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POSlTlON ON BUSHFIRES A 

PREAMBLE 

This paper expresses the Australasian Fire Authorities Council's (AFAC's) position on the 
safety of residents and their homes during bushfire events. The paper incfudes principles 
for national application by member agencies in all Australian states and territories, subject 
to relevant local legislation and local refinement. 

The paper provides guidance on good practice for managjng community safety in 
bushfires, and is supported by sub-papers that expand on key points. 

This position Is based on available evidence and experience, and may change following 
further research, including research conducted by the Bushfire Cooperative Research 
Centre. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this paper is to articulate a nationat position that provides the doctrine and 
describes good practice in relation to creating and maintaining bushfire-safe communities 
throughout Australia. 

Bushfires are a common and normal accurrence 

Fire is a normal part of Australia's naturat environment, and bushfires are a common 
occurrence during drier periods of the year in most places. The frequency and intensity of 
fires varies throughout the landscape under natural regimes. Various land uses and land 
management practices have modified, and continue to modify, natural fire regimes. 

Bushfires can cause deafh and injuv to peop!e and animals, and damage to 
prcrpel-ty, the natural en vironmen t and other community assets 

Bushfires can be dangerous events that threaten life and property. Bushfires that occur on 
hot, dry and windy days frequently cause significant damage to built assets and 
occasionally cause loss of life. 

While fire is important to maintain many natural ecosystems, fire of inappropriate 
frequency andlor intensity can cause damage to natural ecosystems. Inappropriate fire 
regimes are a threat to biodiversity, water catchments, air quality and landscape values. 
Both too much and too little fire can damage ecosystems. 
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Losses can Be reduced, not all will be saved 

toss can be reduced or avoided in some cases, but cannot be entirely prevented. It is 
theoretically possible to prevent all loss by bushfire through the total removal of all bushfire 
fuels across the landscape. Such a measure is not possible in practical terms and is 
unacceptable to the community. A balance must be struck between measures taken to 
reduce or avoid loss due to bushfire and the protection of other values. 

This compromise involves acceptance of the inevitability of some loss. Governments can 
assist the community to determine what level of risk it is prepared to accept. Fire agencies 
can inform governments and communities about these risks. The risk management 
approach adopted should be consistent with planning for other natural hazards. 

Losses can be reduced if buildings are designed, constructed and maintained to resist 
bushfire. Totally bushfire-resistant buildings could be designed and built, at significant 

i expense. However, other measures such as appropriate building siting and the 
management of site fuels can provide high levels of protection to less fire-resistant 
structures. 

Appropriately prepared and constructed buildings offer protection to people during 
bushfires, reducing the likelihood of bushfire-related injury and fatality. 

Managing risk and reducing loss is a shared responsibility between government, 
kouseholders and land managers 

Fire agencies and some land management agencies have statutory responsibilities for 
managing bushfires. However, the steps that householders take to prepare for bushfires 
are crucial to the protection of their life and property. Fire fighting agencies wit1 provide 
support and assistance during bushfires when and where possible, but their effectiveness 
will be compromised if people or properties are not adequately prepared for bushfire. 

Householders need to be allowed and encouraged to take responsibiiity for their own 
preparedness and safety in bushfires. Fire agencies should support and assist the 

d communiv to manage and prepare for bushfire, and encourage people to understand fire 
and to take actions necessary for their own protection and safety. 

Education of the community should foster a sense of partnership between residents, 
neighbours, land-owners and managers, fire agencies and government in terms of bushfire 
risk management and response. Householders should be provided with knowledge and 
skills to enable them to prepare themselves and their property adequately to survive a 
bushfire, and to enable them to decide whether or not they will remain with their property if 
a bushfire threatens. 
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Fire fighting resiscources cannot always protect every properly 

In most circumstances fire agencies will be able to provide sufficient fire-fighting resources 
to defend threatened properties when bushfire occurs. However, there will be 
circumstances, such as on days of very high or extreme fire danger, when fire agencies 
are unable to provide fire-fighting resources in sufficient time and strength to prevent all 
loss of life and damage to property. Therefore people planning to defend their properties 
must be prepared to be self-sufficient. 

In a bushfire, fire fighting resources are likely to be allocated where they will be most 
effective, not necessarily where losses are most likely. 

Peopie need fo prepare, then stay and defend their properly, or leave early 

With proper preparation, most buildings can be successfulfy defended from bushfire. 

; , People need to prepare their properties so that they can be defended when bushfire 
threatens. They need to plan to stay and defend them, or plan to leave early. 

It must be recognised that in limited cases, some buildings, due to their construction 
methods, construction materials, the site they are located on or their proximity to high and 
unmanageable fuel loads, cannot for all practical purposes be defended against high 
intensity bushfires. In these circumstances, householders should be encouraged to 
relocate early if the intensity of an approaching bushfire is likely to make conditions 
unsafe. 

Prepare: 

The most important aspect of preparation for people and their property is the creation and 
maintenance of a space within which a building can be defended against bushfire embers 
and radiant heat. Within this defendable space, bushfire fuels must be reduced to prevent 
or significantly reduce the ability of a fire to burn (and consequently spread to buitdings). 
Other preparatory measures should be taken to minimise the chance of buildings igniting. 

a Properties should be prepared so that they provide a safe refuge: sheltering from radiant 
heat and ember attack in a properly prepared building should be the first choice of 
residents when a bushfire threatens. 

Properties should be prepared for bushfire regardless of whether the occupants intend to 
stay and defend their property or reiocate to a place where they feel safer. Proper 
preparation will improve the safety of firefighters and their ability to defend a building 
successfully even if the occupants are absent when a bushfire threatens. Well-prepared 
properties are also more likely to survive in the event that neither residents nor firefighters 
are available to protect them. 

An unprepared property is not only at risk itself, but may also endanger neighbouring 
properties if it contributes to a bushfire" intensity. Fire fighters may not defend unprepared 
properties. . 
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Stay and defend: 

Buildings are more likely to survive a bushfire if someone is there to protect them, 

While fire agencies wilt strive to provide firefighting crews to protect proper2ies during a 
bushfire, in some circumstances the fire agency may have insufficient resources to assign 
a crew to every threatened property. It is particularly during these times that well prepared 
people can take action to save their properties. 

Most buildings lost in bushfires ignite from small fires caused by sparks and embers. 
These ignitions often occur immediately before, during, or up to several hours after, the 
passage af the main fire. By extinguishing small initial ignitions, people of adequate 
mental, emotionaf and physical fitness, equipped with appropriate skills and basic 
resources can save a building that would otherwise be lost in a fire. 

If people remain to defend adequately prepared homes, losses and community disruption 
i can be reduced. 

Education of the community should include providing residents with the skills, knowledge 
and confidence they need to remain and protect their homes when a bushfire threatens. 

Go early: 

People should decide well in advance of a bushfire whether they will stay with their homes 
to defend them or leave if a bushfire threatens. They need to be provided with sufficient 
information to enable them to competently make this decision. Key factors to be 
considered include: 

whether the home is adequately constructed, maintained and prepared to withstand 
the impact of a fire at its expected intensity; 

contingency plans in case a fire is more intense than expected, or if the building 
catches fire and cannot be extinguished; 

i 
\ and the physical, mental and emotional fitness of the people to cope with the impact 

of a bushfire. 

If planning to leave early, people must decide where they will go, how they wiff get there, 
and what trigger they will use to initiate their @an (for example, vulnerable family members 
may be relocated to a safer place on days of high or extreme Ere danger, even if no fire is 
burning in the locality). 

People who plan to leave early must recognise that on days of very high or extreme fire 
danger, bushfires may break out nearby and spread at a rate that provides very little time 
to relocate. 

It needs to be emphasised that people do not necessarily have to go far to be safe - 
a neighbouring property may be capable of providing a safe refuge. 
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5 ReIocation to an adequateiy prepared place within the immediate vicinity often 
invofves less disruption than travel to a more distant location, allows people to return 
quickly to their own property, and can be less distressing for those involved. 

People who cannot cope wifh "hshfire should relocate well before the fire impacts 
their location 

Due to physicai, mental or emotional incapacity to cope with the circumstances, some 
people would be safer well away rather than attempting to remain with their homes if 
threatened by Tire. 

Particular attention needs to be paid to providing for vulnerable residents who may need or 
wish to be relocated ahead of a bushfire. Plans need to be made well in advance to cope 
with the expected numbers and special needs of vulnerable populations. Particular 
consideration must be given to the needs of people who are relatively immobile due to 

I age, disability, injury or illness, who have special medical needs (eg respirators, dialysis) 
\ or require the care of others (eg people with mental disabilities). 

Vulnerable people living in areas where warning times may be very short shoufd consider 
relocating permanently. 

Last minute evacuati~ns are dangerous 

Evacuation at the last minute ahead of a bushfire is dangerous. Smoke, noise, heat, 
flames, fire-fighting vehicles and panic all make fleeing in a vehicle or on foot dangerous. 
The risk of being overrun by fire is very real and has resulted in numerous fatalities. 
People caught in the open are likely to 'Face severe and often fatal levefs of radiant heat. 
All things being equal, people are safer in houses than in cars in a bushfire, and safer in 
cars than in the open. 

It is much safer for people to remain in buildings than flee in the face of an approaching 
fire. Education 05 the community must focus on encouraging people to prepare and stay in 
their homes as a fire approaches, rather than to flee at the last minute. 

i 

Mass evacuation is ~ l o f  the favoured option 

Provided that adequate preparations have been made, it is better for people to remain with 
their homes than to be relocated to an evacuation point. 

Large scale, mass evacuations of entire suburbs or communities require significant lead 
times, which are often unavailable. They are difficult to organise and execute efficiently, 
and involve significant disruption to people and communities. Large scale evacuations 
demand intensive management of issues such as shelter, feeding, transport, safety, 
communications, hygiene, medical needs, housing of pets and personal belongings. Mass 
evacuations can increase the tendency to panic. 

Motwitfistanding, it is recognised that there may be limited occasions where selective early 
relocation of vulnerable people may be appropriate. Any such relocation should be 
planned far and carried out well ahead of the fire. Planned and orderly relocation well 
ahead of the fre is always preferable to last minute emergency evacuation. 
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The decision whether to order evacuafion should be made by  the lead fire combat 
authority 

Ideally, people should make the decision of whether to stay or go for themselves. 
However, there will be cases where ordered evacuation will be considered by the 
authorities, overriding individual choice in the interests of public safety. The lead fire 
combat authority is the best placed to decide whether evacuations should be ordered. 
Where legislation confers on the poiice service the power to order evacuation, a formal 
agreement should be developed between fire agencies and police to specify procedures 
for consuftation should ordered evacuation be contemplated. 

Adequately prepared and resourced people should not be forcibly removed from 
adeq uateIy prepared properties. 

Forcible evacuation of residents who resist should not be pursued at the cost of missing 
out on notifying others, or where this would unreasonably endanger the lives of police 

i ofFicers or others. 

Road access must be carefully managed duPing fire events 

Roads can be very dangerous during bushfires due to smoke reducing visibility, fallen 
trees and power lines, panicked drivers and the risk of fire overrun. Road use should be 
carefully managed to ensure safety and unimpeded access for fire fighting vehicles. As far 
as possible, access should be maintained for residents and landowners, and denied to 
sightseers. Access to roads should only be limited while conditions are unsafe and access 
reinstated as soon as possible to allow people to return to their properties, and 
infrastructure providers to restore essential services. 

Access should be managed by police on the advice of the fire agency. Safety is the 
overriding concern, but every efFort should be made to allow residents and landowners to 
reach their properties before the fire impacts and as soon as possible after the fire has 
passed. 

i I f  is  essential for pesple in threatened cornmunie"ies to have ready access lea 
accurate information fo assisle in decision making 

Access to accurate and timely information during periods of high fire danger and fire 
events is crucial to enable people to make appropriate decisions concerning their safety. 

Information for threatened communities should be gathered by the fire agency and 
distributed through a variety of media appropriate to the situation, such as radio, television, 
newspaperslmagazines, local newsletters, internet sites, recordedfstaffed telephone 
messages, direct contact, and leaflet drop. Fire agencies need to provide the media and 
the community with information that is accurate, relevant, adequate, consistent, usefu! and 
timely. Sufficient information should be provided to aliow householders to make an 
informed choice as to whether to stay and defend their properties or refocate elsewhere. 
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As the print and electronic media are a primary means of providing information to the 
community, and media organisations have a legitimate right to information regarding fire 
events, fire agencies should facilitate their access to relevant information and fire events. 
Fire agencies should manage media access to firegrounds to provide for the safety of 
media crews. 

Fire emergency plans should be clreveioped for all amas wih a bushfire risk 

Fire plans and strategies to provide for community safety should be devefoped for all areas 
with a bushfire risk. Fire agencies, local government, land managers and other 
stakeholders should collaborafe to ensure appropriate and effective plans are in place weft 
in advance of the bushfire season. People do not necessarily make logical or rational 
decisions in times of stress; plans will help ensure rational decisions are made. Plans must 
provide contingencies for a range of possible outcomes. 

Land use planning should be used to enhance community resilience to bushfire 
f 

Bushfire considerations should be incorporated into every phase of land development from 
land use zoning and subdivision design, to building siting and design, access provisions 
and landscaping. 

Planning for protection from bushfire should happen at all levels - there should be a 
continuurn of planning from the national, state and local levels through to householders. 
Planning, particularly at: the cornrnunity and individual scale, can have significant benefits 
for community safety. The use of relevant legislation to facilitate such planning and 
preparation is supported. 

Fire agencies shouid support community recovey 

Planning for effective community recovery from bushfires is an essential component of 
bushfire management. Fire agencies should facilitate and support the recovery of 
communities and infrastructure. Establishment of a sense of partnership between the 
community and firefighting agencies is essential for successful recovery after bushfire 
events. 
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