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Andrew Snedden 

Committee Secretary 

Standing Committee on Justice and Community Safety 

LACommitteeJCS@parliament.act.gov.au 

Dear Mr Snedden 

ACT Rural Landholders Association enquiry submission 

The ACT Rural Landholders Association (RLA) provides the following submission to the ACT 

Legislative Assembly enquiry "Review of ACT emergency services responses to the 2019-20 bushfire 

season" . 

The RLA commends the Committee on this initiative for the ACT community to "have a discussion 

prior to the 2020-21 bushfire season on responses during the 2019-20 bushfire season", as we 

recognise that it is through crit ical thinking w ith open dialogue that we as a society can progress. 

This submission by the RLA is framed around the Enquiry's key issues about the 2019-20 bushfire 

season: 

1. factors relating to the ACT's susceptibility to fire 

2. how the impact of bushfire was and is to be mitigated 

3. planning and coordination of programs to combat all aspects 

4. things done well in preparation for and mitigating the effects of the 2019-20 bushfire 

5. lessons learned for next season and follow ing years from how major events were dealt with. 

The RLA w ish the Committee to know that although the focus of the Enquiry is the January 2020 

Orroral Valley bushfire, for farmers and for the w ildlife of our countryside, this disaster is not just the 

fire, it is the preceding drought and following flooding rain events. Now w ith the Covid 19 pandemic, 
it 's been a tough year so far. 

RLA members have extensive know ledge and diverse views on these issues so as the RLA President, I 

canvassed members for this w ritten submission and if appropriate and you should so wish, some 

members are w illing to appear in person at any enquiry hearings. 

I can be contacted o~ o 

Yours sincere ly 

Tom Allen 

RLA President 

28th June 2020 
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1. Factors relating to the ACT’s susceptibility to fire  

There are three susceptibility factors:  

a) the fire danger weather which cannot be managed and that is increasing under climate 
change’s more extreme conditions;  

b) the vegetation (fire fuel) and it’s flammability qualities in different seasons; and  
c) how the land is managed to minimise damage and regenerate the landscape. 

Aboriginal people managed this same land for at least 20,000 years under various climate conditions 
with fire stick farming. Consequently many of the ACT’s the ecosystems1 are fire resilient and need 
cool season fires every decade or so to regenerate. 

In summer 2020, Southern ACT had experienced and was still in a multi-year drought, worse in 
southern ACT for soil moisture and stream flow than the Millennium Drought2. The vegetation in 
Namadgi National Park (NNP) and the surrounding farms was exceptionally dry. The bushland 
vegetation regrowth from the 2003 fire (including primary coloniser species such as Cassinia and 
Acacia that establish and die quickly) was senescent (being 17 years old) and highly flammable. 
These conditions in the grassy woodlands and forests (on farms and the parks reserves) was plain for 
all to see. 

The elephant in the room during last summer’s Orroral Valley fire, was the pest plant African Love 
Grass3. Burning hotter, with higher flames than native Australian grasses of the same plant height, 
extensive dry stands of this weed are a risk to life and property all year-round. Many people know it, 
including the relevant Government Ministers and Agencies’ staff. The huge effort coordinated by the 
ESA to notify people on Canberra’s southern urban edges to be ready to evacuate, was no doubt 
driven by the knowledge of the consequences of a bushfire or ember shower in this thick, long, dry, 
grass surrounding Tuggeranong’s suburbs. For the same reason the firefighting effort to prevent the 
fire from escaping into the pastures that adjoin the city was because ‘there would be no stopping it’.  

In the adjacent Cooma Monaro NSW Local Government Area, to make the travelling public aware, 
roadside signs say “report all fires – African Love Grass kills”.  

2. How the impact of bushfire was and is to be mitigated 

Disaster management uses the edict Prevention, Preparedness, Response and Recovery (PPRR) so 
these form the headings for consideration of the issues. 

Prevention 
The Namadgi National Park (NNP) Plan of Management and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 
(SBMP) with its Bushfire Operation Plans (BOPs) ordain what is supposed to happen in managing the 
these Territory public land assets. These documents recognize the importance of being ‘good 
neighbours’ to the farms ‘next door’.  

Actions have not met the intent of the documents nor sufficiently protected adjacent private 
farmland. For example boundary line fire trails are not maintained, so access to the park is not 

 
1 Protecting those that do not need and recover well from fire 
2 Reported in January 2020 by Bureau of Meteorology 
3 African Lovegrass (Eragrostis curvula) is an invasive grass that has become dominant over the last 30 years, displacing the 
native and planted exotic grasses, across rural and urban Canberra. This grass out-competes other Australian grasses and 
will survive better in the projected future hotter and drier, more variable and extreme climate. 
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possible except through farms and routine management operations, like back burning and pest 
control, are not generally undertaken beside farmland by Government employed workers. The 
control burns in NNP for fire fuel reduction before the fire season had not been undertaken to the 
extent intended, so the risk reduction qualities of landscape scale mosaic burning had not been 
achieved.  

There are probably many reasons for this that could be speculated about, but what was publicly 
reported was lack of suitable opportunities to safely burn. This excuse is not valid as this is the new 
normal under climate change, as has been publicly reported in ACT Government publications e.g. the 
Climate Change Adaptation Strategy 2016.  

Preparedness 
The impact of the 2003 fires were not forgotten by Tharwa district farming community, 
consequently, the public meetings called by the ESA, during the update to the SBMP in 2019 were 
well attended, with views and guidance given and issues incorporated.  

As the fire season progressed, public messages promoted the ESA’s checklist aids, such as the Farm 
Firewise4 to farmers. Then, when the inevitable happened and a bushfire started on 27 January 
2020, the affected rural community feared the worst and turned out5 to each of the public meetings 
called by the ESA. The opportunity to hear from different Agencies was welcomed, the key messages 
‘were be prepared to defend your farms yourselves’ and the priority is ‘saving lives over property’.  

At these meetings the community raised concerns about the fundamentals such as:  

• access - not putting up road blocks to stop voyeurs that also stop farmers getting supplies;  
• information communication – parts of rural ACT have poor mobile coverage and slow 

internet access, so information is needed through multiple media channels, plus not 
everyone has the same level of competence with technology devices;  

• good governance – what is the ESA going to do to address concerns and how are you going 
to let us know.  

Response 
There was little said in these ESA public meetings about how the fire was going to be dealt with and 
the assurances about how the Government was so much better prepared than 2003 were not 
comforting give the dry conditions and fuel loads in the NNP. Nine farms were significantly affected 
by the fire with loss of pastures, sheds, fences and one dwelling. 

The aerial firefighting was effective in controlling the fire along designated containment lines. The 
pilots deserve medals for their great work that reduced the number of hectares of farmland 
affected6, and reduced the likelihood of advance to Canberra’s urban edges.  

Firefighting units were deployed to farms to protect farm houses. These fire fighters did not fight the 
fires and they were “frustrated beyond belief”, to watch while the fires burned, particularly those 
who came from far away to help in our “emergency”. Access trails through farms, and from farm to 
farm, were blazed across the landscape by contracted earthmoving equipment for the fire tankers 
with paid staff and volunteers to ‘sit and watch’. 

 
4 When introduced some years ago, the ESA followed up each farming family to ensure a plan was in place 
5 The Tharwa Hall was overflowing and attendees came from NSW as well 
6 even though they sucked the farm dams dry before taking water from the Murrumbidgee River 
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Landowners put out the spot fires as they occurred on their farms but were frustrated at not being 
allowed to actively fight the fire front to protect their lands, for example by back burning. However if 
not for the continual pre fire preparation and management by all farmers, the extent of destruction 
would have been greater. Additionally, the ACT losses sustained outside the NNP were relatively 
‘light’, due to relatively mild night time conditions.  

During such disasters farmers are necessarily occupied with their own places, therefore it is 
desirable to have knowledgeable and personable liaison officers to communicate throughout the 
affected community about what is being done by various Agencies and how things are going. The 
dedicated ESA Liaison officer role was necessary and well executed. 

The ESAs public messaging over multiple media channels throughout the fire was aimed at residents 
living in nearby Canberra. The general public were misinformed by announcements that ‘no assets 
had been affected or lost’. The whole farm is the asset, it is not just house. There has not been a 
truthful account provided to the public of the impacts of the triple disasters of drought (2017-19), 
fire (27 January - 27 February) and three flooding rain events (two in mid-February and 6-7 March) 
on the Territory’s farmlands. 

Recovery 
The fundamental resources needed to run a grazing enterprise are pastures and healthy soils, water 
bodies and fences. Their loss through disasters is economically and emotionally devastating, and 
physically exhausting to repair and replace. Rural landowners had to bear the immediate expenses 
of feed and fencing to keep their stock separated, out of the reserves and off the roads.  

In the weeks following the fire, the Australian Defence Force personnel assisted with debris removal 
to some fire affected properties. The majority of farmers have years of work ahead and most of the 
costs to bear from the fire that started in NNP.  

The Agency responsible for the Territory’s recovery phase is the Environment Planning and 
Sustainable Development Directorate (EPSDD), who also have the responsibility for the parks and 
reserves and agricultural issues. There has been no single officer responsible for liaison, rather 
multiple staff from Parks and Conservation Services (PCS). The ESA’s Liaison officer has had no public 
role in the recovery phase.  

The first step taken by EPSDD following the fires was deployment of a Rapid Risk Assessment Team 
(RRAT). Their report identified the extent of fire affected country and the consequent current and 
likely future risks to the conservation estate. Additionally, the report identified significant fire 
damage to approximately 53 kilometres of fences that border the NNP. No assessment was made 
(public) of internal fence losses or the impacts of the fire and subsequent flooding damage to fences, 
dams, pastures, soils or other assets. 

Australian Government funds were allocated to reconstructing farm / NNP boundary fences that 
were burnt, with contract administration and coordination by PCS. Announcing this, Minster for the 
Environment Mr Mick Gentleman, MLA said the ACT government will use local contractors and 
suppliers to begin fence repairs. “The work will benefit small business owners who deliver 
agricultural services, along with local fencing businesses who will do the work and provide 
materials”.  
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No ACT Government funded recovery works are planned on fire or flood affected farms7, only nature 
reserves.  

The rain events in February and March put the fires out fully, however these three, successively 
heavier rain events caused massive erosion on the burnt ‘fire ground’ of the NNP and farmlands in 
the Tharwa district. The EPSDD’s two monitoring stations measured local creek water levels at 3 and 
4 metres high. Multiple public roads needed remediation and clean up8. Farms had kilometres of 
unburnt fences flattened and floodgates were washed away. These flood damaged boundary fences 
are not being fixed by Government funds or contractors. Repair and remediation of these assets will 
be expensive and take weeks and years.  

The burnt unstable slopes of NNP washed downhill, buried pastures and polluted every waterway 
and dam, creek and river with ash, soot, debris, rocks, gravelly sand and soil. Additional wildlife 
habitat was lost. The newly dozed fire access tracks eroded becoming a weed bed for to be managed 
into the future.  

3. Things done well in preparation for and mitigating the effects of the 2019-20 bushfire 

The RLA suggest the following aspects of the Orroral Valley fire were exemplary. 

Farmer preparation 
Being well aware of the risks from and likelihood of bushfire, the Tharwa district farming community 
had enacted their strategies and plans earlier in the 2019-20 fire season. The farmers most likely to 
be affected (those beside NNP) had invested in additional equipment, PPE and preparedness. Due to 
farmer efforts, no stock were burnt, no fire fighters had to put out a house fire and the extent of 
damage was limited. 

Liaison during the fire 
The Southern Brigade were the ACT’s Rural Fire Service (RFS) team in the locality of the Orroral 
Valley fire. The RFS had a dedicated local volunteer fire fighter perform the role of community liaison 
for farming households9 to ensure readiness and provide information.  

Following the emergency declaration, the ESA official liaison officer10 was tireless in contacting and 
visiting farmers, for preparedness and capabilities to fight bushfire on their property. This person 
also had the task of coordinating the access for firefighting during the fire. 

Aerial water bombing 
The January 2020 Orroral Valley fire burnt about 80% of Namadgi National Park (82,700 hectares) 
22% of Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve (1,444 hectares) and 3,350 hectares of ACT farmlands. The 
quantity and type of aircraft deployed, helicopters and fixed wing, was effective in putting the fire 
out along designated lines. This, along with favourable night time weather, is likely to have 
prevented the fire spreading to Canberra’s urban areas. 

 

 
77 Minister Gentleman also announced that under the 2019-20 ACT Rural Resilience Grants round, the 17 
projects totaling $150,000, included the construction of stock fodder storage facilities and improvements to 
stock water supply. 
8 the Point Hut Crossing Road was closed for days and Booroomba Road is still not repaired 
9 Former Southern Brigade fire captain Mr Steve Angus, volunteered his time before and during the fire to 
ensure his community was ready 
10 Mr Chris Condon was exemplary in his liaison role and went ‘over and above’ in executing his duties 
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4. Planning and coordination of programs to combat all aspects  

The RLA suggest there are a few aspects of programs and operations that can be planned and 
coordinated to improve outcomes overall but particularly in times of disasters. 

Respect and good neighbours 

Farmers care about their countryside and their community, and farms are not just ‘assets’, they are 
the places of belonging as well as the means of income for families11. The drought, fire and flood 
events have impacted most farming families and their pastoral businesses in the Tharwa locality. 
Like rural Australians everywhere they are resilient, with extensive understanding of the land and 
experience in managing the challenges as they come along. What RLA members have said for this 
submission is that their knowledge and capability is not acknowledged and their views disregarded, 
which does not make ‘good neighbour relationships’ easy.  

Tharwa is the meeting place for ACT rural residents, farmers and our nearest NSW neighbours along 
the Smiths Road. The Orroral Valley fire “spotted” into NSW12 and many thousands of hectares, 
farmlands, infrastructure and homes were lost as a direct result. The impacts of the fire on our 
neighbours across the border, and if or how we are collaborating, has not publicly discussed.  

The exemplary coordination work of the ESA liaison officer during the fire is, through extension of 
the Farm Firewise program, an opportunity to advance good neighbour relations. 

Adaptive management 

In eastern Australia this summer around eight percent of the land has burned, most of it on, or 
started on, government managed land. It is evident that the scale of hazard reduction burning being 
undertaken is insufficient to stop bushfires getting out of control.  

The Tharwa farming community support the approach of mosaic burning for asset protection and 
ecosystem health. If the techniques to do this are now too risky, or systems no longer suitable, then 
other ways of working are needed to achieve the desired end results.  

If Aboriginal knowledge was applied and landscape hydration with carbon sequestration in the soil 
prioritised, land management choices and operations would be different. 

Applying adaptive management is necessary in times of change. At a community meeting on 
Tuesday 18th February, many suggestions for improvement were exchanged by locals. One that is not 
currently favoured by Agencies is collaboration with farmers to achieve sufficient broadscale cool 
season burns across the landscape. Like a form of citizen science, the farmers know their land, have 
the equipment, and with the local RFS the ‘know how’ and available labour force to offer.  

Policy discord with bushfire response 

The Territory claims and aims to be an Australian leader in CO2 emissions reduction and clean air 
liveability, however the carbon dioxide and noxious air quality resulting from the bushfire is ‘off the 
scale’ in its pollution levels, with respiratory warnings necessary for the community. Bushfires can 

 
11 9 ACT rural landholders were significantly and directly affected by the Orroral fire 
12 In NSW, landholders can access the $209 million in funds from the NSW Government to rebuild essential 
boundary fences destroyed by bushfires. NSW Member for Goulburn Wendy Tuckerman said “The NSW 
Government will provide $5,000 per kilometre to help pay for the materials needed to rebuild existing 
boundary fences bordering public lands damaged in the devastating bushfires during summer”. These funds 
will help cover the cost of rebuilding boundary fences shared by private and public land managers, with the 
opportunity to upgrade the fencing with fire-resilient materials such as concrete fence posts where possible. 
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get out of control, however the effort to put out fires that are likely to cause disaster need to be 
commensurate to the levels of risk. It is arguable that this was not done when this fire started. 
Further, the use of ‘fire to fight fire’ (backburning) can be helpful if the conditions are suitable. 
Similarly, some RLA members have suggested that these opportunities existed but were not used 
and could have significantly reduced fire extent and intensity in some locations. 

The extent of damage to natural ecosystems and loss of animals and plants (wildlife) caused by out 
of control bushfires such as this one, warrants the “disaster” classification. The stewardship of 
nature and its resources for the next generation is our fundamental responsibility, underpinning the 
purpose of the parks and reserves system in the ACT. The damage from this magnitude of bushfire, 
with the increased frequency, only 17 years since the last one in 2003, is evidence of neglect of our 
duty to current and future generations in stewardship of the land and its resources. Clearly 
something has to change to reduce the risks to nature. Active fire management interventions, for 
example much more controlled mosaic pattern burning, can be a small risk to compared to these 
disasters.  

Community partnerships for resilience 

The landscape we have today is the result of removal around 200 years ago, of traditional owners 
their knowledge and customs and the animals they lived with. The approach of ‘leaving nature to 
look after itself’ is a fallacy that discredits the millennia of active Aboriginal land management with 
their grazing animals (kangaroos and wallabies).  

Natural systems are complex and evolving, so bureaucratic processes and ‘set and forget’ staffing 
levels cannot be nimble enough for restitution of the landscape to enable its successful adaptation 
to the changing climate.  

The parks and reserves are for the benefit of all, and working with the whole community (Landcare), 
particularly including farmers and Aboriginal people, is complicated but more likely to bring the 
wisdom, skills and labour to increase resilience of both people and places. 

5. Lessons learned for next season and following years 

The RLA suggests the following be considered to improve services delivered and desired outcomes 
achieved. 

Communications 

In reporting, sufficient knowledge is needed by both the media and Agency spokespeople, about the 
places and the affected community13. And in briefing the community, Agencies spokespeople need 
both sufficient knowledge of the issues and the authority to act14 on community concerns. 

Further Government spokespeople need to listen and respond to the community’s wisdom; and 
most importantly tell the whole truth (not spin) about what is or is not going to be done. If they 
don’t know then say so. 

 
13The continued incorrect place name pronunciations were laughable, but the lack of mention about the 
affected ACT farming community was annoying, given the media presence at public meetings 
14 white shirts uniforms with brocade don’t impress 



ACT Rural Landholders Association 

RLA Submission to Legislative Assembly Committee Enquiry 7 

Ongoing liaison with the affected community, is valuable and is a specialist task and not everyone is 
capable and suitable. It is best done with continuity, that is the same person / team, through all 
PPRR phases.  

Using fire for land management and asset protection 

Fire is a land management tool and landscape health relies on it, fire intervals and intensity need to 
respond to season, place and purpose. As all land managers (public and private) are responsible for 
stopping spread of fire off the originating place to the best of their ability, then controlled burning 
needs to be allowed to be done routinely by all land managers for asset protection, nature 
conservation and regenerative agriculture. 

The ESA with the RFS are responsible for preventing and extinguishing fires while EPSDD’s PCS are 
the land managers. With different roles and legislative responsibilities, there are differences in land 
management priorities and ‘rights ’to act and lead. Uncontrolled bushfire (wildfire) fighting efforts 
should be controlled by those who understand fire and who have sufficient trained personnel, with 
rights to immediacy of access along sufficiently maintained tracks and fire breaks, with water supply 
sources within the parks and reserves. Further, a prerequisite to successful wildfire suppression, is 
acceptance of an active land management model that creates a mosaic of recently burnt and 
unburnt lands across the entire landscape.  

ACT farmers are a significant biosecurity buffer for the city of Canberra, its residents and property 
assets. The asset protection zone (APZ) with shared responsibility is mandatory at new urban edges. 
Introducing boundary buffer areas between reserves and farms is needed, with actions required on 
both sides of the boundary, not solely the responsibility of farmers. If a 25 metres APZ on the NNP 
side of the boundary fence was routinely maintained, the dozing of ‘last minute’ trails at huge 
expense would not be necessary. 

 




