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Volunteer ACT RFS crew at the Orroral fire burning on the first night. Photo Courtesy Gay Hooker 

Submission 

1.0 Introduction 
I am writing this submission based on my experiences as a volunteer fire fighter over the last fire season. My 
comments come from the prospective of a volunteer fire fighter with over 12 years’ experience in the Guises 
Creek Brigade and with a background in environmental science. The enormity of the fires across many States 
and the ACT exceeded any of the previous bad fires seasons by some considerable margin – unprecedented 
many would to say. 

Review is crucial as we move into a new era where climate change will mean the old normal, and to some 
extent our fire history, will not predict the volatile seasons that lie ahead. We need to learn from our recent 
experience, carefully review processes and long held fire fighting practices so we can build a response to deal 
with the new normal.  

While ‘climate change’ is a very emotive word, I take this to mean hotter summers and increases in the 
frequency and severity of droughts, less but more intense rainfall events and less available water. Collectively 
this means that from the firefighter perspective, more fires, longer fire seasons and more intense and 
catastrophic fires. I if we do nothing, the current inadequate resources will fail us catastrophically. 

I was heavily involved in fire fighting this season’s incidents at the Adaminaby Fire Complex, Tralee, Beard and 
Orroral fires, additionally helping to manage logistics and public awareness events. I want to state clearly that 
my comments are not judgmental or in any way trying to attribute blame, rather they are offered with a view 
of informing the Committee of a perspective from someone directly involved in the fire fighting effort and to 
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question some decisions and explain the ramifications of those decisions and practices, in the hope of better 
execution of the fire response and to improve the treatment of the Volunteers. 

My opening comment is: 

Despite the considerable community support, at times, Volunteers have been undervalued and poorly treated 
within the emergency response system despite their enormous commitment and contribution. 

There are many actions, both strategic and tactical, that need to be independently reviewed and I believe 
there is scope for policy improvement across many aspects in relation to what played out this fire season. 

1.0 Planning and coordination of programs to combat all aspects of 
the 2019-20 bushfire season 

Strategic Bushfire Management Plan  
The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) is reviewed by the ACT Bushfire Council every 5 years and 
provides an explanation and guidance on managing the ACT bushfire risk. The latest version was published in 
November 2019. There is much to commend in this well researched and written document.  

However, by mid-2019 there were dire predictions of a catastrophic fire season from many authoritative 
sources. Yet you would not be aware of this from reading the document. There is no urgency, which I think, 
needs to be part of the advice to Government and the Emergency Services Agency (ESA).  

The SBMP makes a number of statements about Volunteers, their expertise, their role and their 
interoperability with Parks and Conservation Service (PCS) is discussed. Yet there is no acknowledgement of 
some of the structural and operational issues that directly impact on our ability to respond to bushfire. These 
issues clearly affect the ACT’s risk profile and needs to form part of the SBMP. 

Recommendation: 1 
The scope of the SBMP needs to expand so it includes known operational issues in the brigades 
where these can reasonably be expected to impact on our ability to respond to bushfires. 

When the risk of fire is potentially catastrophic and looming, the immediacy of that risk needs to 
form part of the risk profile outlined in the SBMP in the advice to stake holders, including the 
community. 

2.0 Things done well in preparation for and mitigating the effects of 
the 2019-20 bushfires 
 

2.1 Preparation 
We, the ACT RFS Volunteers, were under done in some areas and these specifically include Volunteer 
retention, training and recruitment. I know some of these issues are now being discussed within the service 
and are well documented in the After Action Reviews (AAR). It does however underline the long standing lack 
of support for volunteers. 

2.2 The Future 
It is my belief that we are now in a new paradigm driven by climate change. It is inevitable that fire frequency 
and intensity will increase. Planning now needs to consider the ways this will challenge us in the future.         
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The Committee needs to consider how the Government supports the emergency services and in particular the 
volunteers. This must include better resourcing and span of control between the ESA and their capability. 

2.3 Funding 
Funding is a crucial element. Funding needs to consider that the making of a trained fire fighter takes time (see 
appendix), as it does to build capacity within the broader fire fighting and allied emergency services. The 
funding model needs to be strategic in line with the changes we are now experiencing with climate change. 

2.4 Retention 
Retention of Volunteers is crucial to our future. More generalised work by Bushfire CRC has identified a drop in 
volunteering across all forms of volunteering and those that do volunteer, stay for shorter periods and expect 
more from their experience. The often quoted figure for the length tenure for a RFS Volunteer is the mean, 
with a value of 7 years.  However, I believe the median is a more appropriate figure, and when I calculated this 
for our brigade (a few years ago) it was 3 years. This is telling us that we lose a significant number of new 
recruits and here the contributing factors include a lack of direct involvement in fire fighting and a clearly 
defined role for the RFS. 

2.5 Volunteer Commitment 
The Volunteer Brigades’ participation and commitment to fire fighting this season was outstanding (yes I might 
be biased). The Volunteers lined up time and again to go to fires, both interstate and in the ACT. Many would 
have individually contributed hundreds of hours with our Brigade exceeding 11,000 hours. If you multiply this 
across all the Rural Brigades the commitment is not just important logistically but also financially with a salary 
savings that accrue from volunteer fire fighter verses a salaried equivalent.  

There were some pleasing aspects of how the overall system worked. Generally, there was a coming together 
of emergency services across the spectrum that was supportive and enabling. Yes, there were some significant 
frustrating issues such as, the scheduling of crews, how fatigue was managed, vehicle maintenance, poor 
distribution of the Incident Action Plans (IAP) and maps, meals, Personal Protection Equipment (PPE)  etc. 
These issues have been identified in the After Action Review (ARR). The issue of greatest concern was a remote 
and uncommunicative Incident Management Team (IMT) and the disrespect shown by some of the PCS senior 
managers. 

The recognition of the contribution of all emergency personnel has been great within the ACT community but 
somewhat ad hoc, poorly scheduled, and generally poorly targeted by the Government. The Government 
acknowledgement, in my opinion, does not match the service and commitment provided particularly by the 
volunteers who all made that contribution at a significant personal cost with some additionally foregoing their 
salary to contribute. 

There is a distinction here between salaried personnel, who are paid to do the training and do the job while 
the volunteers do not. The government offer of a salary supplement I am sure is welcome, but I’m guessing 
will not be taken up by many. If you want to volunteer you are not doing it for the dollars. 

Recommendation 2 
The Government to consider a more tangible way of recognition for the extraordinary contribution 
volunteers committed during this exceptional fire season. 

Recommendation 3 
The Government consider to publicity thanking our families in recognition of their support and the 
employers who released staff to go to fires. Together, these make the volunteers system viable. Their 
contribution cannot be understated.    
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2.6 Prescribed Burning Plan 
The SBMP outlines the need for a prescribed burn plan to reduce fuel levels across the ACT to protect the 
environment and our assets from wildfire - a function that is contracted out to PCS. The SBMP alludes to the 
narrowing of the window when prescribed burns can be safely and effectively implemented. Some predictions 
raise the possibility that in the near future there will be no time when it is safe to carry out prescribed burns.  

Prescribed burns add significantly to air pollution for their duration and contribute substantial amounts of 
greenhouse gasses to our atmosphere. The burns have considerable impact on flora and fauna, reduce habitat 
diversity and increase erosion. The intensity of these burns routinely exceeds the predicted flame heights and 
rate of spread. A number of these fires have escaped containment burning well beyond what was planned. In 
the case of the Potters Hill Fire just a few years ago, burning well into NSW. 

Prescribed burns require a degree of flammability for the fuels to combust, but not too much so the fire can be 
controlled. Even with the increasing levels of science involved there is always an element of risk. This risk will 
grow as many now propose extensive and more frequent prescribes burns. The issues here are complex ones 
and some decidedly political. Do not believe it is a simple matter of more prescribed burns. 

We also know that some prescribed burns in the recent NSW fires are likely to have caused as much damage as 
the fire they had hoped to control. It has also been proposed that the prescribed burns do not work to control 
a catastrophic wild fire. We need careful evaluation independent and with scientific rigor when assessing our 
current burning practices. The prescribed burning issue will be of enormous interest when the major inquiries 
report.  

The 2020 Orroral fire burnt though many of the areas where prescribed burns had previously been 
undertaken. Some media reports claim that the prescribed burns had a major impact on the Orroral fire.  

However, we do know that the prescribed burns carried out over recent years, did not allow us to contain the 
Orroral fire, or stop it from burning into NSW. The Orroral fire obliterated much of Namadgi National Park and 
the fire was ultimately contained and put out by rain – not our fire fighting efforts. 

Prescribed burns come with an environmental and financial cost to the ACT. It may well be that the prescribed 
burns had little effect on the catastrophic Orroral fire. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devastation from  the Orroral fire within the Orroral valley. The 
slopes, stripped of their vegetation by the fire allowed the fire 
ending storms to excoriate the unprotected soil, depositing the 
sediment in the water courses, in this case at least 0.5M deep. 
Photo Garry Mayo 
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Recommendation 4  
The committee should seek advice independent of ACT Parks and Conservation Service to gauge how 
effective the prescribed burns were. Do we need to rethink these options? 

It is important that any evaluation of the effectiveness of the prescribed burning program is independent of 
those who ran the program and over-saw the fires. 

2.7 Interoperability Issues 
PCS is listed in the SBMP as a brigade within the ACT RFS. The SBMP calls for a focus on enhancing 
interoperability across fire services, and the more effective deployment of RFS volunteers to support PCS in its 
prescribed burn program. Yet engagement on this level between the Volunteers and PCS has been poor over 
many years. PCS has been reluctant to work with Volunteers at all levels. On the occasions volunteers do get 
invited to assist, we are often assigned to secondary roles or simply asked to patrol - more on this later. The 
PCS, in my opinion, is operating outside of the roles set out in the SBMP and this has an impact on our ability 
to deploy and fully utilise our collective resources in fire fighting. 

Recommendation 5  
The Committee identify any impediments to interoperability between the Volunteers and PCS. Further the 
Committee should consider solutions here such as a major restructuring of the rural fire fighting services. 
Perhaps the most appealing option would be to move the PCS brigades and seasonal fire fighting crews, 
along with prescribed burning program, so they functionally work under the direction of the existing RFS 
management.  

There are synergies here operationally and potential savings from a larger combined force, shared training, 
better use of the equipment and one single management. This would be in broad agreement with the SBMP.   

3.0. How major events in 2019-20 bushfire season were dealt with as a 
major ACT natural disaster – and the lessons learned for next season and 
following years. 

3.1 Fire Fighting Operations 
All campaign fires in their early stages generate chaos and it’s not unexpected that we faced difficulties, 
particularly in the early days. These are broadly dealt with in our After Action Reviews (AAR) and the 
Committee should view these to get an understanding of what we could do better operationally – it’s an 
important perspective from the women and men who do the dangerous and dirty work. 

Regarding the following comments it’s important that I note I was not part of the Incident Management Team 
(IMT) and therefore, I did not get to see the detail they used in their planning and decision making. However, I 
would comment that criticism within the AAR did raise the issue of poor communications between the 
operational fire fighters and the IMT.  

3.2 The 2019-2020 Fire Season 
The fire season started early with small fires around Canberra during the winter of 2019 and became fully 
established in QLD, NSW and Victoria eventually reaching all States and Territories. ACT RFS Volunteers were 
deployed interstate up to and into January 2020. 
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The destruction around Kiandra has to be seen to be believed. Two months after the fires, and following reasonable rain, the vegetation 
struggles to reestablish any level of cover where once there were sub alpine woodlands meadows, Photo Garry Mayo 

 

 

 

ACT Volunteer strike team works to control one of the many fires burning near Adaminaby on the Snowy Mountains Highway. 
Photo Garry Mayo 

 
 

The season defining Orroral fire began on 21 January 2020. Preceding this catastrophic fire there were a 
number of significant local fires including Tralee, Beard/Pialligo and Hospital Hill fires. At the Tralee and Beard 
fires all the emergency services worked cooperatively to extinguish the fires meeting the SBMP operational 
requirements and our own expectations.  

There were issues getting to the Beard fire due to the ban on Urgent Duty Driving – responding under lights 
and sirens - for the RFS. Volunteers understood the need for a review. Yet the reason for this review was not 
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due to accidents involving Volunteers driving under UDD. RFS was unable to find any record of an RFS vehicle 
being involved in a serious accident with another vehicle when responding under UDD.  

Experienced Volunteers quickly identified that the outright ban on UDD would create problems which 
included: difficulty getting through traffic to actually get to fires and public confusion as the ACT RFS would be 
the only responding emergency service not allowed to travel under UDD where they use their lights and sirens. 
NSW RFS Units were however allowed to drive through the ACT under UDD using lights and sirens adding to 
the confusion. It was never about traveling at speed (most of our fire trucks struggle to reach the speed limit, 
let alone exceed it).  

Our arguments did not sway the arbiters and so it was that our vehicles travelling to the Beard fire near the 
Canberra Airport became trapped in the traffic gridlock while the fire took hold.  It became necessary to 
suspend the ban on UDD for the RFS so they could get to the fire as the flames bore down on Beard and Oaks 
Estate and did burn into Queanbeyan sewage works. I understand the new UDD training package for 
Volunteers is imminent, but it has taken nearly 12 months to reach this point. 

UDD is an exemplar of the disconnect between the higher levels of decision making in ESA, the Justice and 
Community Safety Directorate and the Volunteers. It is difficult not to feel that as volunteers (as opposed to 
salaried staff) our opinions matter less.  

Recommendation 6  
The committee should consider how RFS volunteers might get a stronger voice in the decisions that directly 
affect our operations. 

RFS volunteers were engaged and worked well with PCS and Fire and & Rescue (F&R) through the early part of 
the fire season. Up to this time RFS volunteer crews had been routinely deployed interstate for a number of 
months and at the time of the Orroral fire our main operations were based around the Adaminaby Fire 
Complex.  NSW RFS was welcoming and supportive of the ACT Volunteers and here, we were able to make a 
real difference. 

 

 

RFS Volunteers worked with the AFP to search for fires along the Scabby Range (southern ACT/NSW Border). A drone was used because all 
aircraft were grounded due to very heavy smoke. Photo Garry Mayo  
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3.3 The Orroral Fire 
There is no dispute that the Orroral fire was started by a defence helicopter.  

 
 

 

 

 

A spot fire just south of Tharwa is controlled and extinguished 
by heavy plant and RFS Volunteers. Photo Garry Mayo 

Recommendation 6 
Given the fire danger at the time, the committee needs to confirm whether a risk analysis was 
considered/developed before the helicopter flight to the Orroral Valley was approved? 

The early action on a fire is recognised as crucial. When the fire is small and flame heights are low there is a 
possibility of containment.  

At the AAR the use of the Very Large Air Tanker (VLAT) was questioned. Before a drop of retardant, fire fighters   
have to be removed from the fireground then await the arrival of the plane. After the drop there can be delays 
when returning to the fire due to fallen timber across access points. This is all time lost when crews might 
otherwise be working to suppress the fire.  

There are also questions about the effectiveness of retardants in direct attack particularly as they can be 
patchy in forested areas. Timber, knocked to the ground, can add to the fuel available to the fire. While the 
VLAT is a great moral booster for the public, it comes with a rumored cost of $140K per run.  

 

The VLAT provided comfort to many in Canberra with the heavy layering of the pink retardant around the ACT. Yet questions remain about 
its effectiveness. After the fires were out, Volunteers were offered an opportunity to see the tanker up close and meet the crew – we 

found them exceedingly welcoming. Photo Garry Mayo 
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Recommendation 7:  
The committee should seek to establish if the early strategies and tactical decisions were as effective as they 
might have been in the first few hours and days in attempts to contain the Orroral fire. 

Recommendation 8:  
That the committee seeks to establish, from independent experts, the effectiveness of the VLAT in specific 
environments that we find throughout the ACT. This should also consider the associated risks, noting the 
tragic fatal crash of a VLAT near Canberra, as well as the operational cost.    

3.3.1 Strike Team Stand Up At Guises Creek Station 
The SBMP states that there is a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with NSW to share equipment and 
personnel in relation to fire fighting. I understand that the Commissioner can make a decision to deploy 
resources across the border without waiting for a formal request.  

On 1 February a large Strike Team, made up of 13 fire fighting appliances, was stood up at the Guises Creek 
shed and tasked with protecting the important assets including power and pumping infrastructure near 
Williamsdale. This included RFS Volunteers, F&R and an imbedded NSW strike team. The fire predictive maps 
(noting that these are based on the worst case scenario) showed the potential for a catastrophic fire day with 
fires burning into Williamsdale. 

The strike team included four NSW heavy tankers a large airport FF appliance and a range of ACT heavy and 
Compressed Air Foam tankers totaling some 10 appliances. It was a sizeable fire fighting force. Additionally 
there were three ACT RFS appliances crewed by Volunteers stood up and operationally available where ever 
the resources were needed. 

 

The large strike team stood up at the Guises Creek shed that went nowhere while homes burnt nearby in NSW. Photo Garry Mayo 

 

From the shed we had a clear view of the smoke plume heading south from the out of control Orroral fire that 
day.  By early afternoon it was evident that the threat in the Williamsdale area was much reduced while the 
Orroral fire was heading towards Bredbo where nearby homes were under threat, and ultimately lost. 
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Smoke plume from the Orroral fire. Note the pyrocumulus 
clouds towards the back forming by the raging fire. Photo Garry 

Mayo 

Yet the IMT refused to release this considerable fire fighting force to attend the fire in NSW. Even with other 
fire fighting resources available at the Guises shed that could have been deployed locally in the absence of the 
strike team. At worst, the strike team could have been recalled from Bredbo which would have been a 25 
minute drive.  

It was on one of our worst fire days, yet all the crews at the Guises shed were stood down at 21:00 hours 
without being used. The IMT decision not to deploy the strike team was deeply felt by all those present. It did 
not help that there was no communication from the IMT by way of explanation.  

As fire fighters we routinely interact with local NSW brigades and indeed the people around Bredbo and 
Michelago. They too will wonder why we did not come to their assistance. The ACT/NSW strike team would 
have undoubtedly had an impact if it had been deployed.  

The IMT has a duty of care here to the fire fighters yet they failed to initiate any processes to debrief the 
crews. It was a continuation of the long silence from the IMT who seemed oblivious to the presence of the 
Volunteers. To this day we don’t know if the decisions that the IMT made that day were an astute use of 
resources, the IMT was overwhelmed by the situation, or they got it wrong. 

Recommendation 9  
The committee should seek an independent evaluation of the decision to not use this resource noting the 
loss of homes in NSW. Further, to look at why there was no debriefing of crews and if this should be 
mandated in an SOP. 

3.3.2 PCS’s Disrespect of Volunteer Fire Fighters 
There has been discussion in the media from a leaked draft AAR document where it claimed the ACT RFS 
volunteers were disrespected by a few senior PCS staff. It is most unfortunate that this information has 
entered the public domain as volunteers need to feel comfortable in making comment and that those 
comments will be treated confidentially.  

However, as the Committee is now reviewing the ACT response to the fires, I believe it is important for you to 
have a perspective from a Volunteer who was present at some of the incidents so you have some grasp of the 
difficulties that arose and their consequences. 

The SBMP acknowledges that many Volunteer fire fighters have considerable bushfire experience and key 
skills. The SBMP also states, that the ESA will take a flexible approach to make better use of the allied skills of 
its Volunteers and that all services operate jointly to respond to bushfires.  

This did not happen! 
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It was mentioned at the AAR that at the Hospital Hill fire, RFS Volunteer crews arriving at the fire were 
sidelined by PCS managers and the Volunteers wasted the day doing nothing while PCS crews brought that fire 
under control. 

At the Orroral Fire ACTRFS crews quickly became aware that they were routinely tasked to roles that included 
patrolling, and or, were stood up and never went to the fire, even while the fire was uncontained . We 
understand that there are various roles, some less engaging that are involved in fire fighting. At any fire not 
everyone will be on the end of a hose knocking down flames. But this was different, even though the 
Volunteers and PCS are listed as brigades under the SBMP, we were being treated differently. 

This came to a head on the 5th of February. I was present as a crew leader where I was part of a formally 
constituted Strike team that formed up, as per the approved Incident Action Plan, for that day. We were to 
operate in the Southern Division. Here we were tasked to back burn and protect vulnerable assets in response 
to the fire which the Incident Action Plan stated had breached the Sams Creek containment line. This is a 
straight forward operation well within our capability and training. 

The predicted Fire Danger index for the day was low in the grassland areas and high in the forests. Winds were 
expected to be below 10 kph for most of the day. This is very much at the lower end of the scale. 

We were stopped on our way to the fire and told we had been replaced by PCS crews under the direction of 
the IMT. On that day senior PCS staff were in the roles of Incident Controller and Deputy Incident Controller. 
There was no RFS staff or Volunteers included in the IMT. The reason given for the change was that the PCS 
crews knew the fire line from the previous day and had more experience and situational awareness. The 
intervention by the RFS Chief Officer failed to get the decision overturned.   

Volunteer crews were gutted and many very angry. Some wanted to walk away there and then. Cooler heads 
prevailed. The IMT response was later clarified by the ESA Commissioner justifying the decision that it was 
based on ‘PCS situational awareness and understanding of the fire in this sector, with the team having worked 
in the sector the previous day.’ 

Our strike team now stood idle, some five heavy tankers and two medium tankers fully crewed and without a 
task while the fire was still not contained.  

Our strike team was then overlooked for an urgent deployment to Shannons Flat (NSW), no reasoning was 
given. At that time we were the closest ACT appliances, without any tasking, and just an hour’s drive away. The 
IMT dispatched other appliances from Canberra via Cooma which meant a 2.5hr drive.  

We were then asked to assist with a proposed burn along the Clear Range and directed to get there via the 
Forest Fire trail. This trail has been flagged as unsuitable for Heavy tankers however, we were assured by the 
PCS manager, that it was OK. It was a white knuckle drive. There were no pull off or turn around points and the 
heavy tankers struggled up the steep track and had real difficulty negotiating the switchbacks. It was a perilous 
trip that had the potential to go awfully wrong. Once on the track we were committed as it was impossible to 
turn back.  
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The drive up the Forest Fire trail was a white knuckle drive. Steep and narrow the main difficulty was a number of switchbacks that the 
heavy tanker struggled to negotiate. They all needed to back up and take several goes to get around the V shaped turns. In the end it was 
all to no avail as the PCS manager didn’t think we were up to the task of participating in a burn. Photo Garry Mayo 

Arriving at the staging area we were met by the PCS manager and told that the burn was on hold and he had 
made a request to the IMT to delay the burn until tomorrow and to specifically use PCS crews. Here the PCS 
person in charge stated it was because we didn’t have the situational awareness and experience.  

On the way down from the Clear Range we travelled by a much more easily negotiable trail and I am at a loss 
to explain why we were not directed to go up this way.  Nearing the main road we accepted a request, without 
hesitation, to assist with a burn along the Corin Dam road. I thought the Volunteer response was a testament 
to the Volunteers’ resilience and commitment given the way they were treated this day. Interestingly we 
worked without difficulties with a PCS person managing the burn. 

 

The controlled burn along the Corin Dam road was our parting shot with rain sweeping over the next few days that controlled and 
extinguished the Orroral Fire. Photo Garry Mayo 

Most of the volunteers there that day were deeply offended by the actions of PCS. It was also clear to 
everyone that the justification offered was sophistry and here’s why. 

Every fire fighter routinely replaces the previous shift at every fire, usually on a 12 hour rotation. These are 
long held and familiar processes which include both written documentation such as an Incident Action Plan 
and a hand over that includes a verbal briefing. The situational awareness is passed from shift to shift as part 
of this process. Its bread and butter to all fire fighters. Many of our Volunteers were familiar with the area and 
there was a strong group of leaders with decades of fire fighting experience. 
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ACT RFS volunteers had, for the last few months, been accepted at Queensland and NSW fires interchanging 
with local crews in highly volatile situations. There were no questions raised by our interstate counterparts 
about our situational awareness and experience. Indeed many complemented the Volunteer crews on their 
professionalism.  

If PCS’s concerns were genuine then they always had the option of embedding PCS staff with the RFS strike 
team, yet this appears to have not been considered. 

I am loath to speculate on the reasoning for PCS decisions, where, not only were RFS volunteers repeatedly 
been given lessor roles at the Orroral fire, on this one day, according to a few of PCS’s senior staff, within the 
IMT and on the ground, we were not competent to undertake a back burn, firstly at the southern sector, then 
along then Clear Range, then later still we were competent and accepted at the burn on Corin Dam Road, all 
on the same day. 

Of course the RFS Volunteers were deeply offended and this will have consequences for retention and 
participation of those volunteers. A number have stated they will leave the RFS, some will move to NSW where 
that is possible.  

The treatment here by senior PCS staff of the RFS Volunteers raises a number of issues. These include a lack of 
compliance with the SBMP. Their inability to articulate a justification that is believable by RFS Volunteers and it 
is surprising to me that PCS had a resource such as an uncommitted strike team made up of PCS staff  ‘in its 
back pocket’ that could be so quickly deployed in the situation. 

The Committee might also have some genuine questions about the poor planning that left recourses unused 
while the fire was uncontrolled?  

Why the IMT was unable to deploy and task the resources available to it over the entire course of the fire?  

What would have been the outcomes in relation to the fire if all the available resources, were used and 
allowed to work cooperatively?  

Why was the ACT accepting interstate deployments to the ACT when the IMT was unable to fully utilise the 
resources already at hand? 

Recommendation 10 
The Committee investigates the PCS decisions to exclude Volunteers operationally from the ACT fires. 

Recommendation 11 
Senior RFS staff should be part of the team making the IMT decisions. This means that RFS senior staff 
should always be present and can communicate the rational for the various decisions which will significantly 
reduce any inter-service rivalry. 

For resources to remain unused when a fire is out of control appears to be a failure of planning. Fundamentally 
all the fire fighting services need to work cooperatively and collectively in the interests of our community.   

3.3.4 Location of  The Guises Creek Shed 
It was clear to me that the location of the Guises Creek Brigade shed, at the junction of the Monaro Highway 
and Old Cooma Road, may have out lived its purpose. Its location was chosen nearly 30 years ago when the 
members were mostly rural and lived nearby. Many things have changed. Just a kilometer away there is now a 
NSW RFS brigade at Jerrabomberra Creek in NSW. 
 
There are currently no rural members at our brigade. Bushfire activity now is more frequent around the urban 
fringe. This fire season we found ourselves having to relocate to the Calwell SES shed as the traffic on the 



14 
 

Monaro Highway, for much of the fires, was a solid wall of vehicles full of people evacuating from the south 
coast. This and the ban on UDD impacted on our ability to attend fires north of the shed in a timely manner. 
We also routinely need to go to Calwell for fuel and water. We have no suitable wash down areas - crucial for 
containing the spread of weeds. Relocating to an area near Calwell would considerably reduce our response 
times to most fires. It makes operational sense and provides us with ready access to many of the services we 
just can’t get at the current location.  

Recommendation 12:  
That the committee recommends a review of the locations of all sheds in close consultation with the local 
volunteer members to ensure they meet our operating needs. It would be my recommendation that sheds 
also develop a public interface to more readily interact with the community and better prepare Canberra for 
the next big fire season.  
 

 
Orroral fire. Photo courtesy Gary Hooker 

4.0 The Future 
Despite the terrible loss of homes in NSW, historical huts in Namadgi and a good portion of the Namadgi 
environment, Canberra can count itself lucky this time. There were no lives lost locally and the areas of higher 
population density escaped the fire.  It could have been very different under a number of scenarios.  

It does need to be recognised and remembered that it was the weather that contained and put the fire out. 
We might not be that lucky next time. 

We are now witnessing a repeat of the Australian summer of fires in the Northern hemisphere, where fires are 
unprecedented. Parts of NSW remain in drought and the promised wet winter is yet to truly arrive. There is 
still a lot of areas that have not been burnt within the ACT and it is possible we could be doing this all again in 
the next few months and almost certainly in the next few years. We have but a short time to rebuild and 
prepare. 

4.1 The Future Of Volunteers 
The previous ESA Commissioner proposed that the RFS volunteers would move to a new structure, which 
would include, up to six Remote Area Firefighting Teams (RAFT), and the rest of the volunteers would move to 
a role in community relations. You wont be surprised that it was not popular. This suggestion has not been 
dismissed by our new Commissioner, who additionally suggested that the RFS volunteers need to define their 
future role.  

To the best of my knowledge no ACT Government member has stated unequivocally there is a long term 
commitment to the future for volunteer fire fighters in the ESA. I know there is deep concern within the RFS 
and any signal of wavering Government support will likely trigger many to leave. It is vitally important to 
Volunteers that their commitment and training as fire fighters has some certainty. 
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Given the poor funding, consultation and use of the Volunteers it is not difficult to foresee a scenario with a 
tightening on funding, displacement of roles by both PCS and F&R that will see the volunteers cease to exist 
under some executive order. Please tell us if we have a future in fire fighting? 

Recommendation 13 
The committee seeks from the Government a commitment that Volunteers remain part of the fire fighting 
response with in ESA. 

5.0 Thanks 
I did want to express my thanks to all those who contributed to the fire fighting effort which includes the hard 
working ESA mechanics, the administrative and support staff of RFS that kept things ticking over. The SES was 
outstanding along with many others.  

One of the best experiences we had was arriving back at Calwell SES Shed around midnight. We were all 
exhausted after a very long day/night deployment to NSW. As we were ushered in a group (I think army) went 
to work to decontaminate the tanker; with that job done an ESA mechanic took over and were able to pass on 
some issues with the vehicle. Our hand over was soon complete, the mechanics went to work to prepare the 
vehicle for the next shift, leaving us to collect our gear and head home.  It wasn’t always so, but it does show 
what’s possible. 

The community was very supportive and I wanted to say thanks to many individuals and organised groups 
offering food, beverages and moral support. I enjoyed the long discussion with many at the public information 
events. There were many businesses that offered discounts and I did get one great discount on a battery back-
up pack for my mobile that I used intensively over the next month at the fires. The network also offered a 
waver to the monthly fees and it all helped with the many out of pocket expenses.   

But mostly it was the individual heart felt gratitude expressed by many in our community in our face to face 
encounters, thankyou, it made it all worthwhile. 

Appendix 1 
The life of a volunteer 

Notwithstanding that Volunteers make up a large component of the Rural Fire Service I am guessing, that not 
many will have the time to make a formal response to this review. Having already given so much to the fires 
and volunteering in general, many need a break to reestablish a normal life and prepare for the next fire 
season. Covid, of course, hasn’t helped. 

The lengthening of the fire season has a significant impact on Volunteers. With the ‘old normal’ fire season 
being from October to March. The intervening period was routinely stand down time, where we train, take 
holidays, get the chores done around the home and give to our families – trying for some normality in family 
and working lives.  

For context I wanted to explain that during the fire season the commitment required is considerable. Most 
brigades train at least every second week, attend to station maintenance once a month, go to public events 
that are often for a full or half day on weekends as part of community engagement. Brigade committee 
members will meet once a month and then there is stand up.  

Stand up is time when crews will be at the fire station ready to respond to a fire call. People’s commitment 
here varies however, there is always a group of committed members who will be there once, twice or more 
each week during the fire season. Attendance increases along with the increase the fire danger rating and our 
commitment to meeting our obligations outlined in the Australian Capital Territory Emergencies (Concept of 
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Operations for bush and grass fires in the Australian Capital Territory) Commissioner’s Guidelines 2017, a 
Notifiable Instrument NI2017–92 made under the Emergencies Act 2004, s 11 Concept of Operations.  

The hours here vary and can be as little as four hours and up to ten hours each day. Additionally brigades also 
operate a 24/7 call out system based on a pager or similar call out system that operate in various ways 
however, two weeks on, and two weeks off, is not uncommon. So a commitment of 20 plus hours per week is 
routine, it is not uncommon that many will volunteer much more, some 40 plus hours a week. For those on 
pagers there are additional restrictions on personal time and social activities, so you are able to respond 
immediately to a fire call at short notice 24/7.  

So when you see a volunteer at a fire there is a back story often built over many years with thousands of hours 
given freely to the community in a variety of ways. 

For this fire season people still did stand up routinely as well as deploying interstate. The deployments are 
usually 3 to 5 days. Routine fire fighting shifts locally, as part of a strike team, are supposed to be 12 hours 
however usually longer, on occasions being 18 hours. Getting home at 2:00 am then having to shower, ensures 
all the family is awake before you got to bed. It tests relationships. It truly is a balancing act. 

Progressing through the ranks takes time, obtaining an astounding number of certifications, to reach the core 
qualification of crew leader on which the structure within the brigade hangs. While this is technically 
achievable in a little over 5 years, it will more likely take 10. So you can understand the persistence and 
commitment required to being a volunteer.  

 

 

Garry Mayo 

Senior Fire Fighter Guises Creek Brigade 

30 June 2020 
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