarises events associated with the Pomborneit–Weerite fire. For the most part,
the times given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

13:17

Pomborneit and
Weerite CFA
brigades already
turned out
First notification
of fire to 000

32 people in position
at the ICC
7 February

07:00

13:14
08:00

Corangamite Shire
MERO arrives at
MECC
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Electrical faults
recorded on
both 22-kilovolt
and 66-kilovolt
power lines

14:49

V/Line advised
to stop trains
because of track
damage
13:42

Aircraft
requested

Fire crosses
Princes Highway,
heading towards
Pomborneit North

14:15

South-westerly
wind change
recorded at
Mt Porndon,
adjacent to
the fire

15:30

Fire’s forward
spread stopped
but work still
required on flanks
16:35

Urgent threat
message sent
to iECC but not
uploaded to CFA
website

17:50

Fire
contained

The Pomborneit–Weerite fire

8.1

Sequence of Events

8.1.1

Preparation

On 6 February Mr Malcolm Fallon, Operations Manager for Country Fire Authority Region 6, held a teleconference
with representatives of local councils, the Department of Human Services, the State Emergency Service and Victoria
Police. On the basis of his understanding of the statewide CFA teleconference of 3 February, he explained the need
for preparation and asked each agency for a verbal report to confirm the level of preparedness. Each municipality
said it was ready.17
Mr David Rourke, Major Projects Manager in South-West Region for the Department of Sustainability and Environment,
arranged for Corangamite Shire to ensure that the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre and its staff were ready
for an immediate start on 7 February.18
Because of a shortage of incident management team personnel, CFA Region 6 established only one incident control
centre, at Colac. Mr Fallon said the region runs only one level 3 ICC in order to avoid problems with transferring IMT
staff between incidents.19
Mr Fallon was the pre-designated level 3 Incident Controller, regardless of where a fire started. Before 7 February all
major and support roles in the Colac IMT had been filled, including a Safety Adviser.20
Elsewhere in the region—at Lismore, Camperdown, Cobden and Timboon—level 2 IMTs had been established and
were ready to function. If necessary, the level 2 ICCs could function as divisional commands of the Colac level 3 ICC.21
Table 8.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Pomborneit–Weerite fire.
Table 8.1 The Pomborneit–Weerite fire – IMT preparedness summary

Pre-designated level 3 ICC

Yes22

Pre-formed IMT at ICC

Yes23

Pre-identified level 3 IC

Yes24

Pre-identified IMT members

Yes25

Time fire started

Approx 13:1726

Full IMT in place by

07:00, 7 February 200927

Safety adviser appointed

Yes28

8.1.2

7 February

By 07:00 on 7 February 32 personnel from the CFA and the Department of Sustainability and Environment jointly
staffed the IMT and were at the ICC ‘ready to go’. During the course of the morning IMT personnel were updated
on the weather and available resources.29
At 08:00 Mr Kevin Kittel, the Corangamite Shire Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, arrived at the Municipal
Emergency Coordination Centre. The primary location for the MECC on 7 February was the Killara Centre in
Camperdown. The MECC was made ready, and the Colac ICC was advised of this by email. Senior Sergeant
Stephen Thompson, the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, inspected the MECC at 10:00 and
returned at 12:00.30
In the field, preparations were also well advanced. Pomborneit and Weerite fire crews were pre-positioned at their
local stations; they were ‘dressed ready to go’, which was their practice on fire ban days. At 13:00 six to eight
members were in the station, a further 10 to 15 members were available at short notice from their homes, and
a further member was at the Mt Porndon fire lookout.31
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Origin and cause
At about 13:15 on 7 February Ms Kerry-Lynne Callow was travelling along the Princes Highway from Camperdown
towards Geelong. She described what she saw as she drove over the Weerite railway overpass:
In front and to my left down the road was a flare, which was quite unusual. It only lasted … one, two [or]
three seconds. It wasn’t a long event. It appeared to be behind—in the same line of vision was a single
pole with a transformer on it and, while it appeared to be behind that, it was suspended in the air. It was
a blue flare that was stationary a while and then sort of rolled back on itself in a yellow flame.32

She went on to say the flare was at the height of the wires, suspended in mid-air, and was similar to blanket-style
lightning or a broad flame that was there for a couple of seconds and then ‘just rolled back’.33
While she was watching the transformer on the left-hand side of the road, Ms Callow became aware that there
was a fire on her right: ‘It was a fairly intense little fire’, with naked flames, directly on the south side of the road
(the opposite side to the Colac–Camperdown power line), ‘probably 6 by 6 feet’ with ‘flames at waist height’.
As soon as it was safe to do so, Ms Callow parked her car and phoned 000 on her mobile phone. She described
the fire as a fast-moving grass fire. The 000 operator recorded the location of the fire as on the Princes Highway,
near Danedite Road, at Weerite.34
Ms Regina Beal lives in a house on a farm at Weerite, 2.3 kilometres from the intersection of the Princes Highway
and Danedite Road. The Commission received a statement from her but she was not able to attend personally to
give evidence. It was thus not possible to properly assess the reliability of her account. Her statement indicates that
after lunch on 7 February, she saw a silver flash near the rail overpass and noted that the power in her house faltered;
she saw smoke nearby and phoned 000. Records show the first emergency call was received at 13:17.35
The Colac–Camperdown power line, constructed in 1949 and operated by Powercor, runs along the north side of
the Princes Highway at Weerite. The poles carry three rows of 66-kilovolt copper conductors, which between them
carry 66,000 volts, and below them one row of 22-kilovolt aluminium conductors, which between them carry 22,000
volts. At 13:14 on 7 February the Colac–Camperdown power line recorded electrical faults on both the 22- and the
66-kilovolt power lines. The latter tripped to ‘lock out’, stopping the flow of electricity along that section of the line.36
The electrical fault occurred as a result of the clashing of the 66- and 22-kilovolt conductors or the 22- and 22-kilovolt
conductors, or both. There is a long history of clashing conductors on this line in the general area of the clashing that
occurred on 7 February. The clashing caused the emission of molten particles, which ignited vegetation by the side of
the Princes Highway.37
Chapter 4 in Volume II discusses in detail systemic matters relating to fires caused by electrical incidents.
Fire run, response and management
Shortly before 13:06 the electricity flickered at the CFA station in Pomborneit. On the basis of past experience
Mr Terrence Place, CFA captain for over 30 years, left the station in a slip-on unit to check the Colac–Camperdown
power line on the Princes Highway, expecting a fire caused by electrical assets. When he saw fire he called the
Camperdown station, seeking additional resources. Because of the potential danger, the Pomborneit tanker also
turned out, as did a vehicle from the Weerite CFA station.38
The Chocolyn, Stonyford and Tesbury brigades were paged at 13:17, along with the Weerite and Pomborneit
brigades. The Weerite brigade turned out within minutes. Soon after, the Camperdown, Tesbury and Chocolyn
brigades were all in attendance.39
Mr Place described the speed of the fire’s spread: ‘I have been to plenty of fires in my time … and the speed
of [this] fire was just phenomenal’.40
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Initially Mr Place was the local Incident Controller. Once it had been established that the fire could not be quickly
brought under control, however, the Deputy Group Officer directed him to establish and crew an operations point
at the Pomborneit station, where there was better radio coverage and the ability to link to the level 3 Colac Incident
Management Team.41

The Pomborneit–Weerite fire

That IMT was situated at the DSE office in Colac, which has been the region’s incident control centre for eight years.
It was well prepared early on 7 February and had just completed a state update briefing when the fire was reported.
Mr Fallon was the pre-designated Incident Controller for 7 February and assumed that position.42
At 13:21 the State Air Desk was asked for two aircraft to assist with firefighting. Three aircraft had been made
available for the region—two water bombers and one observation aircraft. At the time the water-bombing aircraft
could not be deployed because of the weather conditions. The observation aircraft did, however, become airborne.43
After a request at 13:34 for a further 10 tankers, the response continued to build. The fire was still travelling at speed:
firefighters’ reports to the Incident Controller noted that the fire travelled 4 to 5 kilometres in about seven minutes.44
The initial run of the fire was south-easterly, crossing and damaging the Geelong–Warrnambool railway line, then
running parallel to the line. V/Line was contacted at 13:42, so that it could stop trains using the damaged line.45
The first urgent threat message was posted on the CFA website at 14:15, for Scollers Road, Caters Road Settlement
and Swan Marsh.46
The expected south-westerly wind change was reported as passing Mt Porndon, about 5 kilometres south of the fire
area, at 14:15. The change arrived earlier than expected and pushed the fire north-east, towards Lake Corangamite.
The south-westerly wind fanned the fire: flames up to 6 metres high were reported by ground observers.47
Personnel at the fire ground were not warned before the south-westerly wind change. There were no red flag warnings
of the arrival of the change. Mr Mark Gunning, a CFA Fire Investigation Officer, was on the fire ground during the
afternoon. He expressed concern about warnings: in his opinion, information about the wind speed and change
was ‘ad hoc’, and he said very little information was provided about the approaching front.48
Mr Fallon acknowledged that there was little warning of the wind change. He explained that Colac ICC would usually
receive warning of the change as it passed through Cobden, Mt Porndon or Camperdown, to the west. Upon that
information being received from these localities, in normal circumstances it would be conveyed to the fire ground.
Mr Fallon told the Commission that on 7 February the change reached the fire ground at exactly the same time
as it reached these other areas, making it impossible to provide prior warning.49
At 14:25 an awareness message was posted for Pomborneit, Stonyford and Swan Marsh.50
The fire then crossed the Princes Highway at 14:49 and headed north towards Pomborneit North. During the next
one-and-a-half hours it burned unchecked, heading in a north-north-easterly direction towards stony country.51
At about the time the fire crossed the Princes Highway a helicopter positioned at Colac was able to become airborne.
It dropped two loads of water and was then retasked to fires near Kinglake, which were considered a higher priority.
Containment lines and the firefighting effort prevented the fire entering the Stony Rises (elevated basalt lava flows
north-east of Pomborneit), which, because of the rocky terrain, would have increased the firefighting difficulty and
greatly extended the time and effort required on the fire ground.52
At 15:30 an urgent threat message from the Colac Incident Management Team was sent to the integrated Emergency
Coordination Centre. The 15:30 message was not, however, posted on the CFA website. It also took more than
25 minutes for iECC staff to upload a subsequent urgent threat message.53
The fire’s forward spread was halted at 16:35, but work on the flanks was still required.54
At 17:43 advice was received from the operations point that ‘control status’ was not far away. Considerable damage
to rail sleepers on the Melbourne–Warrnambool line was also reported. By this time the fire was said to be quiet with
an occasional flare-up.55
At 19:18 a message was posted on the CFA website, saying that the threat had been downgraded to alert status.56
Emergency relief centres were established at the Camperdown Community Centre and the Colac Performing Arts
Centre. These were closed at about 20:30 because the 10 people who had used them moved to a local hotel.57
The Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre was closed at about 22:30 on 7 February.58
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The fire was listed as contained at 17:50 on 7 February. In all, 191 CFA and 50 Networked Emergency Organisation
personnel attended the fire, supported by 2 NEO dozers and 2 aircraft. In all, 1,008 hectares were burnt, but damage
and losses were limited to stock, crops, hay, fencing and some private infrastructure.59

8.2

Conclusions

The Commission was informed that the level of planning was the highest it had ever been for the region. In the
Commission’s view, this high level of preparedness helped the Colac Incident Management Team operate cohesively
on the day, given the nature of the fire the team faced.60
From early on the fire moved very quickly. Mr Place said that, had there not been the rapid initial response, there
would have been more serious consequences. He thought that the rapid initial response helped greatly to limit the
fire’s impact.61
The Commission notes the construction of containment lines in an effort to prevent the fire reaching the Otway
Range. This appeared a prudent measure, as it was suggested to the Commission that, were it not for the earlier
than expected wind change, the fire may have reached the Otway Range.62
The messages issued by the IMT were timely and clearly described the fire and its direction. There was also
clear advice in the threat messages for road closures during the afternoon. Delays in uploading messages at the
integrated Emergency Coordination Centre, while concerning, do not appear to have had any adverse impact on
how the fires were fought or on community safety. Advice on the closure of the Geelong–Warrnambool railway line
and the Princes Highway appears to have been acted on without incident. Traffic diversions were identified, and
the iECC was notified.63
At times, communications between the ICC and the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre were not good, and
the incident management changeover plan was delayed on the afternoon of 7 February.64 These deficiencies did not,
however, materially impair incident management.
Requests to the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre for equipment such as water tankers and graders
were received and acted on, and the equipment was despatched. It was reported that the MECC had difficulty
obtaining from the Colac ICC reliable information about the location and movement of the fire. At times this resulted
in the MECC having difficulty directing tankers and graders to where they were needed. Overall, though, planning
and coordination between municipal, police and emergency services officers in response to the Pomborneit fire
appeared sound.65
Mr Fallon noted the close cooperation between the CFA and DSE in his region. He stated that both agencies had
developed a model relationship that continues to strengthen, this being ‘testament to the years of hard work put into
the region by both organisations’.66
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