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The Assembly established the Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change, and Biodiversity on 2 December 2020. 
The Committee is responsible for the following areas:



· 
v	Inquiry into the ACT Environment’s Bushfire Preparedness
Inquiry into the ACT Environment’s Bushfire Preparedness	i
· Climate change;
· Climate Action;
· Environment;
· Heritage;
· Water and energy policy and programs;
· Emissions reductions;
· Environment and ecological sustainability;
· Commissioner for the Environment;
· Environment Protection Agency; and
· Parks and conservation.

You can read the full establishing resolution on our website.
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[bookmark: _Toc177658485]About this inquiry
Under Standing Order 216, standing committees can self-initiate an inquiry into any subject area it is given responsibility for by the establishing resolution. The Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change, and Biodiversity resolved to conduct an inquiry into the ACT environment’s bushfire preparedness on 5 December 2023.
The Committee informed the Assembly of its intention to conduct this inquiry on 8 February 2024.
[bookmark: _Toc177658486]Terms of Reference
The Committee will inquire and report on the ACT’s bushfire preparedness with particular reference to:
A. The environmental factors contributing to bushfires in the ACT and surrounding areas, including any role of weather, drought, climate change, fuel loads and human activity;
B. The impact of bushfires on climate emissions, climate adaption, and biodiversity;
C. Bushfire risk, resilience, and potential impacts, including consideration of the impact of bushfire on the ACT community, wildlife, and flora;
D. Management of bushfire risks and bushfire preparedness of ACT parks, reserves and other open spaces, including:
i. preparation and planning by government, the community and other entities;
ii. current and historical approaches to land management; and
iii. the role of cultural land management practices;
E. The condition of ACT parks, reserves and other open spaces, including consideration of fuel loads and emergency access;
F. Coordination and between environmental agencies and other government agencies in relation to bushfire risk and management;
G. Cross-border risks and issues, particularly engagement with New South Wales and the Commonwealth; and
H. Any other matters that the Committee deems appropriate in relation to environmental preparedness bushfires.
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[bookmark: _Toc177658487]Acronyms & Abbreviations
	Acronym or Abbreviation
	Long form

	ACT
	Australian Capital Territory

	AFAC
	Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council

	AFSM
	Australian Fire Service Medal

	BAZ
	Bushfire Abatement Zone

	BMS
	Bushfire Management Standards

	BOP
	Bushfire Operations Plan

	BPA
	Bushfire Prone Area

	EPSDD
	Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate

	ESA
	Emergency Services Agency

	ESA Commissioner
	Emergency Services Agency Commissioner

	FFW
	Farm FireWise Program

	FMZ
	Fire Management Zone

	Ha
	Hectare

	AIIMS
	Australasian Inter-service Incident Management System

	JACS Directorate
	Justice and Community Safety Directorate

	McLeod Inquiry
	Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT

	MHAC
	ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council

	NSW
	New South Wales

	PCS
	ACT Parks and Conservation Service

	PSM
	Public Service Medal

	RAFT
	Remote Area Firefighting Teams

	RFMP
	Regional Fire Management Plan

	RFS
	ACT Rural Fire Service                                                                                        

	SBMP
	Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

	State of the Environment Report
	2023 ACT State of the Environment Report 

	TCCS
	Transport Canberra and City Services Directorate

	TWRA
	Territory Wide Risk Assessment

	the Committee
	Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change and Biodiversity





[bookmark: _Toc177658488]Recommendations
Recommendation 1
The Committee recommends that PCS adopt a policy and practice that all planned prescribed burning activities be carried out to the greatest extent possible, unless there are compelling reasons relating to inappropriate weather conditions, firefighter safety or lack of resources to not carry out a proposed burn, or to suspend mid-burn.
Recommendation 2
The Committee recommends that PCS continue to utilise alternative fuel load management methods and techniques when it is not safe to conduct prescribed burning, and that they be appropriately resourced and supported by the ACT Government to enable this to occur.
Recommendation 3
The Committee recommends that as part of the current review of the SBMP and development of the SBMPv5, EPSDD and the ESA review the criteria used for assessing appropriate conditions for prescribed burning.
Recommendation 4
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government more clearly explain to the ACT community the residual risk methodology and fuel load management strategy.
Recommendation 5
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government continue to support and increase culturally-informed land management practices and cultural burns.
Recommendation 6
The Committee recommends that PCS receive adequate funding for the 2023-24 EPSDD BOP to ensure all access maintenance activities listed as Priority 1, and that these activities are completed.
Recommendation 7
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government reinstate in full the Tritter program for clearing roadside vegetation.
Recommendation 8
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government review senior management positions and reassess against industry standards, while reflecting on levels of experience and risk that the positions are responsible for.
Recommendation 9
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that senior PCS management (Director, planning officer, operations officer, prescribed burn officer) of the PCS Fire Management Unit have on-the-ground fire-fighting experience or training.
Recommendation 10
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure merit-based recruitment for Fire Unit staff, and conduct recruitment with a focus on fire qualifications or experience for management to ground crew positions.
Recommendation 11
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure PCS remains an attractive place to work for those in the fire management space through provision of opportunities for career development, with clear pathways to management, and improved training and pay conditions.
Recommendation 12
The Committee recommends that PCS consider reviewing and streamlining the sign-off process for road maintenance contractor works and recruiting or training additional road maintenance contract managers with the appropriate skills and qualifications to assist in the delivery of the road maintenance program.
Recommendation 13
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure tracks and trails are maintained, including increasing the annual funding level for maintenance of management trails from the current level of around 1% of the value of the asset, up to 2% or more, to address the increased impact of climate change and fires since 2020.
Recommendation 14
The Committee recommends that the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council resume the Bushfire Council’s practice of providing annual reports to the Minister on bushfire preparedness ahead of every fire season.
Recommendation 15
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government include detailed data on progress against the EPSDD BOP for that financial year in either the EPSDD or JACS Annual Reports that breaks down the data by:
	The overarching type or class of activity (e.g. fuel management, access management, infrastructure, training, audit and monitoring);
	Activity (e.g. grazing, physical removal, prescribed burning, etc);
	The area (hectares), length (kilometres) or number of activities, courses or projects actually completed, as relevant, together with the planned number; and
	The percentage of completion for each over-arching activity class/type and activity.
Recommendation 16
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with the community on bushfire preparedness and response, with a particular focus on new Canberrans and those who may not be familiar with bushfire risk and response in the local environment.
Recommendation 17
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure community fire units have been established in new suburbs in the Molonglo Valley and North Gungahlin zoned as bushfire prone areas and if not what if any plans there are to establish community fire units in these areas.
Recommendation 18
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with volunteer firefighters to ensure there is a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities in relation to fire management and response.
Recommendation 19
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider bushfire risk and response, and resourcing when considering the development of areas along the western edge.
Recommendation 20
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government focus on building morale in fire field crews through greater public recognition of their work.
Recommendation 21
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government increase investment to improve morale in the fire unit, ensuring improved communication and collegiality and accountability between management and ground crew staff.
Recommendation 22
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government develop a Natural Disaster Strategy that covers all aspects of health to ensure continuity of access to healthcare in the event of a natural disaster.
Recommendation 23
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government conduct technology capability planning as part of the development of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan version 5.
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[bookmark: _Toc177658490]Conduct of the inquiry
On 5 December 2023, the Committee resolved to conduct an Inquiry into the ACT Environment’s Bushfire Preparedness and called for submissions.
The Committee received 12 submissions, which were published on the inquiry webpage and are listed in Appendix A.
On 27 February 2024 and 2 April 2024, the Committee held public hearings. The Committee heard evidence from witnesses listed in Appendix B. The transcript and video recordings are available on the Legislative Assembly website.
The Committee also held a site visit on 2 April 2024. The site visit occurred at the Parks and Conservation Stromlo Depot, as well as the Bruce Ridge Nature Reserve in Bruce. The officials who attended the site visit are listed in Appendix C.
The Committee had 5 Questions Taken On Notice (QTONs) from the public hearings. The details of the QTONs are listed in Appendix D.
Statistics on the gender of witnesses, collected in response to an audit by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, are at Appendix E.  The information is collected to determine whether committee inquiries are meeting the needs, and allowing the participation of, a range of genders in the community. Participation is voluntary and there are no set responses.
After the hearing, the Committee lodged zero Questions on Notice (QONs).
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[bookmark: _Toc177658492]Background and context
[bookmark: _Toc169003230][bookmark: _Toc177658493]Bushfires in the ACT
The ACT, like much of Australia, has had a long history with bushfires, many of them severe and damaging. 
The ACT Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024 (SBMP) notes that record keeping since European settlement shows the ACT has experienced severe bushfires at irregular intervals: 1919-20, 1925-26, 1938-39, 1951-52, 1978-79, 1982-83, 1984-85, 2000-01, 2002-03.[footnoteRef:1] The Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (McLeod Inquiry) observed major bushfires in 1903, 1926, 1927, 1939, 1952, 2001 and 2003, and other significant bushfire events in 1983, 1985, 1991, 1994.[footnoteRef:2] The regular occurrence of bushfires in the ACT’s history was observed by witness Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, former Director of ACT Forests.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5).]  [2:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp 11–13.]  [3:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 3.] 

Etched into the memory of many Canberrans are the 2003 bushfires, the most destructive on record. In this fire four people died and more than 435 were injured. 487 houses were lost and approximately 70 percent of the ACT’s landmass was fire affected.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5); Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 71.] 

The SBMP highlights that ‘The 2003 bushfire had a profound impact on the Territory and its residents and led to a fundamental shift in bushfire management. This included the passage of the Emergencies Act and the creation of the ESA, Australia’s first unified emergency agency’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5).] 

Bushfires continue to be a part of life in the ACT, with the SBMP highlighting that from 2008 to 2018, the ACT averaged 221 bushfires a year, with most of these being contained to less than 1 hectare in size and occurring on the urban fringe.[footnoteRef:6] More recently, the ACT and much of southeast Australia experienced major bushfires in 2019-20 (otherwise known as Black Summer).[footnoteRef:7] [6:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5).]  [7:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 70.] 

Bushfire was also rated as an ‘extreme risk’ by the Territory Wide Risk Assessment (TWRA) 2017.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  ACT Government, Territory Wide Risk Assessment 2017, November 2017, pp 33, 39.] 

The continuing threat of large-scale bushfires in the ACT was observed by Dr Tony Bartlett, who wrote in his submission to the Committee: 
The 2003 and 2020 bushfires highlighted very clearly the magnitude of the risks to the ACT community and to environmental values, particularly those within Namadgi National Park. The fact that such a large proportion of the ACT’s largest conservation reserve has been burnt severely twice in 17 years is a strong indication that the risk of repeated large-scale high intensity bushfires is increasing.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 4.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003231][bookmark: _Toc177658494]Factors contributing to bushfires
The SBMP notes that bushfires are started by either natural or human causes, with the latter mostly because of arson or carelessness.[footnoteRef:10] Among natural causes, lightning ignition is the most common, but accounts for less than five percent of all ACT bushfires since 2004.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5).]  [11:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 5).] 

During its visit to the PCS Stromlo Depot, the Committee heard that fire behaviour has three primary drivers: fuel, weather, and topography.[footnoteRef:12] These drivers have been confirmed by significant bushfire-related inquiries, such as the McLeod Inquiry, the report of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, and the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 2.]  [13:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 10; Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) p 371; 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, (Final Report, July 2010) vol 2, p 280.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003232][bookmark: _Toc177658495]Bushfire fuels
Bushfire fuels provide bushfires with their energy, with the McLeod Inquiry summarising the effect as ‘the greater the fuel load, the more intense the fire, the greater the heat (energy) generated and the greater the potential for more intense fires and subsequent extreme fire behaviour.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 10.] 

The SBMP states that while all vegetation can provide fuel for a bushfire, different types of vegetation burn differently with different rates of spread and burning intensity.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 6).] 

The SBMP outlines that the ACT has a wide range of vegetation types, such as grasslands, dry and wet forests, woodlands, pine forests, bogs and fens. These fuels can often occur in close or overlapping proximity to each other. [footnoteRef:16] [16:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 6).] 

The dryness of vegetation is also an important factor, with the SBMP stating that the drier the vegetation, the easier it is to burn.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 6).] 

The SBMP highlights that out of all bushfire risk factors, ‘vegetation is unique in that it can be directly managed before a bushfire occurs’, with prescribed burning being an effective tool in reducing the risk of bushfires by modifying their intensity, flame height and rate of spread.[footnoteRef:18] This was echoed by the ACT Parks and Conservation Service (PCS), which told the Committee that ‘the management lever we can apply that will affect fire behaviour is fuel’.[footnoteRef:19] It was also acknowledged by the McLeod Inquiry, the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, and Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements.[footnoteRef:20] Discussion of fuel management is dealt with in greater detail below. [18:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 6).]  [19:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 2.]  [20:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp 83–84; 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, (Final Report, July 2010) vol. 2, p 280; Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) p 371.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003233][bookmark: _Toc177658496]Topography and geography
Topography can also impact the behaviour of fire, with the McLeod Inquiry noting that fires burn much faster uphill as gases and flames preheat the fuel further up the slope, whereas downhill slopes generally reduce the rate of fire spread.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 10.] 

Both the McLeod Inquiry and a 2013 ACT Auditor-General’s Report into Bushfire Preparedness acknowledged the bushfire-related challenges posed by Canberra’s terrain, which includes large areas of natural bush and grassland, often in close proximity to urban areas, as well as mountains and steep terrain that make access for fire crews more difficult.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  ACT Audit Office, Bushfire preparedness, Auditor-General’s Report No 5, 2013, p 2; Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 10.] 

The ACT’s location also presents issues, with fires originating in New South Wales presenting a threat if they cross the border. [footnoteRef:23] [23:  ACT Audit Office, Bushfire preparedness, Auditor-General’s Report No 5, 2013, p 2.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003234][bookmark: _Toc177658497]Climate and weather
The SBMP highlights that there are several elements to weather which contribute to bushfire risk, including temperature, wind, relative humidity and precipitation.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, pp 7–8).] 

Temperature
Temperature affects the ignition of fires and their spread, as the radiant heat of the sun can heat and dry potential fuels, reducing the required level of heat to ignite them, as well as the level of heat energy required to raise nearby fuel to its ignition temperature.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 7).] 

The SBMP notes that the importance of temperature in bushfire threat planning is reflected in the Emergencies Act 2004 through the ESA Commissioner’s ability to declare the upcoming bushfire season, and to alter the beginning or end of that if circumstances require.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 7).] 

Wind
Wind can contribute to bushfires by increasing evaporation which reduces moisture levels, as well as impacting the size, rate and direction in which fires spread, particularly through influencing the spread of embers.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, pp 7–8).] 

In the ACT, data from the Bureau of Meteorology shows that on most days with elevated fire danger conditions, the winds come from the north and west. This information is used by fire agencies to concentrate preparedness activities on Canberra’s western edge.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 8).] 

Relative humidity
The SBMP points out that relative humidity affects the moisture content of bushfire fuels, with a lower level of relative humidity increasing the likelihood a bushfire will start and the more intensely it will burn.[footnoteRef:29] Temperature directly influences relatively humidity, with relative humidity in the ACT being at its lowest in the afternoon.[footnoteRef:30] [29:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 8).]  [30:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), p 8).] 

Precipitation (Rainfall)
Rainfall increases the moisture content on the ground and in bushfire fuels, reducing both the likelihood that fires will start and their rate of spread.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 8).] 

The SBMP notes that rainfall in the ACT is evenly distributed throughout the year, with more rainfall occurring historically in late spring to summer. This, the SBMP states, ‘plays an important role in increasing moisture content in the region’s vegetation, reducing the likelihood and severity of bushfires’.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 8).] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003235][bookmark: _Toc177658498]Impact of bushfires on the ACT Environment
From an environmental perspective, bushfires can impact natural landscapes and ecosystems in a variety of ways. These impacts can be seen most clearly with the Black Summer bushfires in 2019-20.
The Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment in the 2023 ACT State of the Environment Report (State of the Environment Report) identified that between January and February during the Beard and Orroral Valley Bushfires:
approximately 90,000 hectares or 40 percent of the total area in the ACT burnt;
80 percent of Namadgi National Park was burnt;
31 excess deaths occurred in the ACT from bushfire smoke.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 72.] 

The State of the Environment Report highlighted that these fires were the most devastating since the 2003 bushfires.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 72.] 

The impacts of these bushfires on the environment were also acknowledged in submissions to this inquiry, with Concerned Residents of Weston Creek writing:
According to the UN Report Ten Impacts of Australian Bushfires January 2020, bushfires contribute to global emissions and warming. In addition to human fatalities, impacts are felt on: animals, flora and wildlife, food production, mental health, other nations from smoke drift across the Pacific Ocean, economic loss and businesses closures, and water contamination.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2.] 

The Orroral Valley fires had devastating impacts on the ACT’s natural environment, with fire damage to large portions of the Namadgi National Park (80 percent) and Tidbinbilla Nature Reserve (22 percent), which house critical ecosystems and habitats for endangered plant and animal species.[footnoteRef:36] These include more than 700 species of plants, 222 species of vertebrate animals, 15 threatened species and over 40 rare or uncommon species.[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024,  p 74.]  [37:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024,  p 74.] 

The State of the Environment Report identified that some of the threatened plant species and communities affected by the fire include two ecological communities and five species listed under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth), of which two species and two communities are also listed under the Nature Conservation Act 2014 as threatened. Furthermore, 17 nationally significant flora species have also been identified as being impacted by the fire.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 76.] 

The Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment observed that more frequent fires are contributing to ecological changes in Namadgi National Park:
It is also apparent that Namadgi National Park is undergoing a period of major ecological change in response to a changing climate and more frequent fire with some flora communities likely to further diminish in the future. It is unknown at this stage what the long-term effects of these changes will be on the composition of native species and ecosystem structure and function within the park. As is generally the case with ecological change, it is likely that some species will benefit while others will be unable to survive in altered post-fire habitats.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 76.] 

With regards to fauna, the State of the Environment Report stated that the fires resulted in the deaths of countless native animals, and impacted on those that managed to escape the fires, including:
greatly reduced availability of habitat such as arboreal, midstory and ground cover, and hollow bearing tree; 
loss of food sources;
increased risk of predation by invasive animals such as foxes and cats which exploit the lack of vegetation cover; 
increased grazing competition from invasive herbivores (such as deer, feral horses and pigs) for the reduced vegetation resources; and 
loss of aquatic breeding habitat through post-fire sedimentation.[footnoteRef:40] [40:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 79.] 

According to the State of the Environment Report, these impacts, ‘all reduce the ability of native fauna to persist and recover from severe fire events, leading to significantly altered populations and distributions in some areas’.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 79.] 

The State of the Environment Report noted that approximately 90 percent of the Orroral Valley fire’s footprint had previously burnt in the 2003 bushfires.[footnoteRef:42] This was of particular concern for the Commission ‘because large areas of the ACT’s natural environment have now experienced severe and widespread burning twice in less than 20 years – and for some areas, three times in 37 years. This will affect native vegetation, fauna and ecosystem health for decades to come’.[footnoteRef:43] Indeed, the Commissioner noted that some of the impacted flora species and communities are sensitive to fire, which is problematic for their ability to recover.[footnoteRef:44] [42:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 74.]  [43:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 79.]  [44:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 76.] 

The State of the Environment Report also highlighted that the impacts of bushfires increase with their intensity, with over 20 percent of the burn area being at high to very high fire intensity.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 74.] 

The State of the Environment Report further observed that the impacts of the Orroral Valley fires are likely to have been further exacerbated by the hot and dry conditions which preceded the fire, placing significant stress on flora and fauna populations, and ecological communities. [footnoteRef:46] [46:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 74.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003236][bookmark: _Toc177658499]Fire management in the ACT
According to the State of the Environment Report, fire management aims to reduce the risk of fires to humans and environmental assets, with fuel management being the primary means for land and fire managers to reduce the occurrence and severity of fires.[footnoteRef:47] [47:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 83.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003237][bookmark: _Toc177658500]Legislative framework
Emergencies Act 2004
The primary legislation relating to the preparation for and management of bushfires in the ACT is the Emergencies Act 2004, which ‘establishes the strategic and governance framework for the ACT’s overall management and response to bushfire threats’.[footnoteRef:48] [48:  ACT Audit Office, Bushfire Preparedness, Auditor-General’s Report No. 5, 2013, p 6.] 

The Emergencies Act 2004 was developed in response to the McLeod Inquiry, which was established by then-Chief Minister John Stanhope MLA to ‘examine and report on the operational response to the [2003] bushfires’.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p iii.] 

The McLeod Inquiry made a number of findings and recommendations regarding the structural and organisational arrangements for the ACT’s emergency management, the provision of information and advice to the community, community preparedness, funding and resourcing, and fuel management practices.[footnoteRef:50] One of those recommendations was that ‘the public land managers in charge of forests and parks in the ACT shoulder more responsibility by being given a more active role in fire mitigation on the lands entrusted to them’.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp iii–iv.]  [51:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p vi.] 

As such, the Emergencies Act 2004 contains several provisions specifically relating to bushfire prevention which, due to PCS’s role as the land custodian for most unleased or public land, have entrenched the role and function of PCS in managing bushfire risk, and established the overall bushfire prevention and management framework in which PCS operates. These are discussed in more detail under the section ‘Strategic Framework’.
Nature Conservation Act 2014
The ACT Government noted that PCS must balance its bushfire risk management obligations with its obligations under the Nature Conservation Act 2014 to protect, conserve and enhance the biodiversity of the ACT. [footnoteRef:52] The ACT Government stated that EPSDD has processes to ensure these obligations are properly considered when planning and implementing fire management activities: [52:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 4.] 

While the two objectives are not uniformly in conflict, it is important to note that the bushfire risk planning and approvals framework within EPSDD provides for expert ecological and cultural input at multiple stages in the fire management cycle including strategic planning, operational planning, implementation of bushfire mitigation activities and in evaluation of outcomes.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 4.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003238][bookmark: _Toc177658501]Responsible Agencies and entities
ACT Parks and Conservation Service 
The ACT Government told the Committee that from an environmental perspective, bushfire preparedness is ‘primarily the responsibility of the Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate (EPSDD), particularly the ACT Parks and Conservation Service (PCS) as the land custodian for most of the ACT’.[footnoteRef:54] PCS’s role as land custodian stems from the ACT Government’s land custodianship map, which is a requirement under section 510 of the Planning Act 2023 to identify and reflect who has administrative responsibility for unleased or public land in the ACT.[footnoteRef:55] [54:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 2.]  [55:  Planning Act 2023, s 510.] 

[image: ]
Figure 1: Public and unleased land for which PCS is the custodian of [Source: Land Custodianship Map].
Originally created in 1980 under the Nature Conservation Act 1980 as the Nature Conservation Service and presently constituted under the Nature Conservation Act 2014, PCS sits within EPSDD’s Environment Heritage and Water Division, which has responsibility for the management of Namadgi National Park, Canberra Nature Park, water catchments, nature reserves and commercial pine forests. [footnoteRef:56]  [56:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 2; Nature Conservation Act 1980, s 12; Nature Conservation Ordinance 1980, s 15; Nature Conservation Act 2014, s 27. ] 

PCS also has responsibility for Googong foreshores, located in New South Wales, which is Commonwealth-owned land leased by the ACT Government for the storage and supply of water for the ACT and Queanbeyan.[footnoteRef:57]  [57:  ACT Government, Reserve Management Plans, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/nature-conservation/reserve-management-plans (accessed 9 May 2024); ACT Government, Googong Foreshores Land and Conservation Management Plan 2020, 2020, p 8.  ] 

PCS employs approximately 220 fulltime staff according to the SBMP.[footnoteRef:58] [58:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

The ACT Government stated that the management of bushfire risk is a core function of PCS, with historical records demonstrating that significant fires have ignited in or travelled across PCS managed lands.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 2.] 

According to the SBMP, PCS undertakes fuel management as part of its broader land management functions, ‘undertaking fire mitigation and managing roads, fire trails and access on unleased Territory lands that it manages on behalf of EPSDD as well as relevant areas of [Transport Canberra and City Services]’.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

The ACT Government submission commented that PCS also uses fire to achieve ecological outcomes and works with the Ngunnawal community to ‘reinvigorate cultural practice in the ACT’. [footnoteRef:61] [61:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 2.] 

The SBMP states that PCS is a brigade under the Rural Fire Service for bushfire response and suppression operations, which consists of approximately 180 career and seasonal fire personnel.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

PCS also maintains a fleet of light, medium and heavy tankers, as well as command and support vehicles. The majority of these vehicles are provided and maintained by the Emergency Services Agency.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

Emergency Services Agency
The Emergency Services Agency (ESA) was created in 2004 under the Emergencies Act 2004, and comprises of the ACT Ambulance Service, ACT Fire and Rescue, the ACT Rural Fire Service, the ACT State Emergency Service and the ESA Enabling Service. From July 2006 it has sat under the administrative control of the Justice and Community Safety Directorate (JACS Directorate).[footnoteRef:64] [64:  ACT Government, ‘About Us’, https://esa.act.gov.au/about-us (accessed 11 June 2024).] 

The ESA is led by the Emergency Services Commissioner (ESA Commissioner), who is appointed by the Director-General of the JACS Directorate.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 7.] 

ACT Fire and Rescue
ACT Fire and Rescue is responsible for bushfire response in the ACT’s urban areas, but also responds to bushfires in rural areas where its resources are the nearest and most appropriate. In addition to its duties in responding to fires, ACT Fire and Rescue provides a range of functions for the ACT community such as responding to hazardous materials incidents, building collapse, trench rescue, conducting fire hazard inspections, providing storm damage assistance, and many others.[footnoteRef:66] [66:  ACT Government, Who We Are, https://esa.act.gov.au/emergency-services/fire-rescue/who-we-are (accessed 11 June 2024); DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

ACT Fire and Rescue consists of nine stations located throughout Canberra, 34 vehicles and at least 330 staff.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  ACT Government, History, https://esa.act.gov.au/emergency-services-fire-rescue/who-we-are/history (accessed 11 June 2024).] 

Rural Fire Service
The Rural Fire Service (RFS) has primary responsibility for bush and grass fire response in the ACT’s rural areas, and consists of approximately 450 volunteer members, who are allocated to one of eight brigades throughout Canberra.[footnoteRef:68] [68:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

The SBMP states that the RFS ‘maintains a range of response capabilities throughout the year that are scaled up during the bushfire season’.[footnoteRef:69] These include: [69:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22.] 

Four fire towers to help detect bushfires early;
A fleet of light, medium and heavy tankers, command and support vehicles;
Remote Area Firefighting Teams (RAFT), who undertake firefighting in locations that cannot be accessed by vehicle;
Aerial firefighting capability, through water bombing, RAFT insertion or aerial surveillance.[footnoteRef:70] [70:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22.] 

Multi-Hazard Advisory Council
Supporting the governance arrangements relating to emergencies is the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council (MHAC), previously called the ACT Bushfire Council before 2021, which is established under section 127 the Emergencies Act 2004. The MHAC advises the Minister for Fire and Emergency Services (the Minister) and the ESA Commissioner about matters relating to natural hazards, including through reports, and may publish that advice after consultation with the ESA Commissioner.[footnoteRef:71] [71:  Emergencies Act 2004, ss 127, 130.] 

The Council presently consists of eleven members, appointed by the Minister for a period of up to four years.[footnoteRef:72] [72:  ACT Government, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, https://esa.act.gov.au/about-esa/emergency-services/act-multi-hazard-advisory-council (accessed 11 June 2024); Emergencies Act 2004, s 129. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003239][bookmark: _Toc177658502]Strategic framework
The legislative and organisational arrangements are supported and operationalised through a series of plans and strategic documents. These include:
Strategic Bushfire Management Plan;
Bushfire Operations Plans;
ACT Bushfire Management Standards; and
Regional Fire Management Plan.
Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
Under section 72 of the Emergencies Act 2004, the ESA Commissioner must prepare and give to the Minister a draft Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, which is then made by the Minister as a disallowable instrument.[footnoteRef:73] [73:  Emergencies Act 2004, ss 72(1), 72(4).] 

The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) guides fire-related fuel management activities on public land in the ACT. Its purpose is to ‘provide a strategic framework to protect the ACT community from bushfires and reduce resulting harm to the physical, social, cultural and economic environment of the Territory’.[footnoteRef:74] The Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment similarly notes the SBMP ‘establishes a framework for the comprehensive management of fire and fire-related activities for protecting human life, assets and the environment’.[footnoteRef:75] [74:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 1).]  [75:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 83.] 

To achieve this, the SBMP sets objectives and actions for:
Agency and community preparation and response for bushfires;
Bushfire hazard assessment and risk analysis;
Bushfire prevention, including hazard reduction; and
Adaptive management to apply best practice to bushfire management and prevention practices in the ACT in a changing environment. [footnoteRef:76] [76:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 1).] 

 The Emergencies Act states that the SBMP must include the following:
a statement of strategic objectives for the plan;
a description of the bushfire environment;
a summary of known bushfire causes;
a risk assessment of factors contributing to bushfires and the spread of bushfires;
a list of public assets (including cultural and ecological assets) vulnerable to bushfire;
a statement about how information is kept about privately‑owned assets of public interest vulnerable to bushfire;
strategies for prevention of, and preparedness for, bushfires;
strategies for access for response and fire management activities;
a statement of strategies for research and monitoring of bushfire risk;
a statement of strategies for recovery after a bushfire; and
a statement of resources needed to meet the objectives of the plan.[footnoteRef:77] [77:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 74(2).] 

The SBMP also sets out the requirements for owners or managers of land for the prevention and preparedness for bushfires and the requirements for a Bushfire Operational Plan.[footnoteRef:78] [78:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 74(3)] 

The Emergencies Act 2004 also requires that the manager of an area of unreleased Territory land must, as far as practicable, ensure that the area it is responsible for is managed in accordance with the SBMP.[footnoteRef:79] As a manager of unreleased Territory land, PCS must adhere to this provision. [79:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 77(2)] 

The SBMP must be reviewed by the Minister every five years.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 80(1)] 

Bushfire Operations Plans and the Bushfire Abatement Zone
The Emergencies Act 2004 states that Bushfire Operations Plans (BOPs) are required for ‘the manager of an area of unleased territory land or land occupied by the Territory’ and the ‘owner of an area of land in a bushfire abatement zone’ if the SBMP requires that a BOP be prepared.[footnoteRef:81]  [81:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 78(1).] 

The SBMP currently requires all landholders in the Bushfire Abatement Zone (BAZ) – an area that is declared by the ESA Commissioner under the Emergencies Act after consultation with the Conservator of Flora and Fauna and the Territory Planning Authority[footnoteRef:82] – to prepare a BOP for that land, to be reviewed at least every two years for managers of unleased territory land and every five years for owners of land in a bushfire abatement zone. [footnoteRef:83] [82:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 71.]  [83:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 21); Emergencies Act 2004, s 78(5)] 

The BAZ (see Figure 2) presently surrounds Canberra and extends west towards the Murrumbidge River, and identifies rural areas where specific measures are required to reduce risk to life and property in the built-up area of Canberra from fires originating or occurring in the BAZ.[footnoteRef:84] [84:  ACT Government, ACTmapi Bushfire Map, https://apps.vertigisstudio.com/web/?app=38b4eaf51bcb4a7ea83b52bd40202465 (accessed 7 June 2024).] 
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Figure 2: The present Bushfire Abatement Zone [Source: ACTmapi Bushfire Map].
Territory land BOPs
As a manager of unleased Territory land, every two years the PCS must prepare a BOP specifying how it will manage the land it is responsible for in the SBMP.[footnoteRef:85] BOPs are also prepared by the Chief Minister, Treasury and Economic Development Directorate, Transport Canberra and City Services (TCCS), Canberra Health Services, Health Directorate, Education Directorate, as well as by ICON Water and EvoEnergy.[footnoteRef:86] Of the various BOPs prepared, the EPSDD BOP is the most extensive.[footnoteRef:87] [85:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 4.]  [86:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 333.]  [87:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 334.] 

The ACT Government submission states that in practice the EPSDD BOP is prepared annually, ‘identifying the specific activities planned to be implemented to achieve the objectives and standards specified in the SBMP’.[footnoteRef:88]  [88:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 6.] 

These activities are spread across ten sections:
fuel management (chemical treatment, grazing, physical removal, prescribed burning, cultural burning, ecological burning, RFS burns, slashing); 
access management (construction, upgrade, maintenance of trails, vegetation control, storm damage); 
infrastructure; 
equipment purchase; 
training; 
auditing and monitoring; 
planning and research; 
education; 
standby response and standby; and
unforeseen fire management.[footnoteRef:89] [89:  ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 4.] 

[image: ]BOP activities are specified in the BOP with information about each activity’s specific location, works description, estimated resourcing and duration, priority and relevant ecological advice (see Figure 3). Figure 3: Example of how BOP activities are specified in the BOP [Source: ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 53].

In developing its BOP, EPSDD consults with internal delivery partners, the ESA and the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, and it is approved by the ESA Commissioner before the commencement of each fire season. [footnoteRef:90] [90:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 6.] 

While the activities within the EPSDD BOP are mainly drawn from the Regional Fire Management Plan, it also responds to emerging issues. According to the ACT Government, the ‘response required to manage the impact of the 2019 Orroral Valley fire, COVID restrictions and 3 extremely wet years is an example of this’.[footnoteRef:91] [91:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 6.] 

The EPSDD BOP also includes activities undertaken by EPSDD on TCCS-managed land. The ACT Government argued that combining both directorates’ operational response in the same document makes sense given the range and complexity of works in the TCCS’s urban location is comparatively less, plus there are benefits in the ACT’s two largest land managers taking a tenure blind approach to bushfire fuel management.[footnoteRef:92] [92:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 6.] 

Rural landholder BOPs
All rural landowners in the BAZ must prepare a BOP in line with the Emergencies Act and SBMP, and have responsibility to take reasonable care to reduce fuel loads, improve access and manage the land.[footnoteRef:93] [93:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 325.] 

The ACT Government supports rural landholders in fulfilling the BOP requirement through the free Farm FireWise program (FFW), which is led by the RFS.[footnoteRef:94] [94:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 325.] 

Under the FFW program, the RFS assists landholders to complete a FFW Plan, by conducting a risk assessment of their property to determine the risk treatments and activities required to reduce the impacts of bushfires. The FFW Plan consists of a property map identifying fences, gates, fire trails, structures, asset protection and strategic fire advantage zones, water sources, access considerations and latest aerial imagery.[footnoteRef:95] It also consists of a BOP which provides information such as contact details, asset protection and strategic protection areas, access and egress details, fire fighting resources on the property, and asset protection priorities.[footnoteRef:96] [95:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Farm FireWise Information Booklet, https://esa.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-09/Farm%20FireWise%20Information%20Booklet.pdf, p 4.]  [96:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Farm FireWise Information Booklet, https://esa.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-09/Farm%20FireWise%20Information%20Booklet.pdf, pp 4–5.] 

ACT Bushfire Management Standards (BMS)
Section 77B of the Emergencies Act allows the ESA Commissioner to make ‘standards relating to requirements under the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’.[footnoteRef:97] These standards ‘provides detailed fuel management, roads, and access standards for Land Management coordinated by various Government organisations and private land managers’.[footnoteRef:98] Its aim is to ‘provide for the protection of human life and minimise impacts on property from the threat of bush fire, while having due regard to development potential, site characteristics and protection of the environment’.[footnoteRef:99] [97:  Emergencies Act 2004, s 77B.]  [98:  NI2023-427: Emergencies Bushfire Management Standards 2023 sch 1 (‘ACT Bushfire Management Standards’, p 11).]  [99:  NI2023-427: Emergencies Bushfire Management Standards 2023 sch 1 (‘ACT Bushfire Management Standards’, p 11).] 

Bushfire Prone Area
The Bushfire Management Standards (BMS) apply to the Bushfire Prone Area (BPA), which is ‘the area of the ACT that is at high risk of being impacted by bushfires. It primarily reflects the potential fuel load of the land’.[footnoteRef:100] It is approved by the ESA Commissioner.[footnoteRef:101] [100:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’,) p 16.]  [101:  ACT Government, ACTmapi Bushfire Map, https://apps.vertigisstudio.com/web/?app=38b4eaf51bcb4a7ea83b52bd40202465 (accessed 7 June 2024).] 

The BPA enables the community to assess personal level of risk, with the ESA providing targeted community education and awareness to all residents living in the BPA. It also ensures that all new planning developments or substantial redevelopments within the BPA are subject to a process of assessment for bushfire risk, and must comply with bushfire risk mitigation requirements and standards.[footnoteRef:102] [102:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 16); ACT Government, ACTmapi Bushfire Map, https://apps.vertigisstudio.com/web/?app=38b4eaf51bcb4a7ea83b52bd40202465 (accessed 7 June 2024).] 

The BPA is divided into Fire Management Zones (FMZs), which are areas within the BPA identified as meriting priority fuel management actions and appropriate access for fire agencies.[footnoteRef:103] They are the ‘link between the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and the on-ground implementation of fuel management practices’.[footnoteRef:104] [103:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 17).]  [104:  ACT Government, ACT Strategic Bushfire Management Zones (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The location and alignment of the FMZs reflect the risk of bushfire ignition, spread, and impact, with the intensity of fuel management activities generally increasing with proximity to assets, buildings and communities vulnerable to fire damage.[footnoteRef:105]  [105:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 17); ACT Government, ACT Strategic Bushfire Management Zones (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The BPA is divided into six FMZs, summarised as follows and visible in Figure 4:
Inner Asset Protection Zones (light Blue): areas immediately adjacent to an asset; 
Outer Asset Protection Zones (orange): areas typically adjoining Inner Asset Protection Zones. Fuel management is a priority in these areas;
Strategic Firefighting Advantage Zones (green): strategically located corridors of land, located and managed to break up major fire runs that would otherwise impact on major residential areas.
Agricultural Fire Protection Zones (purple): areas used for rural production or agistment. Less intensive fuel management is required;
Landscape Fire Management Zones (light brown): ACT Government managed lands. Hazard reduction burns may be used to meet ecological or water catchment requirements; and
[image: ]Aboriginal Fire Management Zones (red): areas and sites of cultural significance in which cultural burning and other land management treatments may occur to support traditional cultural practices.[footnoteRef:106] [106:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 17).] 


Figure 4: Present Bushfire Management Zones [Source: ACTmapi Bushfire Map].
Regional Fire Management Plan
Linking the SBMP and EPSDD BOPs is the Regional Fire Management Plan (RFMP), which covers the majority of land managed by EPSDD and TCCS.[footnoteRef:107]  [107:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20).] 

The ACT Government told the Committee that although it is not prescribed by the Emergencies Act, the RFMP was created to fill an understanding gap between the SBMP and BOPs:
Although the Emergencies Act 2004 prescribes only two tiers of fire management planning (SBMP and BOP), it was difficult for stakeholders to understand the connection between the standards specified in the SBMP and the activities specified to achieve those standards in subsequent BOPs. To aid this understanding, PCS developed Regional Fire Management Plans (RFMPs). RFMPs identify the activities planned to be undertaken on PCS managed areas over a 5-to-10-year period to achieve the standards specified in the SBMP. The RFMP is taken (in conjunction with the SBMP) into an extensive and collaborative public and stakeholder consultation process every five years.[footnoteRef:108] [108:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 4.] 

Figure 5 shows the relationship between the SBMP, the RFMP and BOPs:
[image: ]In bridging the gap between the SBMP and BOPs, the RFMP identifies ‘the location, proposed scheduling and type and frequency of fuel management treatments including prescribed burning, slashing and mowing, grazing and physical and chemical treatment of fuels. It also identifies fire access activities including maintenance, upgrades and new trails and any other planned fire infrastructure’.[footnoteRef:109] [109:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 5.] 
Figure 5: Bushfire Planning Framework for EPSDD/PCS [Source: ACT Government, Submission 8, p 5].

The ACT Government asserted that the SBMP and RFMP ‘remain the key mechanisms to address bushfire risk management over the PCS managed estate, with opportunities to revise the intent and content with the proposed review of the Emergencies Act scheduled for 2026’.[footnoteRef:110] [110:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 6.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003240][bookmark: _Toc177658503]Cross-border arrangements and national frameworks and agreements
In its bushfire preparedness activities, the ACT Government works with fire and emergency services in New South Wales (NSW) to ‘develop bushfire management strategies that align with the level of bushfire risk within each jurisdiction’.[footnoteRef:111] Furthermore, formal arrangements are in place between ACT and NSW authorities to provide ‘integrated and efficient cross-border response arrangements, incident management liaison, common communications, training, shared resources and mutual support’.[footnoteRef:112] [111:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 21).]  [112:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 21).] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003241][bookmark: _Toc177658504]Approach to bushfire preparedness in the ACT
The ACT’s fire management and bushfire preparedness is achieved through three primary forms of management:
Fuel management;
Fire access management;
Fire infrastructure management.
[bookmark: _Toc169003242][bookmark: _Toc177658505]Fuel Management
As noted previously (paragraph 2.38), fuel management is the main management lever which humans can use to modify fire behaviour. Fuel management in the ACT occurs on both public and private land, with the fuel management of public land in the ACT primarily undertaken by the PCS as part of its land management functions.[footnoteRef:113] [113:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 22).] 

The McLeod Inquiry observed that ‘when a fuel-reduction program has been successful, the ignition of a bushfire leads to a smaller geographic area being burnt, fewer resources being needed to extinguish the fire (and a consequent cost reduction), and less risk to firefighters, members of the public and property’.[footnoteRef:114] [114:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 84.] 

Residual risk
The cornerstone of the ACT’s approach to bushfire risk reduction is a residual risk methodology. This approach was adopted by EPSDD as part of the development of the 2019-28 RFMP and replaced the previous ‘annual hectares treated’ reporting regime.[footnoteRef:115] This approach is also used by Tasmania and Victoria.[footnoteRef:116] [115:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2018-19, September 2019, p 51; Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2019-20, December 2020, p 377.]  [116:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2018-19, September 2019, p 51; DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20).] 

The SBMP outlines this approach: 
EPSDD fuel management activities are undertaken at areas of higher risk to reduce and manage fuel loads, this helps reduce the size, speed and severity of major bushfires. The term ‘residual risk’ describes the amount of bushfire risk which remains after bushfires and fuel management activities have reduced fuel.[footnoteRef:117] [117:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20).] 

In short, it measures the effect of fuel treatments such as prescribed burning (see Figure 6).[footnoteRef:118] [118:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 10.] 
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[bookmark: _Hlk169537969]Figure 6: Graph demonstrating the concept of residual risk [Source: ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 10.]
The RFMP highlights that the residual risk approach is internationally recognised and uses the International Standard Organisation methodology for risk management.[footnoteRef:119] [119:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

In measuring the level of ‘residual risk’ to life and property, EPSDD uses the nationally-recognised Phoenix Rapidfire Modelling fire behaviour simulation modelling.[footnoteRef:120] This computer simulation software has identified more than 6,500 bushfire ignition points across the ACT and surrounding parts of NSW during a simulation of conditions of highest fuel loads (see Figure 7 below).[footnoteRef:121] [120:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 7.]  [121:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024); ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 12.] 
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Figure 7: Canberra 'fire catchment' and 1km ignition grid of 6599 ignition points [Source: ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 12].
To assess the level of residual risk, a set of bushfires are simulated across the ACT and surrounding parts of NSW under conditions including planned treatments and earlier bushfires in the landscape. The remaining impacts on identified assets after planned burning and bushfires is the ‘residual risk’.[footnoteRef:122] These residual risk calculations are re-run after each autumn burn program and any major bushfire event.[footnoteRef:123] [122:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).]  [123:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 26.] 

The RFMP and SBMP both explain that if residual risk is notionally 100 percent, no fires have occurred in the landscape and no fuel has been reduced, meaning the landscape is at maximum risk where fires will spread and impact on life and property. If residual risk is at 50 percent, the potential impacts to life and property will be reduced by half.[footnoteRef:124] The RFMP notes that the 2003 Canberra bushfires reduced the residual risk for the years immediately following the disaster from 90 percent to below 20 percent.[footnoteRef:125] [124:  See, for example: DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20); ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).]  [125:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The SBMP however highlights that it is not possible to completely remove all bushfire risk, and so the RFMP ‘seeks to reduce the severity of fires and make response operations easier, safer and more effective’.[footnoteRef:126] The RFMP importantly states that there is a diminishing return on investment in terms of the effectiveness of treatments on residual risk (see Figure 8), with a hypothetical 100 percent treatment of treatable landscapes only reducing residual risk to 14 percent, whereas treating only 50 percent of the landscape would reduce residual risk to 15 percent. Conversely, treating only 1 or 2 percent of the landscape would result in a sustained residual risk greater than 75 percent and 60 percent respectively.[footnoteRef:127] [126:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20).]  [127:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 
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Figure 8: Concept of diminishing returns on investment for fuel treatments [Source: Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028].
The RFMP also highlights that treating 100 percent of the landscape would also require over 85,000 hectares a year to be treated, which the RFMP points out is ‘operationally impossible’ and would also conflict with other land management requirements, such as nature conservation.[footnoteRef:128] [128:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

As such, the RFMP explains that the ‘sweet spot’ that ‘represents best value for effort’ is 3 to 5 percent of the area treated annually, which maintains a residual risk between 33 percent and 47 percent, equalling roughly 2,500 and 4,200 hectares per year.[footnoteRef:129] [129:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

As such, the present RFMP has a residual risk target of between 30 and 50 percent of the maximum residual risk for EPSDD-managed land.[footnoteRef:130] EPSDD has determined for the purpose of its Annual Reporting accountability indicator that the appropriate range of residual risk after implementing the BOP is between 35 and 45 percent.[footnoteRef:131] [130:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20).]  [131:  See, for example: ACT Government, Submission 8, p 7; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-23, (September 2023), p 347.] 

Therefore, by using a ‘residual risk’ target over a ‘hectares achieved’ target, the SBMP and RFMP argue that bushfire fuel management activities can focus on areas that fire modelling shows will have the greatest impact in reducing risk to life, property and the environment.[footnoteRef:132] This is demonstrated in Figure 9 below, which is a comparison of the RFMP areas for burns and possible burns in the period 2019-2023, and the risk analysis.[footnoteRef:133] [132:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 20); ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024); Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 46; Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, A Residual Risk approach to fire management, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/42a8420b7dc444de880f83901b6278e5 ]  [133:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 25.] 
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Figure 9: Comparison of risk analysis (left side) with the proposed fuel management activities for 2019-2023 in the RFMP (right side) [Source: ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 25].
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Figure 10: ACT Residual Risk - Past and Future [Source: Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028].
[bookmark: _Toc169003243][bookmark: _Toc177658506]Tactics and techniques used to manage fuels
There are several techniques undertaken to manage fuel loads, but the most common include prescribed burning, mechanical fuel treatments and fire suppression.
The RFMP states that while physical fuel management treatments will usually be undertaken once with some follow up activity one to seven years later, slashing and grazing will usually be undertaken annually.[footnoteRef:134] [134:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

Land-use planning
According to the SBMP land use planning ‘is a key prevention tactic for managing fire risk, particularly on the vulnerable urban edge’.[footnoteRef:135] Land-use planning by the ACT Government is conducted via a hierarchy of strategic, operational and tactical plans and maps which ‘place bushfire risk at the centre of the Government’s planning and development processes and prescribe the obligations and measures that apply’.[footnoteRef:136] [135:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 18).]  [136:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 18).] 

Other plans and strategy documents that assist in land-use planning for public land include: 
Land Management Plans and Reserve Management Plans made respectively under the Planning Act 2023, and the Nature Conservation Act 2014;
The Territory Plan;
The ACT Planning Strategy; and
The ACT Emergency Plan.[footnoteRef:137] [137:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 59).] 

Prescribed burning
Prescribed burning is ‘the controlled application of fire under specified environmental conditions to a pre-determined area and at the time, intensity, and rate of spread required to attain planned resources management objectives. It is undertaken in specified environmental conditions’.[footnoteRef:138] The RFMP similarly defines it as ‘the planned lighting of fires in specific locations under predetermined environmental conditions’, which is used to modify fuels and maintain vegetation communities within ecological thresholds.[footnoteRef:139] [138:  Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, Overview of Prescribed Burning in Australasia: Report for the National Burning Project – Subproject 1, March 2015, p 9. ]  [139:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The PCS presentation noted that prescribed burning is used for three purposes:
as a management tool to reduce fuels/hazards; 
to deliver ecological outcomes; and 
to support cultural outcomes’.[footnoteRef:140]  [140:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 7.] 

The presentation also argued that when designed and implemented well, prescribed burning can avoid the detrimental impacts of frequently occurring intense fires on forest ecosystems.[footnoteRef:141] [141:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 7.] 

Prescribed burning as a bushfire fuel management tool
One of the key findings of the McLeod Inquiry was that controlled burning was the best method of fuel management available:
It is the view of the Inquiry that controlled burning is the only broad-scale practicable means of reducing the build-up of fuel loads in the extensive parks and forests in the ACT.  The practice provides no guarantee that bushfires will be prevented, but when they do occur their intensity will not be so fierce and they will be more amenable to early containment or extinguishment. Controlled burning requires experience, a suitable mix of personnel and equipment, a properly planned and carefully managed approach, and an understanding of and sensitivity to the potential for damage to natural ecosystems.[footnoteRef:142] [142:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp vi, 90–91.] 

The McLeod Inquiry recommended that there be greater emphasis on controlled burning in the ACT, supported by an adequate level of funding.[footnoteRef:143] It also recommended a more streamlined approval process ‘so that the authorities are able to take better advantage of the small window of opportunity the weather provides each year to undertake safe controlled burning operations’.[footnoteRef:144] [143:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p vi.]  [144:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p vi.] 

One of the key observations of the McLeod Inquiry was that a very high level of fuel had been allowed to build up over time in parks and forests, with large areas not having been burnt for several years.[footnoteRef:145] It also observed that had more controlled burning been conducted prior to 2003, authorities would likely have been aided in containing the fires that occurred from lightning strikes.[footnoteRef:146] [145:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp 89, 90]  [146:  Mr Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) p 90. ] 

Multiple witnesses to the Coronial inquest similarly were of the view that a build-up of fuel loads in forested areas over time had contributed to the size and severity of the fires, that broad-scale prescribed burning was the best way to reduce their intensity, and had not been sufficiently undertaken prior to the 2003 fires.[footnoteRef:147] [147:  Inquests and Inquiry into Four Deaths and Four Fires between 8 and 18 January 2003 (ACT Coroners Court, Maria Doogan, 19 December 2006), vol 2, pp 65–70.] 

In response, the Coroner recommended that a hazard-reduction program be introduced, ‘involving regular and strategic burning in all areas of the ACT…with a view to having fuel-reduced areas in a pattern across the landscape, including only small areas of particular ecological or conservation importance’.[footnoteRef:148]  [148:  Inquests and Inquiry into Four Deaths and Four Fires between 8 and 18 January 2003 (ACT Coroners Court, Maria Doogan, 19 December 2006), vol 2, p 218.] 

The Committee observes that this view – that hazard reduction burns are the best form of fuel management for reducing the severity of fires – continues to carry weight today and was expressed by some expert witnesses to this Inquiry.[footnoteRef:149] For example, Professor Kanowski stated: [149:  See, for example: Prof. Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 7; Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 6–7, 9–10; Neil Cooper, Submission 7, p 5.] 

The only widespread means of risk reduction in the natural environment is fuel management. We do not have control over the other factors that affect bushfire intensity and severity. Australia has well developed science in and implementation of fuel-reduction management, mostly through fuel reduction burning, although there are other techniques that can be used and that are appropriate as well in particular places—thinning out vegetation, for example. That has to be done on a very strategic basis because it has other consequences—consequences for the environment, for example—that we need to manage.[footnoteRef:150] [150:  Prof. Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 7.] 

The Committee also acknowledges it is a position since reaffirmed by expert and peak bodies, scientific studies, and by multiple state and federal bushfire inquiries.[footnoteRef:151]  [151:  See, for example: Forestry Australia, Position Statement: Forest Fire Management, p 2; Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, National Position on Prescribed Burning, November 2021, p 3; Mick Keelty APM AO, A Shared Responsibility: The Report of the Perth Hills Bushfire February 2011 Review, (Report, 16 June 2011), p 58; J.S. Gould, W.L. McCaw, N.P. Cheney, P.F. Ellis, I.K. Knight, A.L. Sullivan, Project Vesta – Fire in Dry Eucalypt Forest: Fuel structure, fuel dynamics and fire behaviour, Ensis-CSIRO, Canberra ACT, and Department of Environment and Conservation, Perth WA, 2007, p 5; 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, (Final Report, July 2010) vol. 2, pp 280–284.] 

For example, Forestry Australia in a position statement highlighted that ‘Research has shown that the severity of the 2019-20 bushfires was significantly decreased in about half of the areas in which prescribed burning had been conducted within the past five years’.[footnoteRef:152] [152:  Forestry Australia, Position Statement: Forest Fire Management, p 2.] 

The Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council (AFAC) stated in their National Position on Prescribed Burning:
Bushfires will never be eliminated from the environment. Prescribed burning can help to reduce the risk and severity of impacts that these events have on life, property, community, and the environment. Prescribed burning can be used to reinvigorate ecosystems that are at risk from fire exclusion, or for promoting regeneration in silvicultural systems. 
Reduced fuel hazards assist the success of suppression activities and reduce the intensity, extent and impacts of subsequent bushfires.[footnoteRef:153] [153:  Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, National Position on Prescribed Burning, November 2021, p 3.] 

PCS indicated that it implements lighting patterns designed to reduce fuel for the site, employing ‘cool burns’. PCS retain 30 to 50 percent of the area as unburnt in order to create havens and age diversity within the burn site.[footnoteRef:154] [154:  ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Exhibit 2, p 8.] 

The RFMP notes that ‘the fuel modifying effect of prescribed burning lasts longer in forests than grassland and, hence, must be repeated more frequently in grassland’.[footnoteRef:155] [155:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

Ecological burns
Prescribed burning is also used for ecological purposes, not just for managing fuel loads. The RFMP states that ecological burns take place primarily in grasslands and grassy woodlands when necessary to enhance ecological conditions and promote habitat for native flora and fauna. Depending on the ecological and biodiversity outcomes desired, they will vary in size, frequency and patchiness. [footnoteRef:156] [156:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The AFAC observes in their National Position on Prescribed Burning that it can assist with:
forest production; 
water catchment yields; 
erosion; 
responses of flora and fauna within that system to fire;
fire dependency of the system required for regeneration;
weed responses to fire; and
predation.[footnoteRef:157] [157:  Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, National Position on Prescribed Burning, November 2021, p 3.] 

The AFAC’s Overview of Prescribed Burning in Australia similarly outlines ecological benefits of prescribed burning:
Conducting extensive prescribed burning in remote areas also helps to avoid significant land and water degradation that can otherwise occur when bushfires burn in heavy fuel accumulations in long unburnt forests. Significant ecological impacts were noted in remote country within months of the 2003 Victorian Alpine fires in areas where heavy fuels had burnt with destructive ferocity. Of particular concern were impacts on water quality and stream biota in the headwaters of relatively pristine streams in the remote Cobungra and Buckland catchments. The environmental benefit of prescribed burning in remote areas is also supported by studies showing that post-fire recovery of flora, fauna and soils is far more rapid and complete following low intensity prescribed burns compared to high intensity bushfires burning with destructive severity in heavy fuels.[footnoteRef:158] [158:  Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, Overview of Prescribed Burning in Australasia: Report for the National Burning Project – Subproject 1, March 2015, p 41.] 

The ecological benefits of prescribed burning was also identified by Forestry Australia in its submission, observing the impact of prescribed burning in the aftermath of the 2019-20 fires in Namadgi National Park in reducing wildfire impacts on ecological communities in part of the landscape.[footnoteRef:159] [159:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 1.] 

Cultural burns
The use of controlled burns to manage parts of the Australian landscape has been performed for thousands of years by traditional custodians, and continues to this day in the form of cultural burns.[footnoteRef:160] Cultural burns are conducted by EPSDD in consultation with traditional owners in specific locations to meet objectives determined by traditional custodians or cultural objectives set by the Murrumbung Rangers.[footnoteRef:161]  [160:  Jeremy Russell-Smith, Lachie McCaw & Adam Leavesley, ‘Adaptive prescribed burning in Australia for the early 21st Century – context, status, challenges’, International Journal of Wildland Fire, No. 29, 2020, p 305; Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, National Position on Prescribed Burning, November 2021, pp 2, 4. ]  [161:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 
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Figure 11: Regional Fire Management Plan Prescribed Burn areas, 2019-2028 [Source: RFMP].
Mechanical fuel treatments
Mechanical fuel treatments involve ‘the use of machinery to alter vegetation structure for the purpose of reducing bushfire hazard fuel’. This can include treatments such as slashing, mowing and physical removal/thinning.[footnoteRef:162] [162:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 84.] 

Slashing and mowing
Slashing and mowing involves the use of various types of slashers or mowers to cut grass to reduce its height, increase decomposition and reduce grass curing. [footnoteRef:163] [163:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The RFMP highlights that slashing can only usually be applied to grasslands, and that it is limited to slopes less than 20 degrees areas where there is not a high density of rocks and trees. As such, it is conducted along strategic linear features as opposed to broad areas. [footnoteRef:164] [164:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The RFMP and the EPSDD website both state that slashing and mowing is undertaken once grass drying/curing approaches 70 percent, as grass less than 70 percent cured does not present a fire hazard.[footnoteRef:165] More than 5,600 hectares is mown at least twice a year according to the EPSDD website.[footnoteRef:166] [165:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).]  [166:  ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024)] 

The EPSDD website states that PCS implements and delivers a regular mowing program of parkland, public open spaces and road verges, with grasses generally maintained at specific heights with the aim of creating a reduced fuel zone immediately adjacent to the urban edge and other assets.[footnoteRef:167] [167:  ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024).] 

Physical removal
Physical removal involves the use of hand or power tools, or machinery, to remove or reduce vegetation, usually involving the removal, thinning, or pruning of trees, shrubs and tree litter. The debris resulting from physical removal is then either piled and burnt, chipped on site, or removed whole from the site.[footnoteRef:168] [168:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The EPSDD website notes that this method of treatment is generally very expensive and ‘may be used to create a vegetation structure that is more easily maintained by other treatments, for example slashing or burning, in future’.[footnoteRef:169] [169:  ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024).] 

Grazing
Grazing, as the name suggests, sees cattle, horses and other grazing animals used to eat and compact fuels in paddocks kept by PCS close to assets.[footnoteRef:170] The RFMP states that this method is usually only used in grasslands due to it being less effective in other vegetation types.[footnoteRef:171] [170:  ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management, (accessed 8 May 2024); ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).]  [171:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The EPSDD website states that ‘PCS delivers an intensive grazing program which encompasses 6,500ha consisting of 75 land parcels across the ACT’.[footnoteRef:172] [172:  ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024). ] 

Grazing is conducted in areas where there is appropriate supporting infrastructure, such as appropriate fencing, feed and water sources.[footnoteRef:173] [173:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024); ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024).] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003244][bookmark: _Toc177658507]Fire access management
Fire access management involves the active management and maintenance of vehicular tracks, roads and walking tracks which support bushfire management and response activities. 
The RFMP argues that regularly undertaking these activities can reduce the response time to fires and make it safer to conduct wildfire suppression activities.[footnoteRef:174]  [174:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

By ensuring reliable fire access is maintained, the RFMP states that the range of weather conditions in which fire containment and suppression is likely to succeed will increase.[footnoteRef:175] [175:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The RFMP and the EPSDD website also point out that these access roads and tracks provide potential control lines for containing fires before they escalate or spread, and for conducting prescribed burns.[footnoteRef:176] [176:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024); ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024).] 

BOPs normally divide fire access management activities into four areas: maintenance, upgrade, construction, and vegetation removal.[footnoteRef:177] The 2023-2024 BOP has added an additional area: storm damage.[footnoteRef:178] [177:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024); ACT Government, Fuel Management, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management (accessed 8 May 2024).]  [178:  ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 4.] 

PCS’s Fire Management Unit currently manages and maintains approximately 3,218 kilometres of roads and fire trails in the ACT.[footnoteRef:179] [179:  https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/fuel-management ] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003245][bookmark: _Toc177658508]Fire infrastructure management
Fire infrastructure management, the RFMP notes, ‘includes the maintenance, upgrade and construction of a range of features used in fire suppression and fuel management operations’, including water points, helipads and strategic fuel breaks.[footnoteRef:180] [180:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The RFMP observes that strategic fuel breaks are commonly located between assets and surrounding rural areas or bushland, and typically consist of an area of variable width next to an existing track or road where bushfire fuels are maintained at lower levels.[footnoteRef:181] [181:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

By maintaining the breaks, the lower fuel levels within them result in, according to the RFMP, ‘much reduced fire behaviour’ in certain fire weather conditions, providing a defensible and safer area in which fire fighters can work to protect assets.[footnoteRef:182] The breaks also serve to ‘break up’ fire runs.[footnoteRef:183] [182:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).]  [183:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 

The RFMP states that strategic fuel breaks are planned to focus on areas that have often been disturbed in the past, either through land management activities, existing road and trail construction, or through previous fire-fighting operations.[footnoteRef:184] [184:  ACT Government, Regional Fire Management Plan 2019-2028, https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/550220a9bd8343de8ba15d56fadbf526 (accessed 9 May 2024).] 




[bookmark: _Toc177658509]Matters considered
This chapter will examine key matters and issues raised during the course of the inquiry, including:
The ACT’s fuel management approach;
Fire access track and trail maintenance;
PCS resourcing, such as the experience and skill of personnel and funding;
Monitoring and reporting of fuel-load related data;
Community preparedness;
Land-use planning;
Political, cultural and social license; 
The impact of bushfires on health and wellbeing, including access to medical care; and
Technology and innovation.
[bookmark: _Toc169003247][bookmark: _Toc177658510]Fuel Management
[bookmark: _Toc169003248][bookmark: _Toc177658511]Need for more active Fuel Management
During this inquiry, the Committee heard concerns about a lack of proactive management of bushfire fuels by the ACT Government.
Ms Michelle Bourdet and Mr Bill Gemmell of Weston Creek both felt that more active management by the ACT Government was required in Weston Creek for things such as parks, replacement and upgrading of poles and wires, the removal of dead trees, and the clearing of leaves and debris.[footnoteRef:185] [185:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, pp 1, 2; Mr Bill Gemmel, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 2.] 

Ms Bourdet provided an example:
[…]For instance, we have very destructive cockatoos in our area. The leaf litter and pine cone litter are astronomical. That would go up in a flash. It seems to be up to residents to maintain it. Our neighbourhood was sweeping the road this week because it is so bad.[footnoteRef:186]  [186:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 5.] 

Ms Bourdet linked the concerns to climate change, noting that:
Also, with the increase in temperatures and climate change, there are more dry storms. There are more lightning strikes. A tree outside our place was hit. We have reported it numerous times. It is going to fall down. It is still there, leaning more and more every day. So it is not just on the fringe; it is in the suburbs. It is about the increase in temperatures and the impact that is having on existing trees. It is about the replanting of trees, and looking at whether they are fire retardant. Are they surviving? Are they being watered?[footnoteRef:187] [187:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 5.] 

They also raised the view that more generally, a lack of fuel management, together with greater than normal wet weather, has resulted in high levels of growth of bushfire fuels in areas of Canberra.[footnoteRef:188] [188:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 5.] 

Similarly, Professor Peter Kanowski of Forestry Australia advocated for a more proactive approach by the Government to fire prevention, viewing a broad trend across the nation towards governments being more reactive and focused on fire suppression:
[Forestry Australia] have followed with interest what has happened since [the 2003 Canberra fires]. Broadly speaking, as a nation, we are putting more and more emphasis on response and suppression than we are on prevention and risk reduction. That is our greatest concern. We see that manifest in the investment in fire fighting aircraft and those sorts of technologies. They are very expensive and they have their role, but they are a complement and not a substitute for the front end work.[footnoteRef:189] [189:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 6. ] 

This was echoed by Mr Neil Cooper PSM, former Senior Director of Fire Forest and Roads within PCS from 2005 to 2021, who argued that there was a need to focus on track maintenance and prescribed burning rather than fire suppression equipment:
…[T]here is a lot of money around the country spent on big planes because they are pretty, and ministers—no offence—can stand in front of them and get their photos taken, but, really, they have been shown to be pretty ineffective. Probably the main ways to preparedness—the two we ought to focus on—are track maintenance and large-scale prescribed burning. You cannot do it any other way.[footnoteRef:190] [190:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 11.] 

Mr Cooper in particular expressed concern in his supplementary submission that in recent years PCS was not conducting as much fuel management as it could be:
[bookmark: _Hlk169788262]I believe that the past few years has seen a dangerous situation develop – a situation that is rapidly escalating under climate change and associated weather extremes. We have had 4 very benign fire years. Those past 4 years have seen a rapid accumulation of vegetation (fuel) which has unfortunately coincided with a significant and substantial drop in delivery of the PCS fuel management programme – just at a time when we should be rapidly increasing the preparation work.[footnoteRef:191] [191:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

Mr Cooper attributed this to what he saw as a lack of urgency within the fire management unit to conduct fuel management: 
It is always easy to make excuses for non-delivery of essential fire management works such as prescribed burning and road maintenance – I was frustrated by this pre-2003 and it seems to again have crept in – too wet, too dry, too windy, too cold, too hot, Covid, etc….[footnoteRef:192] [192:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

He considered that there was a need for PCS to be more proactive and determined in its delivery of fire management.[footnoteRef:193]  [193:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

Mr Cooper told the Committee that during his time at PCS, the Fire Management Unit would actively look at ways in which the program could be delivered.[footnoteRef:194] This was echoed in his oral evidence: [194:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

…What we used to do every day was to consider it a possible burning day or a workday. We would sit down and work out why it could not be done, rather than say it could not be done and move on. I cannot stress enough about the urgency. Every day we do not do something is another day that we are getting increased fuel, decreased access and we are just not going to catch up.[footnoteRef:195] [195:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 13.] 

According to Mr Cooper, in suboptimal conditions for burning, there are alternatives available:
What we used to do, if it was too wet in the broad landscape, was put in edge burns. So, on a large block, we would go out and put in the edge. It takes a little bit of fire, but when it comes to burning that block in autumn or spring, you have already got a safe edge, and it is so much easier to put in. There is always something you can do, and I just do not see that push at the moment with getting things done and the urgency of it.[footnoteRef:196] [196:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 15.] 

Mr Cooper also warned of the dangers of leaving areas of bushfire fuels to grow for too long, emphasising the need to conduct low-intensity burning:
What I did want to mention with prescribed burning, and you touched on it before with cultural burning, is that prescribed burning done correctly is a mosaic: low intensity and patchy across the landscape. People get a little bit confused and say, “You should be doing cultural burning.” In effect, we are. We have copied. We have taken notice. We have learnt from the traditional custodians, and that is what we do. I am involved in fire on Minjerribah, North Stradbroke, which I mentioned in the submission, and that is about reintroducing cultural burning right across the island.
The challenge with that is they are faced with areas that have 30 years of fuel. How can you possibly put a low intensity cultural burn into 30 years’ worth of fuel? It is like trying to have a low intensity bonfire. You cannot do it. So we have to be really careful about not setting people up for failure. It is working with them. If we do get a fire that goes through there, it is a perfect opportunity.[footnoteRef:197] [197:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 14.] 

Mr Cooper argued that without fire management, the other important values of the landscape cannot be achieved:
Fire management is a fundamental and basic function of land management- the land cannot be managed for any other value (ecological, conservation, recreation, forestry, aesthetic, biodiversity, water etc) if fire is not managed first and foremost. Unplanned fire will destroy almost all the other values that we seek from the ACT Parks estate.[footnoteRef:198] [198:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 5.] 

He also emphasised the importance of restricting fire in the landscape to what he called ‘good’ fire and not ‘bad’ fire:
Low intensity patchy fire that burnt in a mosaic across the landscape is generally seen as “good” fire whilst high intensity fires burning into the tops of tree canopies and completely consuming all vegetation in its path is correctly viewed as “bad” fire. The role of the land manager is to restrict fire to the “good” fire category – through effective and broad scale fuel management, an extensive well maintained strategic road access network and maintaining and building sufficient capacity and capability.[footnoteRef:199] [199:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 5.] 

In his supplementary submission he suggested 11,000 hectares needed to be burnt every year to keep fuels under age 10 across the 110,000 hectares of PCS-managed lands.[footnoteRef:200] [200:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 3.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett – a current member of the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council and a former member of its predecessor, the Bushfire Council, also highlighted concerns about what he saw as a passive approach to fuel management in managing ACT parks and reserves:
The predominant strategy that is used in ACT parks and reserves is passive management, under which the ecosystems are largely left alone in accordance with the philosophy that passive management will achieve effective conservation of the forest ecosystems. In recent times, ANU scientists have been suggesting that peak flammability of native forests occurs in forests between 10 and 70 years after disturbance by logging or burning and to address this we need to limit further disturbance-based management such as logging or prescribed burning so that the forest can transition to an older less flammable state…[footnoteRef:201] [201:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 13.] 

Dr Bartlett disagreed with this approach, and, like Mr Cooper, warned that without active management, fuel loads would reach dangerous levels:
…The current passive management strategy in both Namadgi National Park and Canberra Nature Park is causing many areas of forest to increase in density and develop substantial understorey components that together increase bushfire hazards substantially. To address these problems, the ACT Government needs to consider the implementation of ecological thinning and enhanced implementation of prescribed burning in its conservation reserves.[footnoteRef:202] [202:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 2; see also Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 13.] 

He pointed in his submission to data (Figure 12) showing a visible decline in prescribed burning achievements over time, with the average annual hectares burned between 2011-12 and 2015-16 being over double that burned between 2016-17 and 2020-21.[footnoteRef:203] [203:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 8.] 


	Period 2011-12 to 2015-16
	Period 2016-17 to 2020-21

	2011-12
	5,316 ha
	2016-17
	504 ha

	2012-13
	12,452 ha
	2017-18
	2,004 ha

	2013-14
	502 ha
	2018-19
	5,082 ha

	2014-15
	5,328 ha
	2019-20
	5,289 ha

	2015-16
	6,663 ha
	2020-21
	1,561 ha

	5-year total
	30,261 ha
	5-year total
	14,440 ha

	Annual Average
	6,052 ha
	Annual Average
	2,888 ha


Figure 12: Prescribed burning achievements by EPSDD over the past 10 years [Source: ACT Bushfire Council Annual Bushfire Preparedness Report 2021-2022, p 24].
According to Dr Bartlett, the next iteration of the SBMP needs to have an annual average target of five to six thousand hectares of prescribed burns conducted during each five-year period, as well as adequate funding to conduct this level of burning.[footnoteRef:204] [204:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 2, 9.] 

Dr Bartlett also pointed to the then Bushfire Council’s analyses accompanying the data, which theorised that the reduction in burns could be due to budget pressures, or increasing constraints on the implementation of the planned burns. It made two recommendations to the Government at the time to address these measures (see Box 1), but the Government did not agree to either of these.[footnoteRef:205] [205:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 8.] 

	Box 1 – Recommendations 7 and 8 from the Bushfire Council’s Bushfire Preparedness Report 2021
Recommendation 7:  That the Minister commission an independent review of the effectiveness of prescribed burning on land managed by the Parks and Conservation Service, taking account of the lessons and impacts from the Orroral bushfire, with a view to recommending a balanced future program of hazard reduction and ecological burns to limit the undesirable impacts from severe bushfires on built assets, water catchments and ecological values.
Recommendation 8: That the ACT Government reconsiders the decision to cut the Parks and Conservation Service fire management budget by 13 percent and conducts an independent review of the budget and other constraints that impact on the ability of the Parks and Conservation Service to achieve the level of prescribed burns and other important fire management strategies approved under Bushfire Operational Plans within a 5-year period, taking account of cost increases and the additional bushfire risks associated with both an expanding urban footprint and climate change.


Box 1: Recommendations 7 and 8 from the Bushfire Council’s 2021 report [Source: ACT Bushfire Council Annual Bushfire Preparedness Report 2021-22, pp 21–25]
In arguing the merits of prescribed burning, Dr Bartlett observed that those areas in Namadgi National park which had been subject to prescribed burns in recent years burnt in a much less severe manner than those areas which had not been subject to prescribed burning.[footnoteRef:206] [206:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 10.] 

Mr Stephen Angus AFSM, a rural landowner and current President of the Southern Districts Volunteer Bushfire Brigade, also expressed concerns about fuel buildup in Namadgi National park, which borders a significant portion of his property:
We are extremely concerned about the fuel build up in Namadgi National Park especially in the areas burnt by the Orroral Valley fire. Intense wildfire will change the composition and structure of the fuels in forested areas. Four years on we are seeing both low level and mid level exploding to the point that it is almost impossible to walk through areas of the park that burnt in 2020. These additional fuel loads in extreme fire weather will quickly escalate fire behaviour, making suppression nearly impossible. The idea that we do not have to do any fuel reduction work in areas burnt in the 2020 Orroral Valley fire is ridiculous, as we have seen a number of times over the years , they will burn again more ferociously than ever  before.[footnoteRef:207] [207:  Mr Stephen Angus, Submission 13, p 1.] 

He too perceived there to be a lack of active prescribed burning and fuel management in the years after the Orroral Valley fire:
The only way to reduce the risk of wildfire is to conduct regular fuel reduction burns in areas of the National park and other areas that the A.C.T. Government manage. This has not been happening in recent times, due to a number of reasons i.e weather , ideological [sic], lack of funding and resourcing etc.etc. The A.C.T. Government have a duty of care to the rural landholders who adjoin the National Park and the residents of Canberra.[footnoteRef:208] [208:  Mr Stephen Angus, Submission 13, p 1.] 

He, like Mr Cooper and Dr Bartlett, advocated for more active efforts on the part of Government, stating, ‘we need to do everything we can to reduce the risk of anyone being impacted by fire’. Mr Angus argued that the ACT needs ‘to look at creating a bushfire abatement zone along the eastern edge of Namadgi National Park by creating better access, regular fuel reduction, suppression plans and revisit the location of fire trials on the eastern edge to gain a proper suppression advantage’.[footnoteRef:209] [209:  Mr Stephen Angus, Submission 13, p 1.] 

In calling for more active fuel management, some witnesses also expressed concern that the lessons from 2003 were being forgotten, and fuel management was regressing back to an approach reminiscent of that prior to 2003. 
For example, Dr Bartlett stated that:
I have significant concerns that some aspects of the hard learned lessons from 2003 are now being overlooked or diminished and that the current collective bushfire management strategies in the ACT will not be adequate when the next major bushfire occurs. It is my considered view that just doing more of the same, or less of the same as appears to be occurring, will be found to be wanting when Canberra is next threatened by a severe bushfire.[footnoteRef:210] [210:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 1.] 

Mr Cooper suggested that he was seeing a return of the mindset he thought was pervasive prior to the 2003 bushfires, where prescribed burns were delayed to future years unnecessarily.[footnoteRef:211] [211:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 16.] 

Gregor Manson similarly felt that gaps like those that led to the 2003 fires had also re-emerged in the years leading up to the 2019-20 bushfires, and had contributed to ‘failed early response and poor landscape level management of the ensuing fires’.[footnoteRef:212] [212:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 3, p 1.] 

Professor Kanowski more generally acknowledged there are challenges in ensuring risk minimisation remains front of mind:
In the 2003 and 2004 inquiry, we noted a phenomenon in Australia until that date—a cycle of forgetting after major bushfire events. Understandably, other things happen, but it seems hard to maintain the political, institutional and community commitment to risk minimisation in such a way that it is much more prominent in everybody’s mind, as it is immediately following a disaster.
The challenge for us is to think about how to give effect to, in the ACT case, a strategic bushfire management plan which outlines an approach to fuel management in Namadgi and the country to the west of Canberra…[footnoteRef:213] [213:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 7; see also, Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 2.] 

[bookmark: _Toc169003249]Committee comment
The Committee is concerned about perceptions that PCS is not being proactive enough in conducting fuel management by not conducting as much prescribed burning in recent years as it could possibly have. 
Given the critical importance of prescribed burning activities to the ACT’s fire management approach, it is essential that PCS endeavour to complete as many prescribed burning activities as possible under the BOP each year. Therefore, in the Committee’s view a deliberately proactive approach to assessing prescribed burn activities is needed to ensure that as many prescribed burning activities under the BOP can be carried out each year, where the conditions are safe to do so. 
	[bookmark: _Toc169181942][bookmark: _Toc177658543]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181943][bookmark: _Toc177658544]The Committee recommends that PCS adopt a policy and practice that all planned prescribed burning activities be carried out to the greatest extent possible, unless there are compelling reasons relating to inappropriate weather conditions, firefighter safety or lack of resources to not carry out a proposed burn, or to suspend mid-burn.


[bookmark: _Toc177658512]Climate change and weather impacts on prescribed burning
Regarding the perceived lack of prescribed burning in recent years, Minister Vassarotti acknowledged that less burns had been conducted in recent years than had been hoped for, but highlighted the inherent risks of conducting prescribed burning, and the importance of the conditions being right.[footnoteRef:214]  [214:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 41.] 

The ACT Government highlighted the critical role of weather conditions in permitting the carrying out of fire management:
It is critical to acknowledge that PCS’ delivery of fire management programs is, and always has been, entirely dependent on the weather and seasonal conditions. This is true both in terms of working within the windows of weather available to deliver activities and programs and managing the impact of fires and storms on assets and infrastructure…[footnoteRef:215] [215:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 2.] 

Minister Vassarotti highlighted recent challenges in the windows in which prescribed burning could occur due to the impacts of climate change, adding ‘We have come off the back of a very strange weather pattern over the last few years that has significantly impacted our ability; we have had to do things quite differently, but it has also changed the risk profile of what we have been dealing with over the last few years’.[footnoteRef:216] [216:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 41.] 

This was echoed by Mr Bren Burkevics, Conservator of Flora and Fauna, who told the Committee that:
I think it is fair to say that the circumstances for controlled burns have to be exactly right. We have seen those weather conditions, fuel moisture conditions and resource availability just open up right over the last few weeks. So the deliverables under the BOP program are able to progress. As the minister indicated, over the last couple of years we have seen higher than average rainfall across the ACT. It certainly does not make it suitable for burning, and the Namadgi catchments were very, very saturated for a long period of time. So whether burns can proceed or not is very situational dependent.[footnoteRef:217] [217:  Mr Bren Burkevics, Conservator of Flora and Fauna, EPSDD, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 41.] 

More broadly the ACT Government indicated that ‘Climate change is now driving weather patterns, increasing both the frequency and the intensity of events, as well as making weather events and seasonal patterns more difficult to predict’. This situation is unlikely to improve: 
Unfortunately, all indications are that severe weather events will be more frequent and intense and the pressure on our infrastructure will increase. PCS is expected to plan for and deliver fire management programs in an increasingly volatile and uncertain future. [footnoteRef:218]  [218:  ACT Government, Submission 8, pp 2–3.] 

Similarly Peter Kanowski highlighted that climate change is reducing the number of days in a calendar year in which prescribed burning can be safely done.[footnoteRef:219] Concerns that climate change will only exacerbate the risks from bushfires was also expressed more broadly by Forestry Australia.[footnoteRef:220] [219:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 7.]  [220:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 1.] 

This view was echoed by the Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and Environment in their State of the Environment Report, which identified an increase in the number of days per year of weather conducive to dangerous fire spread, increased fire risk over the next 50 to 60 years, and increased fire severity.[footnoteRef:221] This risk is likely to lead to earlier starts to fire seasons, and longer fire seasons overall. [footnoteRef:222]  [221:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, pp 85, 124, 127.]  [222:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, pp 85, 127.] 

Similar concerns were echoed by Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, who noted that ‘conditions are now more dangerous than in the past, this included a lengthened bushfire season. Consequently, the costs of fighting fires are also increasing. This in turn has to be catered for in Government budgets, which impacts on the … community’.[footnoteRef:223] [223:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2.] 

The State of the Environment Report also expressed concern that the impacts of climate change would overwhelm any fuel load reduction efforts and the ability of vegetation communities to shift in response, adding: 
Under shifting climates and fire regimes, finding a balance between protection of human settlements and managing land for conservation is going to be an increasing challenge for the ACT. Intensification of fire regimes will increase the pressure on many species and communities, potentially resulting in shifting ecological formations and potentially permanent changes in ecological systems. [footnoteRef:224] [224:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 85.] 

The SBMP acknowledges the challenges of climate change in carrying out prescribed burning programs:
Climate change is also making it harder for land managers to complete prescribed burning programs. Historically, land managers—including ACT Government directorates—have relied on more favourable weather conditions in late autumn, winter and spring to conduct larger-scale prescribed burns. Prescribed burns can only be conducted when weather conditions are forecast to be safe enough for introducing fire to the landscape (understanding if the weather changes for the worse, prescribed burns can get out of control). 
This is a particular challenge for EPSDD, the land manager of the largest areas in the ACT. EPSDD routinely conducts large-scale prescribed burns that may take days or weeks to complete. A changing climate not only reduces the period within which those burns can occur, it increases the likelihood of unpredictable weather occurring that may impact prescribed burns already underway. 
This will require careful consideration of the parameters within which prescribed burning can occur. As understanding of the impacts of climate change increases, scientific analysis of these parameters will be required to assess if existing thresholds within which prescribed burning can occur are still appropriate. [footnoteRef:225] [225:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 11).] 

The SBMP also observes that ‘Any reduction in the burning window may also require land managers to identify and undertake alternative practices for reducing the underlying bushfire risk. This will have resource implications for land managers, especially managers of parks and reserves where large-scale grazing and slashing is not feasible or appropriate’. [footnoteRef:226] [226:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 11).] 

The use of alternative practices was raised by Minister Gentleman, who told the Committee that in the event burns cannot be done, RFS, ESA and PCS have been turning to other methods of removing fuels: 
So there is much more strategic grazing than ever before; much more strategic slashing than ever before; and using rural colleagues as well, to ensure we can keep fuel loads down in those particular areas. So it is more than just prescribed burns, there are other avenues of keeping the safety in place.[footnoteRef:227] [227:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, Committee Hansard, 2 April, p 42.] 

Regarding perceptions of insufficient levels of prescribed burning, Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer of the RFS noted that other jurisdictions are also behind on their burning, and emphasised that because of the residual risk model, the ACT does not have a specific target of hectares to burn. He too commented on the impact of the changing weather on burning in recent years: 
To echo all the comments made here, the weather has not been in our favour for the past four years, which has been good for the community. We have had a significant reduction in fires, but also that window to burn has not been there as previously. As the minister mentioned too, where we typically would not burn, we have been burning. So we have been burning in the height of the fire season, which normally we would not do, which shows that change of the climate as well.[footnoteRef:228] [228:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 42.] 

The Committee notes that the EPSDD Annual Report for 2022-2023 suggests that despite the difficult conditions to conduct prescribed burning, PCS is still managing to achieve a reduction in the level of residual risk, with the residual risk decreasing from 41% to 37% after the 2022-2023 prescribed burns. The Committee observes that this is towards the lower end of EPSDD’s appropriate residual risk range of 35% to 45%. [footnoteRef:229] [229:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, pp 74, 347.] 

The Annual Report goes on to note that given this, the ACT is on track to achieve a residual risk profile below 30% at the end of 2023-2024 if all remaining burns in the RFMP are completed.[footnoteRef:230] [230:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 74.] 

Committee comment
The Committee acknowledges the difficulties PCS has faced in recent years in conducting fuel management activities due to climate change and resulting weather-related impacts. It commends the work of PCS during this period in managing to maintain the ACT’s residual risk profile within the RFMP’s appropriate residual risk range of 30 percent to 50 percent. 
However, given that climate-change will continue to both impact the ability to conduct prescribed burns and increase bushfire risk, it is important that PCS be proactive in its broader approach to fuel management. Where prescribed burning cannot be safely undertaken, alternative methods of fuel reduction should be utilised, where appropriate and safe, to ensure ongoing fuel management to keep residual risk as low as possible. 
It is apparent to the Committee that PCS is already seeking to confront these challenges by using alternative methods of fuel management such as grazing, thinning, and slashing. The use of these alternative methods of reducing fuel loads should continue to be actively employed by PCS in the event prescribed burns cannot occur safely. Appropriate resourcing and support should be provided by the ACT Government to enable this to occur.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181944][bookmark: _Toc177658545]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181945][bookmark: _Toc177658546]The Committee recommends that PCS continue to utilise alternative fuel load management methods and techniques when it is not safe to conduct prescribed burning, and that they be appropriately resourced and supported by the ACT Government to enable this to occur.


The Committee is also aware that the ACT Government is currently in the process of reviewing and developing version 5 of the SBMP, which will cover the period 2025 to 2029. As part of this process, consideration should be given to reviewing the appropriateness of the existing criteria used to assess whether to conduct prescribed burning, to ensure that under future BOPs the maximum amount of prescribed burning possible can be achieved. 
	[bookmark: _Toc177658547]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658548]The Committee recommends that as part of the current review of the SBMP and development of the SBMPv5, EPSDD and the ESA review the criteria used for assessing appropriate conditions for prescribed burning.


While there was strong agreement among expert witnesses and the Government witnesses that prescribed burning is the best method available to reduce the intensity and spread of fires, the Government’s residual risk approach (only recently adopted in 2018-19) and the implications of it for the implementation of prescribed burning did not appear to be well understood, or receive mention outside of Government evidence, with most witnesses appearing to be more familiar with the previous ‘hectares burned’ approach. 
This may have led some to conclude that due to BOP targets for burns not being achieved across multiple years, the ACT is not conducting enough prescribed burns and, in some cases, to advocate for minimum hectare requirements for burning. This is despite the residual risk profile remaining within margins deemed acceptable by EPSDD and the RFMP. 
The Committee therefore considers it  important that work is undertaken by EPSDD to explain to the ACT community the current methodology and management strategy for fuel loads in the ACT, including the rationale behind it, to ensure that public confidence in the PCS is not unnecessarily undermined by citizens not understanding the present management strategy.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181952][bookmark: _Toc177658549]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181953][bookmark: _Toc177658550]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government more clearly explain to the ACT community the residual risk methodology and fuel load management strategy.


[bookmark: _Toc169003257][bookmark: _Toc177658513][bookmark: _Toc169003250]Cultural burning
The Committee also received evidence that there needs to be a greater level of cultural burning activities and cultural burning knowledge incorporated into the ACT’s fire management.
Forestry Australia advocated for a more prominent role for traditional cultural practices in landscape management, ‘complemented by strategic management of the landscape and of fuel loads’.[footnoteRef:231] This reflected a view previously expressed by Forestry Australia in their Forest Fire Management Position Statement, which states: [231:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 2.] 

Land managers should facilitate increased engagement and empowerment of Traditional Custodians to implement cultural burning practices integrated with science-based approaches to achieve more ecologically sensitive and culturally appropriate approaches to forest fire management.[footnoteRef:232] [232:  Forestry Australia, Position Statement: Forest Fire Management, p 1.] 

Their position statement also argues:
The integration of Aboriginal cultural burning practices with forest science-based practices and technologies offers the prospect of implementing widespread, more frequent, low-intensity, and patchy managed fires to reduce bushfire risk and create sustainable biodiverse landscapes resilient to climate extremes.[footnoteRef:233] [233:  Forestry Australia, Position Statement: Forest Fire Management, p 2.] 

Professor Kanowski when discussing how to better incorporate cultural burning into strategic management plans, felt that fire management agencies across Australia have become risk averse.[footnoteRef:234] He argued that there needed to be a level of risk allowed ‘for First Nations people to explore the different strategies and consequences, obviously at a level of risk that is not going to lead to catastrophic outcomes’.[footnoteRef:235] [234:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 8.]  [235:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 8.] 

He thought it may require a reframing of the relationship dynamic with First Nations Australians:
I think there is a sort of dynamic there: risk reduction on the part of institutions yet partnering with First Nations Australians to do things differently to re‑empower them, does involve, inherently, a different level of risk than what we have come to accept. It might be, partly, reframing how we are thinking about what we are prepared to accept, but also, probably, investing institutional resources to create the space to allow that exploration to continue. I think that is a common thread that has emerged from different parts of the country.[footnoteRef:236] [236:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 8.] 

Professor Kanowski highlighted to the Committee the potential impact of allowing greater involvement of First Nations people in burning activities:
The easiest example, because it is in real time and well documented, is what has been happening in northern Australia with the management by traditional owners in Arnhem Land, and other parts of northern Australia, of fuel loads in the early dry season to reduce the risk of late dry season fires that are more intense and do more damage. We see there much more of a mosaic of lower fuel loads across the landscape. We see, because of that, different diversity in habitats for wildlife that does not exist in a landscape that does not have that intensity of management... I think, as a general rule, what we would see is much more fine scale variation in a landscape than we have become used to seeing since we displaced our First Nations people and managed through our institutional arrangements on a large scale.[footnoteRef:237] [237:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, pp 8–9.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett too advocated for those conducting prescribed burns to adopt more extensively the approaches and methods of indigenous fire management, and to work more with indigenous people in fuel management:
The point I have come to realise more and more in my career is that, actually, our Western science is not ideal for the environment, particularly in a changing climate, and we need to try to get back more to the approach that the Aboriginal people used.[footnoteRef:238] [238:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2204, p 26.] 

Prior inquiry recommendations for greater cultural involvement
The Committee notes that it made a recommendation as part of its Inquiry into Environmental Volunteerism for the Government to investigate the feasibility of increasing the program of cultural-ecological burning as part of the land management regime.[footnoteRef:239] The progress update in the EPSDD 2022-23 Annual Report noted that ‘EPSDD has engaged with the Ngunnawal community to integrate and increase the program of cultural-ecological burns as part of standing land management arrangements’.[footnoteRef:240]  [239:  Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change and Biodiversity, Report 6: Inquiry into Environmental Volunteerism, December 2022, p 36.]  [240:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-23, September 2023, 106.] 

In response to a broader, but similar, recommendation from the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, the Annual Report stated there are several initiatives underway in consultation with the Ngunnawal people, including a Ngunnawal Cool Burning Framework, and that discussions have been held with the National Indigenous Australians Agency for the establishment of a Ngunnawal Ranger Program that would include cultural burning.[footnoteRef:241] [241:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-23, September 2023, p 199.] 

The EPSDD Annual Report also indicated in response to a separate recommendation from the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment that: 
The focus for 2023-24 is the development of a cross tenure framework to support the self-determination of the Ngunnawal community to lead the reviving of cultural burning techniques. PCS is prioritising cultural burning on PCS managed land led by Ngunnawal community.[footnoteRef:242] [242:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-23, September 2023, p 206.] 

JACS Annual report for 2022-23 indicated that for the 2022-23 EPSDD BOP, four cultural burning activities were planned, but only one was able to be carried out.[footnoteRef:243] [243:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 334.] 

The Committee observes that for the 2023-2024 EPSDD BOP, there is only one cultural burning activity planned, for a TCCS-managed area of land in Franklin.[footnoteRef:244] [244:  ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 4.] 

Committee comment
The Committee acknowledges that work is already underway by the ACT Government that will increase the involvement of local first nations groups in prescribed burning activities and the frequency of cultural burns. These initiatives should be continued by the ACT Government and increase over time as they are consolidated.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181954][bookmark: _Toc177658551]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181955][bookmark: _Toc177658552]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government continue to support and increase culturally-informed land management practices and cultural burns.


[bookmark: _Toc177658514]Poor maintenance of fire access tracks and trails 
A number of submissions and witnesses pointed to poor track and trail maintenance as an issue impacting fire access.
Neil Cooper highlighted the importance of maintaining the fire access network of tracks and trails: 
It is essential for effective bushfire management that a good strategic network of fire trails is available and maintained. This fire trail system not only provides essential fast access for firefighting equipment but also provides safety for fire fighters and a place where active burning in front of an oncoming fire may be undertaken.[footnoteRef:245] [245:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 14.] 

He also emphasised this in the context of the expected impacts of climate change: 
Many of the tracks and trails remain inaccessible and overgrown and the focus on an effective trail network has decreased to an alarmingly low level. With climate change and expected weather patterns that will produce fire behaviour that we have possibly not expected in the past, it is not the time to fall behind in this critical aspect of fire management. Everyone knows that fast effective initial attack to any ignition is essential to ultimate success and that to do this there is an absolute requirement for good access.[footnoteRef:246] [246:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 14.] 

Mr Cooper noted that both the McLeod Review and the Coroner’s report were critical of the condition of the fire trail network in the ACT after the 2003 bushfires. The poor condition of the fire trails caused delays and impacted the ability of fire crews to gain quick and safe access, and much time was spent in the days immediately after the fire’s ignition  conducting works to open up trails that should have been conducted prior to 2003. [footnoteRef:247] Both inquiries made a series of specific recommendations to address this issue in the future (see Box 2). [247:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 14.] 

	Box 2 – McLeod and Coronial inquiry recommendations on track and trail maintenance
McLeod Inquiry recommendations
7. Clear policy guidelines should be developed and implemented to support the identification of a strategic network of fire tracks and trails and their establishment and maintenance. An audit process should be instituted to ensure that the policy’s effectiveness is regularly monitored. 
8. A risk assessment should be conducted by ESB to assist in determining access needs across the ACT, linked to interstate requirements, with advice being provided to land managers.
11. Sufficient funding should be provided for additional crews and plant, so that a program of improved fire access and trail and site maintenance can be implemented. 
12. Responsibility for fire access should lie with the land managers: advice and auditing functions should be the province of the fire authorities.
Coronial Inquiry recommendation
38. That a program be implemented to ensure that existing fire tracks and trails are cleared and accessible at all times and that a network of additional fire trails be established so as to allow direct fire suppression operations without undue delay in the event of a wildfire.


Box 2: McLeod and Coronial Inquiry recommendations relating to access [Source: Ron McLeod AM, Inquiry into the Operational Response to the January 2003 Bushfires in the ACT (Report, 1 August 2003) pp 231–232; Inquests and Inquiry into Four Deaths and Four Fires between 8 and 18 January 2003 (ACT Coroners Court, Maria Doogan, 19 December 2006), vol 2, p 219.]
Mr Cooper, echoing his comments about fuel management, expressed the view in his submission that ‘the delivery of road trail maintenance has again reverted to the situation prior to the 2003 fires – history seems to be repeating itself’.[footnoteRef:248] [248:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 14.] 

Mr Cooper provided a current example of poor track maintenance:
I think the focus on track maintenance has gone downhill, and I have witnessed that firsthand. We took Minister Vassarotti out to a particular trail probably six months ago, and I notified the agency that that trail was in exceptionally poor condition—the main access to the northern part of Namadgi. As recently as last week that trail was officially closed for safety reasons by the Parks and Conservation Service because it is too dangerous. It is a main access trail that is overgrown.[footnoteRef:249] [249:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 12.] 

Mr Cooper argued that a return to pre-2003 thinking was demonstrated in a November 2021 letter from EPSDD to the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, which identified a series of trails (northern end of the Naas Valley Fire Trail, Left Hand Creek Fire Trail, and the Clear Range Fire Trail) which EPSDD stated were a high priority for repair, but nevertheless could still be made accessible to tankers by the first attack dozer in the event of a fire. Mr Cooper took the critical view that this indicated an unwillingness on the part of PCS to be proactive: 
To suggest (in a high-level response to the All Hazards Council) that this is not an issue, as, in the event of a fire we spend at least 4 hours of dozer time opening up a 6km stretch of steep access road is remarkably insulting! Again, this was the thinking prior to 2003 and doesn’t allow for the fact that a freshly opened steep trail will be barely accessible for repeated traffic from large tankers as the ground will be loose and friable. Plus, the dozers must be used on the fire as first attack and not undertaking access work that could and should have been undertaken in preparation’.[footnoteRef:250] [250:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 15.] 

During the hearing, the Committee examined the proposed use of an attack dozer by PCS to clear fire trails in the upper Cotter and Naas Valley in the event of a fire instead of just ensuring those paths were cleared in the first place.[footnoteRef:251] [251:  Mr Ed Cocks MLA, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 44.] 

The Conservator indicated that the decision to use an attack dozer was part of a ‘considered risk-based approach’ to remediation activities of existing infrastructure that was damaged due to flood conditions in previous years.[footnoteRef:252] This was echoed by Minister Vassarotti, who suggested it demonstrated a ‘contingency that took a risk matrix in terms of a short window while we were actually doing a proper repair’.[footnoteRef:253] [252:  Mr Bren Burkevics, Conservator of Flora and Fauna, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 44.]  [253:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 44.] 

Mr Tony Bartlett also commented on the poor state of tracks and trails, and stressed the importance of maintaining them:
I spend a lot of time in my spare time riding a mountain bike all around the place, and I have seen first‑hand how bad the roads are, whether they are in the forests around the urban area or out in Namadgi. But, as Neil Cooper was saying, if you have a big asset—2½ thousand kilometres—there should be some part of it where every year you are putting a road grader on to reform the crown so the water drains off it and so on, and clearing back the vegetation that starts to grow over the road. These are techniques that people who have been trained in land management well understand. You need to do that.[footnoteRef:254] [254:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 27.] 

He also commented on this topic in his submission:
Many of roads in the ACT’s Strategic Fire Access Network are currently either unfit for purpose or in a condition that compromises the ability of fire suppression equipment and personnel to access a going bushfire in a rapid and safe manner. The inability to transport large bulldozers along about 35 km of the Mt Franklin Road is a very serious problem after a decade of work to upgrade this road to rigid float standard. The ACT Government should properly investigate why this has occurred and implement a program before the next bushfire season to return the Mt Franklin Road to rigid float standard. The ACT Government needs to substantially increase the funds allocated for Strategic Fire Access road maintenance to enable about 800 km of these works to be implemented annually. The ACT Parks and Conservation Service needs to maintain a staff member with the appropriate technical skills and experience in managing roading programs and the contractors who implement the works.[footnoteRef:255] [255:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 3.] 

Climate and weather impacts
In response to questions from the Committee on the poor state of track and trail maintenance, Minister Vassarotti highlighted recent challenges in maintaining tracks and trails due to the 2019-20 bushfires and ongoing floods.[footnoteRef:256] [256:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 43.] 

An example of these impacts was detailed by the ACT Government submission in relation to maintenance of trails in Namadgi National Park:
Maintenance trails in Namadgi National Park provide a case study. The Orroral Valley fire in early 2020 reduced the vegetation cover and the landscape’s capacity to absorb water. Three years of rain supercharged the stream and creek crossings, overwhelming drainage structures at crossings, damaging trail pavements and causing significant sediment movement. The scale of repair has been significant. PCS experienced challenges in bringing road repair machinery into the higher elevations like the Cotter Hut area until October 2023. Whilst the repair work is well underway, the impact of climate change is real and PCS is planning for a future that is significantly more unpredictable and characterised by more extreme events.[footnoteRef:257] [257:  ACT Government, Submission 8, p 3.] 

Minister Vassarotti acknowledged that climate change will continue to impact on the ability of PCS to conduct track and trail maintenance.[footnoteRef:258] Minister Gentleman added that the Government has been looking to ‘build back better, so that the construction and reconstruction of trails and road networks are much stronger than they have been before’.[footnoteRef:259] Minister Gentleman provided an example of this strategy:  [258:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 43.]  [259:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 43.] 

The minister [Vassarotti] and I recently visited some of the areas up towards Coree. These are areas that we have reconstructed where now the support of reconstruction will mean that the roadway and access point will last much longer during severe storms than it has previously, where the roadway has washed away for example.[footnoteRef:260] [260:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, pp 43–44.] 

The impact of wet weather on track maintenance activities was also acknowledged in the EPSDD 2022-2023 Annual Report, which noted that for 2022-23, EPSDD achieved 84.3 percent of its BOP targets, with the majority of incomplete works being related to road maintenance and repairs ‘that could not be completed due to rainfall events and subsequent saturation of catchments’.[footnoteRef:261] EPSDD Annual Reports in 2018-19, 2019-20 and 2020-21 also acknowledged the role of weather in preventing some access management activities being carried out.[footnoteRef:262] [261:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 51.]  [262:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2018-19, September 2019, p 245; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2019-20, December 2020, p 112; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2020-21, November 2021, p 46;] 

Mr Cooper however disputed the claim that recent wet weather made it too difficult to undertake track maintenance, arguing better planning was required:
One of the excuses that I heard was that it is too wet to do a road up in Namadgi. I put it in my submission. I went through the rainfall records and there were three or four periods of about 30 days where you could have got machinery in there. Unless you really plan and are ready to go and there are people knocking on your door saying, “Mary, why aren’t you up there doing that?” it does not happen.[footnoteRef:263] [263:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 16.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett similarly questioned whether wet weather was as big an obstacle as the Government suggested:
My understanding is that the ACT Parks and Conservation Service is responsible for maintaining over 2,500 km of roads and tracks that form a major part of the Strategic Fire Access Network. It is acknowledged that many roads and tracks have been damaged by storms that have occurred during the period of La Niña and that implementation of road maintenance activities is difficult in mountain areas during periods of continuous wet weather.  
However, the current problems with many parts of the ACT’s Strategic Fire Access Network cannot all be attributed to the recent La Niña weather conditions. On the basis of my previous forest management experience, I consider that much of the current damage to the Fire Access Network is due to inadequate basic road maintenance programs. When the drainage from road surfaces and table drains are not maintained regularly on sloping roads, the runoff during rain events runs down the road creating its own channels, which get deeper every time it rains.[footnoteRef:264] [264:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 16.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that a strong and effective fire access network must be maintained and is critical to effective fire response. It is clear that the fire access road and track system maintained by PCS is currently in suboptimal condition in some areas due to the impacts of wet weather and COVID-19 in recent years which has prevented suitable levels of works and which requires urgent attention ahead of the upcoming fire season to ensure maximum access for any fires.
The Committee is pleased to see that for its 2023-2024 BOP, EPSDD has set an ambitious target of 560km of access management and has as part of this 130km of works dedicated to tracks and trails damaged by storm damage.[footnoteRef:265] These works, plus all other access maintenance works listed as priority 1 in the BOP should be a core priority for PCS ahead of the upcoming 2024-25 fire season. [265:  ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 4.] 

	[bookmark: _Toc169181956][bookmark: _Toc177658553]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181957][bookmark: _Toc177658554]The Committee recommends that PCS receive adequate funding for the 2023-24 EPSDD BOP to ensure all access maintenance activities listed as Priority 1, and that these activities are completed.



[bookmark: _Toc169003251][bookmark: _Toc177658515]Roadside vegetation
Mr Cooper also highlighted specific concerns about roadside vegetation control as another aspect of road maintenance: ‘[R]oad maintenance isn’t all about the road surface – it must include maintenance of the road verge and shoulder. Vegetation needs to be managed on either side of the road to enable safe access and egress during bushfire and allow the roads to be safely used as possible containment lines utilising backburning operations’.[footnoteRef:266] [266:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 18.] 

Mr Cooper highlighted that in 2016 the Fire Management Unit developed a program (called Tritter) that allowed a contractor to provide equipment that can selectively slash and mulch the roadside shrubs and grasses, but leaving the larger residual trees, and was preferred by the Fire Unit instead of chemical treatment which is cheaper, but less environmentally friendly.[footnoteRef:267] [267:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 18.] 

Mr Cooper expressed in his submission that this work has dropped off significantly since then, alleging that a senior PCS staff member relayed to him that they will not drive their vehicle along Mt Franklin road due to excess roadside vegetation, and that he had personally witnessed the poor and dangerous state of access routes in Namadgi National Park.[footnoteRef:268]   [268:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 18.] 

He added that the contractor has indicated to him that he was informed in January 2022 that there was no further work for him for the foreseeable future, and that the works were held up in the approval process. Due to the lack of work, the contractor had to let go their main operator who had been working with the Parks/Forest agency for over 48 years.[footnoteRef:269]  [269:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 19.] 

According to Mr Cooper the program was resumed in late 2023, but the contractor has indicated that some roads are now in such a poor state that crews would not be able to safely access the area in the event of even a minor bushfire. [footnoteRef:270] [270:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 19.] 

The then Bushfire Council expressed similar concerns about roadside vegetation management in its 2021 report, observing that this activity had decreased since the 2020-21 financial year:
One of the very important advances that has been made since 2015 has been the implementation of a significant, ongoing program of mechanical and herbicide treatment of vegetation along major sections of the strategic fire trail network. Under a scenario of increasingly frequent and more severe bushfires, this strategy is critical for ensuring that fire crews can safely access forest areas and for providing defendable fire control lines for indirect suppression operations. Data provided to Council by PCS indicates that the implementation of these important activities has significantly decreased in 2020-21 and the current year, representing an increased risk to future fire suppression activities.[footnoteRef:271] [271:  ACT Bushfire Council, Annual Bushfire Preparedness Report 2021-22, September 2021, p 22.] 

According to the Bushfire Council, each BOP should include ‘a significant program of roadside vegetation management, involving mechanical and herbicide treatments, at a level that is at least equivalent to the average annual program since 2015’.[footnoteRef:272] [272:  ACT Bushfire Council, Annual Bushfire Preparedness report 2021-22, September 2021, p 22.] 

The Committee notes that in the recent BOP, a significant program of vegetation control (205km) is planned for the 2023-2024 BOP.[footnoteRef:273] [273:  ACT Government, 2023-2024 Bushfire Operations Plan, October 2023, p 4.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that roadside vegetation management is critical to good access, and that the Tritter program must be reinstated and drastically increased to make up for the decline in roadside vegetation clearing works and the increased vegetation growth over the past three wet seasons.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181958][bookmark: _Toc177658555]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181959][bookmark: _Toc177658556]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government reinstate in full the Tritter program for clearing roadside vegetation.


[bookmark: _Toc169003252][bookmark: _Toc177658516]PCS Resourcing, skills and experience
[bookmark: _Toc169003253][bookmark: _Toc177658517]Skills and experience
Some witnesses identified resourcing, skill and expertise constraints as another set of challenges to fire management.
This was explicitly acknowledged by Professor Kanowski. He told the Committee that ‘probably the greatest challenge that we face is that the ongoing implementation of that work in a strategic way demands resources, expertise and capacity’.[footnoteRef:274] [274:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 7.] 

Mr Neil Cooper felt that there had been a decline in capability and capacity in the fire management unit in recent times[footnoteRef:275] and specifically attributed this lack of experience as the reason for the lack of urgency he saw in PCS in relation to both fuel management and track and trail maintenance.[footnoteRef:276]  [275:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 12.]  [276:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Supplementary Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

He emphasised the importance of ensuring that those who are conducting prescribed burning are suitably experienced:
Prescribed burning is not a simple task – it requires skilled and trained people who know the land and its values and work with the land throughout the year. A poorly implemented burn will deliver poor outcomes both in terms of fuel reduction and in ecological impacts.[footnoteRef:277] [277:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 5.] 

Mr Cooper expressed concern about the departure of experienced high level Fire Management Unit staff within PCS due to retirement and people seeking other job opportunities, leaving gaps in experience in critical roles:
PCS may have the capacity in relation to physical numbers of fire trained people, however the capability (skill set) of this capacity is significantly skewed towards the lower end around on-ground fire fighters. While this is not a bad thing in itself and PCS can still supply the majority of the most experienced fire crews in the ACT, there is a major lack of middle to high end people who are capable of filling the essential Incident Management Team (IMT) roles in any major event. The IMT establishes and implements the strategies and tactics to control wildfires. Having no experienced PCS people available to fill these roles will result in non-land managers (Urban fire fighters) determining actions and suppression activities on highly sensitive National Park and wilderness areas with little reference or knowledge around environmental issues that need to be considered.[footnoteRef:278] [278:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

A perceived lack of numbers and experience in the current personnel is a key issue, according to Mr Cooper. He stated that: 
There has been recent recruitment to key fire positions where the person does not even have basic firefighter training. It defies logic to me that you would employ someone in a role who does not understand fire and who has not had that experience and knowledge.[footnoteRef:279] [279:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, pp 13–14.] 

He also identified a lack of experience at higher-levels:
I think one of the issues with prescribed burning in the ACT, as I mentioned, is that we are probably lacking the skills. At the moment, fires are graduated at level 1, 2 and 3, where level 3 is the highest and most complex. I was a level 3 incident controller. Dr Tony Bartlett, who will be speaking later, is a level 3 incident controller. Parks do not have any. The Parks and Conservation Service do not have a level 3 incident controller. They do not have a level 3 operations officer. If a large fire starts in the ACT, it is going to be in the park area in Namadgi. That is just by virtue of where we are. You need people in those positions that are land managers and understand forest fire.[footnoteRef:280] [280:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 14.] 

Furthermore, senior management with high level fire experience would go some way to resolving the lack of urgency he perceived within the current fire management unit:
… I think the agency is really lacking that high level. Once you have that high-level fire person in there, they have that knowledge and experience. They are always looking to say, “What should we be burning today? What should we be doing today?” And if they get the answer, “It is too wet,” they say, “Okay, what is it doing next week? Are we ready? Do we have plans in place? Isn’t there somewhere we can burn today?”[footnoteRef:281] [281:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 14.] 

Mr Cooper argued it was important to build the operational experience of PCS staff through pre-arranged programs and agreements with other jurisdictions, or through employing those from other jurisdictions with that high level of experience.[footnoteRef:282] [282:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

He was of the view that the latter is not being done by PCS, stating ‘the ACT PCS do not do this and continue to employ people in high level fire management positions with little or no previous fire experience. There appears to be minimal desire to remedy this situation with several recent recruitment to senior fire roles being filled by people with zero fire experience’. [footnoteRef:283] [283:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

A contributing factor Mr Cooper identified is the inability to provide attractive remuneration, which he argued could be easily resolved through special agreements. Alternatively, Mr Cooper argued that certain roles could be elevated into executive levels.[footnoteRef:284] [284:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

Mr Gregor Manson also expressed concern about fire unit capability, arguing that the application of knowledge by senior fire officials was sometimes lacking:
The knowledge is certainly there. It is not lost. My concern is that it is the application of that, and it has to come down from the director-general level to ensure the commissioner and the chiefs of the various services have in place very serious business plans, risk reductions plans and to be implementing those. I think Mr Cooper advised the plans are there, the knowledge is there, however, we are not actually implementing that knowledge and experience. That is my concern.[footnoteRef:285] [285:  Mr Gregor Manson, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, pp 17–18.] 

This was also stated in his submission:
Staff appointments is an issue for EPSDD, particularly the Manager of the Fire Management Unit –this position holder must be a competent Level 3 ICs with considerable experience in forest fire control. Recommendation 41 from the Coronial Inquiry speaks to that point, but it has been ignored in the recent appointment of the replacement for that position.[footnoteRef:286] [286:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 7, p 2.] 

Mr Manson argued that ‘all the basic elements’ of success are present in the ACT, and that harnessing these elements effectively is possible:
The answer lies in simply getting senior experienced advice to put in place and support staff to achieve the best they can be. There are many people who would voluntarily assist the Commissioner and DGs to achieve this in a short period. [footnoteRef:287] [287:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 3, pp 2–3.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett acknowledged that recruiting individuals with the right skills and experience is challenging because of the competitive nature of recruitment, and that there is a need to ensure that Canberra is an attractive place for candidates:
It is a competitive environment right around Australia, because every jurisdiction is in the same position. We need to recruit people and make it attractive for them to come. I came from Victoria because Canberra is quite an attractive place to live, with good schools and universities for your children and so on. 
But you need to pay them equivalent salaries to what someone else in New South Wales or Victoria or Western Australia or wherever is paying the same sort of people. I do not believe there has been that proper analysis done here. I could be wrong, but I do not believe it has. I think that is one of the issues: it is difficult to attract them.[footnoteRef:288] [288:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 30.] 

The ACT Government indicated that there are approximately 58 staff that are actively engaged in the fire management unit, with a crew of around 30 officers who are general services officers and the ‘doers on the ground’. The Government indicated they are all fire trained, to a number of levels.[footnoteRef:289]  [289:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 33.] 

The Government also indicated that there are a number of office-based personnel who are responsible for burn planning, with various qualifications in natural resource management and forestry, and who are also all fire trained in fire behaviour analysis, with some having more significant qualifications in this area. [footnoteRef:290] [290:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 33.] 

As such, the Government suggested there is ‘a significant body of expertise in the team around burn planning’, as well as significant investment in burn planning.[footnoteRef:291] The Government also indicated they have a position dedicated to ensuring PCS is aware of the latest technologies and methodologies. [footnoteRef:292] [291:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 33.]  [292:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 33.] 

Furthermore, the Government highlighted that there are a number of roles within the AIIMS (Australasian Inter-service Incident Management System) structure that assist in planning and delivering incident management.[footnoteRef:293] [293:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 34.] 

For instance, burns and suppression incidents are overseen from an incident room by incident management personnel, led by an incident controller, who together constitute an Incident Management Team (IMT). These officers are responsible for operations, planning and logistics.[footnoteRef:294] The PCS website notes that the size of the attending IMT scales in proportion to the incident.[footnoteRef:295] [294:  ACT Government, Incident Management Team Role, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/about-pcs-fire/incident-management-team-roles (accessed 6 June 2024); Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 34.]  [295:  ACT Government, Incident Management Team Role, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire_management/about-pcs-fire/incident-management-team-roles (accessed 6 June 2024).] 

There are also field positions, such as divisional commanders, who are the on-the-ground crew leaders and are responsible for communicating with the IMT.[footnoteRef:296] [296:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 34.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is concerned that former leaders and senior officials within government with experience and expertise in fire or fuel management view PCS as lacking suitable experience and personnel for fuel management activities. 
It is critical that PCS has suitably experienced personnel given its role in land management and executing BOPs. PCS should continue to recruit individuals with appropriate skills and experience and conduct succession planning to ensure an appropriate level of capability and corporate knowledge is maintained within the organisation. PCS should also ensure that it can continue to recruit the right staff by making the organisation an attractive place to work through appealing remuneration and training and development opportunities.

	[bookmark: _Toc169181960][bookmark: _Toc177658557]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181961][bookmark: _Toc177658558]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government review senior management positions and reassess against industry standards, while reflecting on levels of experience and risk that the positions are responsible for.

	[bookmark: _Toc169181962][bookmark: _Toc177658559]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181963][bookmark: _Toc177658560]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that senior PCS management (Director, planning officer, operations officer, prescribed burn officer) of the PCS Fire Management Unit have on-the-ground fire-fighting experience or training.

	[bookmark: _Toc169181964][bookmark: _Toc177658561]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181965][bookmark: _Toc177658562]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure merit-based recruitment for Fire Unit staff, and conduct recruitment with a focus on fire qualifications or experience for management to ground crew positions.

	[bookmark: _Toc169181966][bookmark: _Toc177658563]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181967][bookmark: _Toc177658564]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure PCS remains an attractive place to work for those in the fire management space through provision of opportunities for career development, with clear pathways to management, and improved training and pay conditions.


Track and trail contract management
Both Mr Cooper and Dr Bartlett specifically identified a lack of skills and capabilities in relation to the management of contracts for fire trail and track maintenance.
Mr Cooper felt there was a lack of skilled personnel in PCS with the appropriate knowledge and skills for forest fire trail maintenance, adding ‘You cannot grab a contractor doing the Northbourne flats and say, “Go up and fix a road in Namadgi.” It is quite a different set of skills. There is a high level of skill needed in managing those contracts and in identifying the priorities of where they should go and what they should do’.[footnoteRef:297] [297:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 13.] 

This was also outlined in his submission. He stated that:
To manage the road network requires skilled machine operators who know the area, are fire trained and are aware of all the constraints and issues around working in some of the ACT’s most sensitive areas. Over the past 10 years extensive work was undertaken by the Fire Unit to engage several exceptionally skilled and committed contractor companies who have geared their business to providing a very high-level service to ACTPCS. These contractors were always made feel that they were more than contractors and were part of the team.[footnoteRef:298] [298:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 17.] 

Mr Cooper added that the ACT only has a small pool of suitable contractors.[footnoteRef:299] He linked this to concerns about the ‘loss of experienced road maintenance contract managers within the PCS Fire Unit’. He argued it was at ‘breaking point’, adding ‘The ongoing maintenance work on the 2,500 km road network is obviously still there (and increasing) however the operational delivery is lacking and there appears to be little consideration given to the wellbeing and sustainability of contractors and their business’.[footnoteRef:300] [299:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 17.]  [300:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 17.] 

Mr Cooper detailed in his submission that several longstanding PCS road maintenance contractors have outlined in correspondence with him their concerns about their ability to operate sustainably due to:
Forced shutdowns during and outside the fire season;
Frequent shutdowns for several days or weeks at a time without notice due to not having work signed off;
PCS engaging other contractors outside the contract;
Requests from PCS staff to lower the quality of roadwork to reduce costs;
Being informed they are stood down for two or more weeks because they cannot get work signed off; and
Lower quality roading being delivered.[footnoteRef:301] [301:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, pp 17–18.] 

Similarly Dr Bartlett noted that PCS was lacking a technical officer with skills and experience to plan and manage the contracts that implement the forest roading program:
Without having this skill set in the organisation it is very difficult to see how the ACT Parks and Conservation Service can effectively and efficiently manage a large annual forest roading program. The ACT Parks and Conservation Service needs to maintain a staff member with the appropriate technical skills and experience in managing roading programs and the contractors used to implement the required works.  This needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.[footnoteRef:302] [302:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 17.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that the PCS contractor management role must recognise the small pool of available and skilled machinery operators in the ACT, and that operational programmes and workflow must be implemented as a priority to ensure these contractors remain available to PCS.
The Committee is also concerned that contractors are allegedly being stood down, both with and without notice, because of work not being signed off. Given the importance of the road maintenance activities to the ACT’s bushfire preparedness, greater forward planning and improved planning processes, supplemented by additional resourcing, should be implemented by the ACT Government to ensure road maintenance activities in each annual BOP can be carried out.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181968][bookmark: _Toc177658565]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181969][bookmark: _Toc177658566]The Committee recommends that PCS consider reviewing and streamlining the sign-off process for road maintenance contractor works and recruiting or training additional road maintenance contract managers with the appropriate skills and qualifications to assist in the delivery of the road maintenance program.


[bookmark: _Toc169003254][bookmark: _Toc177658518]Budget constraints
Dr Tony Bartlett questioned whether sufficient funding was being provided to enable appropriate levels of maintenance and repairs of tracks and trails:
Ideally every part of the Strategic Road Access Network should receive road maintenance once every three years at the very minimum. If the ACT has about 2,500 km of strategic fire access trails, it needs sufficient budget to enable about 800 km of this network to be maintained (graded) each year. My understanding is that current budget allocations for road maintenance only enable about 250 km of the road network to be maintained each year. Clearly the ACT Government needs to substantially increase the funds allocated for basic road maintenance of the Strategic Fire Access Network.[footnoteRef:303] [303:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 17.] 

Mr Cooper related this to budgetary pressures, arguing that the budget received by the Fire Management Unit has remained broadly the same to when he was there.[footnoteRef:304] In his submission he stated that: [304:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 12.] 

Road maintenance is costly. The lack of action on the strategic link between Mt Ginnini and Cotter Hut may well be related to insignificant funding by the ACT Government for ACTPCS to be able to maintain all the road network that they are responsible for. The ACTPCS has over 2,500km of rural unsealed roads throughout the forest, reserves and wilderness areas of the ACT, to manage and maintain.  
This road network must be treated as a significant Territory asset and funds for maintaining that asset need to be appropriately allocated…[footnoteRef:305] [305:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 17.] 

He went on to estimate that the asset valuation of the access network to be greater than $75 million, and that industry best practice suggests that the annual maintenance budget should be 5 percent if the capital value of the asset. Mr Cooper estimated this would equate to approximately $4 million per year indexed. He also was of the view that the budget allocation for maintenance of PCS fire access roads has remained the same – being zero dollars – with all maintenance coming out of the Fire Unit budget allocation and nothing from the Parks section of the agency. He concluded that ‘There is simply not enough funding for the Fire Unit to be able to effectively manage a major territory asset’.[footnoteRef:306] [306:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 17.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett advocated for greater funding to undertake trail and track maintenance:
After 2003, we identified a couple of important new strategic roads: the Treasurer Franklin Road and the Stockyard Spur. We could not get a road all the way down to the dam; that was not going to be an option. So we put in a sort of walking track and made that a fire control line. In my mind, there needs to be a strategic look at that, so you have a combination of some annual maintenance work that is being done on a proportion of the road—but a much greater proportion than is currently happening. You then have a strategic component, and then you have a backup bit. If there is a big rain event that washes out things, you need to be able to repair major damage. At the moment, all of those things are mixed up together, and, overall, there is totally inadequate money to do anything.[footnoteRef:307] [307:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 27.] 

In response to a Question Taken on Notice, Minister Vassarotti indicated the average BOP maintenance budget for management trails from 2020-21 to 2023-2024 is $1.921 million, representing an average of 1.2% of the formal asset value of $96.858 million.[footnoteRef:308] [308:  Minister Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Answer to QTON 4: Maintenance of Tracks and Trails, 2 April 2024 (received 10 April 2024), pp 1.] 

Minister Vassarotti considered that funding has been ‘sufficient to undertake priority works in the context of restrictions on the ability to physically access some areas during the La Nina period of 2020-2023 and the need to focus efforts in areas of highest risk’.[footnoteRef:309] [309:  Minister Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Answer to QTON 4: Maintenance of Tracks and Trails, 2 April 2024 (received 10 April 2024), pp 1.] 

However, Minister Vassarotti indicated that there is a need for increased funding over the next five to ten years to address further maintenance and repairs required in response to climate change and fire impacts post-2020.[footnoteRef:310] [310:  Minister Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Answer to QTON 4: Maintenance of Tracks and Trails, 2 April 2024 (received 10 April 2024), pp 1.] 

Committee comment
The Committee considers that a greater allocation of funding is required from the ACT Government to the Fire Management Unit to ensure the maintenance of fire access tracks and trails, particularly in the face of increasing weather and climate events caused by climate change.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181970][bookmark: _Toc177658567]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181971][bookmark: _Toc177658568]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure tracks and trails are maintained, including increasing the annual funding level for maintenance of management trails from the current level of around 1% of the value of the asset, up to 2% or more, to address the increased impact of climate change and fires since 2020.


[bookmark: _Toc169003258][bookmark: _Toc177658519][bookmark: _Toc169003256]Monitoring, reporting and transparency
Several witnesses raised concerns with the monitoring and reporting of key data relating to bushfire preparedness.
For example, Tony Bartlett raised issues around independent fuel load and prescribed burning monitoring:
Since the changes made in 2022 to the Emergencies Act, 2004, that changed the Bushfire Council into a Natural Hazards Advisory Council, those annual reports on Bushfire Preparedness are no longer being prepared. As a result, there is no longer an independent mechanism for reviewing and reporting the achievements against planned prescribed burning.[footnoteRef:311] [311:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 9.] 

Under the Bushfire Council’s Terms of Reference, the Council was required to provide an annual report advising the Minister on bushfire management and preparedness arrangements prior to the commencement of the bushfire season for that year.[footnoteRef:312] [312:  ACT Government, ACT Bush Fire Council: Terms of Reference 2021, 2021, p 4.] 

The Terms of Reference of the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council contains a broader requirement to provide written advice to the Minister, at least once annually, on prevention, preparedness, response and recovery from natural hazards within the ACT and surrounds.[footnoteRef:313] [313:  ACT Government, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council: Terms of Reference 2022, 2022, p 4.] 

Dr Bartlett argued the absence of this annual bushfire management reporting by the MHAC created a risk that over time there will be inadequate implementation of prescribed burning and ‘no clear mechanism for the community to become aware of that situation’. According to Dr Bartlett, this ‘will increase the risk of severe bushfires recurring in the ACT, which will cause significant negative impacts to the ACT community and its environment’.[footnoteRef:314] [314:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 9.] 

Because of this, the data on prescribed burning achievements on public land since 2022 is difficult to find. Dr Bartlett put the view that the average area annually treated by prescribed burning in the ACT has fallen over the last three years to less than 1,000 hectares, and that this level appears to be no longer consistent with the recommendations from the 2003 McLeod and Coronial inquiries.[footnoteRef:315] [315:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 9.] 

In reviewing EPSDD and JACS Annual Reporting since the introduction of residual risk the methodology in 2019, the Committee observes that progress against annual BOP targets is only provided on a regular year-on-year basis in relation to the level of residual risk in EPSDD Annual Reporting.
A more detailed breakdown of progress, such as by treatment types, number of activities completed, and hectares kilometres completed, seems to be provided on ad-hoc basis in either or both EPSDD’s or JACS’ Annual Reports, and is inconsistent in the way in which the data is presented and reported, making it difficult to easily compare figures year on year.
For example, in the JACS 2019-20 Annual Report, it is presented in a paragraph summary format, in 2020-21 Annual Report the data is presented in a table format, in the 2021-22 report some data is discussed as part of the broader context, and in the 2022-23 report, some data is discussed as part of a case study of the EPSDD BOP.[footnoteRef:316] [316:  Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2019-20, December 2020, pp 382–384; Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2020-21, December 2021, p 221; Justice and Community Safety, Annual Report 2021-22, September 2022, p 336–338; Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, September 2023, p 334.] 

Similarly, while both EPSDD’s 2019-20 and 2020-21 Annual Reports provided tables of data, the way in which this data was presented differed between each. The 2019-20 table provided only percentages of completion, supplemented by discussion of hectares, kilometres or activities completed, whereas the 2020-21 report table provided detailed breakdown by activity and kilometres, hectares, or activities completed. The 2021-22 Annual Report only provided an overall percentage of completion of BOP activities, and the 2022-23 Annual Report provided this, plus some other data as part of a summary similar to that discussed in the JACS Annual Report for that year.[footnoteRef:317] [317:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2019-20, December 2020, pp 111–112; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2020-21, November 2021, p 46; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2021-22, (September 2022), p 46; Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-23, (September 2023), p 51.] 

Forestry Australia also raised concerns about monitoring and reporting:
[T]he condition of key elements of ACT landscapes, of emergency and management access routes, and of progress against strategic and operational goals, should be assessed regularly and reported publicly. It is not clear that this remains a priority for the ESA[footnoteRef:318] [318:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 2.] 

Professor Peter Kanowski of Forestry Australia expanded on this, stating that the broadening of the remit of the Bushfire Council in its transformation into the Multi-Hazard Council may have, as a natural consequence, resulted in less attention being placed on risk management prior to a bushfire and more on response. He noted that: 
It just has not seen the same level of attention as I think we felt it needed after the 2003 fires. So, my impression is that the sort of level of visibility and the level of attention that that receives within the administrative apparatus is not as strong as we hoped it would be.[footnoteRef:319] [319:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 9.] 

Mr Gregor Manson also expressed concerns about the monitoring and reporting of the progress and implementation of fuel management activities:
Thorough expert practitioner reviews of the ACT 2003 and across Eastern Australia in 2019/2020 demonstrate very clearly that implementation of management/governance parameters had failed. This was entirely due to a failure to audit, review and report to Government on progress and implementation which would have clearly demonstrated a failure to be prepared to respond efficiently and effectively.[footnoteRef:320] [320:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 3, p 2.] 

Mr Manson argued that there has been ‘a lack of professional consultation with senior Parks and Conservation staff who disagree that the All-Hazard Council should be asking for information about implementation of BOP activities’. Mr Manson told the Committee that the Emergencies Act requires the Commissioner, in consultation with the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, to monitor the scope and effectiveness of the SBMP, as well as to seek advice of the Council when approving BOPs.[footnoteRef:321] [321:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 3, p 2; Emergencies Act 2004, s 72(7).] 

Mr Gregor Manson argued for greater transparency from ESA:
What I notice in the current regime over the last three to five years in New South Wales and the ACT is that there is an overt lack of defining the risk, the outcome, strategy and actions in a publicly professional standard of public service delivery of outcomes. That is my main concern. I feel that directors general are not requesting or insisting that the commissioner and then down the chain—that the professional standards of governance are simply not being met and in particular, what I feel is most missing at the moment is the public consultation. Almost all documents and procedures, even of the all-hazards committee, seem to be secret. They are not up on the public website. It is very difficult for an individual to see where they sit on the risk ladder and then to be self-resilient or make a decision about what they need to do to prepare for disasters of any sort.[footnoteRef:322] [322:  Mr Gregor Manson, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 17.] 

In his submission, Mr Manson noted that the ESA appears to have adopted a ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ approach:
It is exceptionally difficult to view material ESA holds as the majority require an FOI. Previous Bushfire Council report to Ministers that contain valuable information have been removed from public view. The myriad of emergency sub plans, apart from bush fire, are hidden from public view. My experience to obtain the flood plan was met with please don’t ask. You cannot plan professionally or as a community member if you are unable to see what the ESA has in store for an emergency response. ESA web site has a very long legal disclaimer saying must not rely on their advice alone and do your own research!![footnoteRef:323] [323:  Mr Gregor Manson, Submission 3, p 4.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is concerned that key and basic information relating to the ACT’s bushfire preparedness, such as progress against annual BOP activities and fuel load data are not easy to locate and find. Openness and transparency with such information is important in ensuring that the community has confidence in the work of PCS in conducting its fuel reduction activities.
This core data should be provided at a minimum, in relevant Annual Reports in a table format that breaks down the data by the activity type. The presentation of this format should be consistent across Annual Reports to enable easy comparison of data year on year.
The Committee is also concerned too that since the evolution of the Bushfire Council to a Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, the annual bushfire preparedness reports once prepared by the Council have ceased. In conducting this type of reporting the Bushfire Council performed an important oversight and accountability function, as well as ensuring transparency and openness. This should resume as a matter of urgency ahead of the next bushfire season.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181972][bookmark: _Toc177658569]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181973][bookmark: _Toc177658570]The Committee recommends that the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council resume the Bushfire Council’s practice of providing annual reports to the Minister on bushfire preparedness ahead of every fire season.

	[bookmark: _Toc169181974][bookmark: _Toc177658571]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181975][bookmark: _Toc177658572]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government include detailed data on progress against the EPSDD BOP for that financial year in either the EPSDD or JACS Annual Reports that breaks down the data by:
· [bookmark: _Toc169181976][bookmark: _Toc177658573]The overarching type or class of activity (e.g. fuel management, access management, infrastructure, training, audit and monitoring);
· [bookmark: _Toc169181977][bookmark: _Toc177658574]Activity (e.g. grazing, physical removal, prescribed burning, etc);
· [bookmark: _Toc169181978][bookmark: _Toc177658575]The area (hectares), length (kilometres) or number of activities, courses or projects actually completed, as relevant, together with the planned number; and
· [bookmark: _Toc169181979][bookmark: _Toc177658576]The percentage of completion for each over-arching activity class/type and activity.



Given the perception that high levels of fuels have been left to accumulate over time, the Committee asked the Government whether there was publicly available data from fuel load monitoring and how the Government was planning on catching up with fuel load treatments.[footnoteRef:324] [324:  Mr Ed Cocks MLA, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 45.] 

Mr Scott of the RFS indicated that the RFS has sites which are regularly monitored in the lead up to and during the fire season, being predominantly grassland sites.[footnoteRef:325] He also indicated that EPSDD monitor forested areas. He went on to explain how the monitoring informs the activities taken: [325:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 45.] 

Collectively, our fire behaviour analysts look at the current fuel loads, the moisture content, and the prevailing weather conditions to see where the risks are. That also then feeds into the Regional Fire Management Plan, and then that feeds into the annual BOPs programs as well. So the monitoring is bigger than just the short term, it is also that longer term which feeds into those respective plans for the works and the risk mitigation activities that they hold.[footnoteRef:326] [326:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Office, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 45.] 

Minister Vassarotti elaborated:
Fuel loads are a key component of bushfire risk assessment. However, fuel load data alone is not an appropriate measure of risk. Fuel load as a component of bushfire risk is extremely variable. Whilst fuel load is measured generally on a weight-per-area basis, the level of risk associated with the load will depend on a range of factors including terrain, dryness and weather conditions.  
The Government records fuel load at a number of spatial and temporal scales, as required to support specific activities. This data is not publicly available. Fuel load: • is assessed annually across the estate to support bushfire risk management planning, particularly the modelling of residual risk that informs burn prioritisation and outcome reporting.  
• Fuel load and dryness are assessed at identified burn blocks to support burn planning and implementation.  
• is audited twice each year in asset protection zones managed by the Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate (EPSDD) to ensure the zones fall within fuel management standards set out in the ACT Strategic Bushfire Management plan. Fuel management is undertaken where the audits show fuels to have exceeded the standards. EPSDD compliance with the fuel management standards is assessed by the Rural Fire Service each season. [footnoteRef:327] [327:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, answer to QTON 5: Fuel Load Data, 2 April 2024 (received 10 April 2024), pp 3–4.] 

Committee comment
The Committee acknowledges that while fuel loads alone are not an appropriate measure of risk, they do remain a key contributor to bushfire behaviour, and are capable of being modified by humans to reduce bushfire risk. As such they are important bushfire related data and should be in the public domain to ensure public confidence in the ACT’s fire management system.
The Committee notes that during the public hearing the Government took on notice to provide data on fuel loads for the last 10 years. This data was not published in the corresponding QTON response. There is perhaps further work that the ACT Government needs to do to measure fuel loads.
[bookmark: _Toc177658520]Community preparedness
Several submissions to the inquiry raised concerns about the level of community preparedness for bushfires. These submissions called for more information, education and community engagement in relation to bushfire planning, bushfire risk and mitigation, as well as an increased focus on community led disaster capability.[footnoteRef:328]  [328:  See, for example: Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22; Forestry Australia, ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2; and Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 1.] 

[bookmark: _Toc177658521]Community education and engagement
The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements stressed the Government’s ‘vital role in educating communities and providing people with the information they need to make sound and informed decisions about how to manage the risks they face from natural disasters’:
Community education about how to prepare for disasters is clearly an ongoing and pressing need. It has been recognised and emphasised in many inquiries, and its importance is similarly stressed in this report. State and territory governments should continue to deliver, evaluate and improve education and engagement programs aimed at promoting disaster resilience for individuals and communities.[footnoteRef:329] [329:  Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) p 31.] 

The importance of community preparedness and the role of government in achieving this is highlighted in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024 (SBMP). One of the stated objectives of the plan is a ’community that is prepared for bushfire’ and the plan emphasises the importance of the ACT community in preparing for and responding to bushfire and the role of the Emergency Services Association (ESA) in increasing community awareness of bushfire risks.[footnoteRef:330]  [330:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 23).] 

The SBMP highlights some of the current bushfire awareness activities undertaken by the ESA including ‘encouraging and supporting households to complete a bushfire survival plan’, and engagement events such as doorknocking campaigns in areas of high bushfire risk, and the ESA Open Day.[footnoteRef:331] [331:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 23).] 

The ESA website provides a range of information about bushfires, including information about bushfire prone areas, creating a Bushfire Survival Plan, tips for home preparedness and preparing an emergency kit.[footnoteRef:332] [332:  ACT Government Emergency Services Agency, Bushfires, https://esa.act.gov.au/be-emergency-ready/bushfires (accessed 8 May 2024).
] 

The SBMP also sets out the following strategies the ACT Government will undertake to address community preparedness and safety: 
· increase the level of community knowledge, understanding and preparedness for bushfires by providing information about bushfire risk and supporting individual and community actions to manage the risk; 
· provide tools, information and education to assist those at risk from bushfires to make informed decisions about how to respond;
· provide support for community members with vulnerabilities to ensure their safety in a bushfire event; 
· provide timely, effective fire danger information, advice and warnings about bushfire events across a wide range of communications methods;
·  monitor air quality and provide information on potential air quality and smoke impacts during prescribed burning; and
·  partner with NSW RFS to plan and deliver community programs and community information and warnings.[footnoteRef:333] [333:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 37).] 

These strategies are supported by ten specific action items that relate to community engagement. These include developing and conducting an annual community engagement program, building on relevant volunteer programs and encouraging people to volunteer, and working with local media and social media on tools to deliver community education and bushfire awareness.[footnoteRef:334] [334:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 39).] 

Despite these strategies, some witnesses raised concerns about gaps in the level of community preparedness due to a lack of knowledge or awareness of bushfire risks.
Dr Sally Troy, Chair of the ACT’s Multi-Hazard Advisory Council expressed concern about a lack of bushfire knowledge in parts of the Canberra community, due in part to lack of lived experience. She told the Committee she did not believe that communities in fire prone areas are sufficiently prepared:
I think we have extremely diverse communities in the ACT…we also have a highly transient population, both by virtue of people being young who have not experienced bushfire, and through people who have migrated to the ACT from elsewhere in Australia and from overseas and do not have that experience. We cannot assume that people who had the experience in the major bushfires 20 years ago are still the dominant members of the community. That memory and knowledge fades very quickly and needs to be constantly refreshed. We need to think very clearly about how do we make sure that information gets through to all sectors of the community, not just the English as a first language, physically able, well educated, well socially connected people. I do not think we are doing that systematically.[footnoteRef:335] [335:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22.] 

The Multi-Hazard Advisory Council (MHAC) in its 2023 Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003, emphasised that the community must be prepared to live with the ever-present risks of bushfire:
Given the inevitability of bushfires, many previous inquiries have stressed that all Australians must learn how to live with them. We must continue to work towards government, individuals, communities and organisations being fully conversant with the risks of bushfire and engaged in the development, implementation and review of arrangements to mitigate, respond and recover from bushfire.[footnoteRef:336] [336:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

In the same report the MHAC noted that much more work is needed on the level of information provided to communities on bushfire preparedness and incidents:
Substantial work has been done nationally and within the ACT to improve the information available to communities regarding bushfire preparedness and bushfire incidents, but much more is needed. Communities need to have a good understanding of the services that can be expected from government in the event of a bushfire, and to plan their own response accordingly. [footnoteRef:337] [337:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

Forestry Australia also expressed concern about community preparedness specifically along the ACT’s western edge, referring to a typical ‘bushfire cycle’ characterised by growing complacency over time: 
…‘a typical ‘bushfire cycle’ after each major fire event results in growing complacency institutionally and in communities. Given the demographic changes in Canberra since 2003, and the expansion of the western edge of the city (as a consequence, in part, of the 2003 fires), community preparedness in the Western Edge suburbs is likely to be suboptimal.[footnoteRef:338] [338:  Forestry Australia, ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2.] 

Concerned Residents of Weston Creek (CRWC) noted there is still residual trauma in Weston Creek from the 2003 bushfires that severely affected the area, and echoed some of Dr Troy’s concerns about a lack of bushfire knowledge amongst people new to the area, including immigrant groups:
We have great concerns about preparedness and about the environmental issues that, from our point of view as residents, we feel have been neglected. Also, there has been a lack of awareness and understanding of what to do. With the changing population, we believe there is a very big percentage without any living experience, and they simply do not know what to do.[footnoteRef:339] [339:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 1.] 

CRWC felt that Weston Creek residents were lacking information[footnoteRef:340] and provided examples of where they thought this was the case: [340:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 2.] 

There is maintenance of the area. There is the issue of understanding even simple things like looking after fire hydrants and not parking on them, preparing a house and looking after your neighbour. Evacuation issues in Weston Creek are really serious. You cannot get out of Weston Creek on a normal working day, let alone if you had to evacuate. There is no understanding, if you are not in the workplace, of where a respite centre or an evacuation point would be—where you would go.[footnoteRef:341]  [341:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 1.] 

The ACT Government indicated that it takes a risk-based approach to community education in high-risk areas:
We identify where the risks are. For this particular season, just gone, grassfires to the north were our greatest risk, so our community engagement focus was on that. We had a community hub at Moncrieff, we had some community pop ups, and we also had a community hub down south in the Tuggeranong Valley.
We have had some community engagement activities in that Weston Creek area in past seasons. As the risk evolves for the coming seasons, we will increase that as well. There is an increasing demographic out there. We look at all of our community engagement activities holistically and see where our greatest risks are for the community at any given time of the season.[footnoteRef:342] [342:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, ACT Emergency Services Agency, Justice and Community Safety Directorate, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, pp 37-38.] 

The ACT Government went on to say that it takes a holistic approach to preparing communities for a range of hazards:
As a multi-hazards agency, the ESA is also responsible for storm and flood, and warnings that we try and incorporate into the community by taking a holistic approach. It is not just about preparing for fire, but being prepared for that hazard season, which runs from approximately October, all the way through to the end of March.[footnoteRef:343] [343:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 38.] 

ACT Emergency Service Agency (ESA) conducts a comprehensive “All Hazards” community education and engagement campaign for leading up to, and during the severe weather season (October to March) utilising an annual program of in-person engagement activities (community hubs, community events, pop up stalls, and targeted groups), concentrated social media communication methods, information on fire preparedness, and ‘calls to action’, are freely accessible to the ACT community across many platforms (including being available in multiple languages).[footnoteRef:344]  [344:  Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, answer to QTON, 2 April 2024, (received 12 April 2024), p 1.] 

The ACT Government also addressed CRWC’s concerns about a lack of information in relation to evacuation points:[footnoteRef:345] [345:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 36; Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and emergency Services, answer to QTON, 2 April 2024, (received 12 April 2024), pp 1-2.] 

Evacuation or relocation areas are identified in existing management arrangements but are not pre broadcast to the community for safety reasons. Every incident is different and has complexities. The execution of evacuations plans depends on the type and nature of an emergency incident. In relation to bushfires, several factors need to be taken into consideration including the direction the fire is heading and weather conditions. What may be a good evacuation strategy for one particular bushfire, may not necessarily be adequate for another bushfire in exactly the same area. 
Incident warning and messaging will contain advice to the community on any actions they should be taking during an emergency, including safe routes and locations to relocate.[footnoteRef:346] [346:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, answer to QTON, 2 April 2024, (received 12 April 2024), pp 1-2.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that while there is at present both holistic and targeted approaches to community awareness and education on bushfire risks and incidents, more work needs to be done in ensuring that new ACT residents, particularly migrants, are made aware of bushfire risks, and are educated on mitigation strategies they can undertake in and around their property, and the steps needed to be taken in the event of a bushfire near their property.
	[bookmark: _Toc177658577]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658578]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with the community on bushfire preparedness and response, with a particular focus on new Canberrans and those who may not be familiar with bushfire risk and response in the local environment.


[bookmark: _Toc177658522]Community-led disaster capability
The Committee also heard evidence about the need for more proactive and community led approaches to bushfire preparedness that empower communities to plan their own responses.[footnoteRef:347] [347:  See, for example: Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22-23; Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 1; Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 3.] 

Dr Sally Troy, Chair of the Multi-Hazard Advisory Committee, identified ‘issues to do with the passivity of the community’ citing the number of ACT residents who chose to go to New South Wales on holiday during the Black Summer bushfires of 2019-20. She told the Committee that ‘this tells you something about our worrying willingness to wait for government direction rather than to have some kind of proactive risk mitigation sensibility’.[footnoteRef:348]  [348:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22.] 

Dr Troy went on to say:
…I think there is a lot we can do to build that self-reliance and ask people to think proactively about bushfire risk rather than wait until it is a problem and then wonder what they need to do.[footnoteRef:349] [349:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22-23.] 

She emphasised the need for more systematic support for community led planning and risk mitigation:
I think the ESA does its very best with its community engagement – taking fire trucks to schools and fetes and shopping centres – but we do not have a systematic program of supporting the community to do its own planning to support individuals, institutions and sectors to think through what their risk really is. Are they in a fire prone area? How long will they have to react? What do they need to do? What resources do they need to have on hand? Who will they call for help? Where can they get help from? Will they go, and if so, where? So we are not really addressing those sorts of things at the right scale, I think, to make sure that all of our potentially vulnerable at-risk parts of the community are clear about what to do.[footnoteRef:350] [350:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 22.] 

Concerned Residents of Weston Creek (CRWC) echoed Dr Troy’s sentiments noting that it would like to see ‘more leadership in the area to prepare people in a proactive way rather than waiting for a disaster’.[footnoteRef:351]  [351:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 1.] 

CRWC advocated for ‘community led approaches to disaster resilience, mitigation, response and recovery’ as a better use of government resources.[footnoteRef:352] Suggestions to achieve this included public educations campaigns and volunteer training for community fire units.[footnoteRef:353] [352:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 3.]  [353:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 3.] 

The ACT Government told the Committee that it encourages communities to undertake their own planning for emergency situations:
As part of the ESA’s community engagement programs, residents are strongly advised to have a current survival plan and to enact them early for their own safety.[footnoteRef:354] [354:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and emergency Services, answer to QTON, 2 April 2024, (received 12 April 2024), p 3.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk167185173]The ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council’s (MHAC) 2023 Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003 suggested that community involvement in bushfire management needs to be overhauled, calling for a ‘step change’ in approaches to community engagement.[footnoteRef:355] [355:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

In its report the Council recommended ‘moving from government led one-way communications to a more integrated approach’:[footnoteRef:356] [356:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

The ACT Government should introduce policies, procedures and approaches for supporting and empowering communities and individuals to identify their own resources, capabilities and needs, and to do their own planning for bushfire preparedness and response. In doing this, to be especially cognisant of changing demographics and vulnerabilities in northern and western edges of Canberra.[footnoteRef:357] [357:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

The ACT Government agreed with this recommendation stating that ‘Current community engagement and preparedness activities are established and capable of being adapted to the changing needs of the community’.[footnoteRef:358] [358:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the Multi Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 13, p 9. ] 

It went on to say:
Communication and the dissemination of key information is a shared responsibility of ESA and other areas of Government. ESA works closely with Whole of Government Communications team in CMTEDD to ensure this occurs. Groups, such as non-English speakers and the aged, are a focus to ensure the ESA maintains effective communications with these groups. 
The ACTRFS Farm Firewise program is another example of a successful program working collaboratively with a community in a high-risk category for fire. 
The ESA aims to ensure that the community is encouraged and empowered to assist each other to understand, prepare for and respond to the call to actions provided by our warnings and alerts systems. 
The ESA provides access and links to a wide range of resources to enhance resilience in the community, for example the ACT All Hazards Survival Plan.[footnoteRef:359] [359:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the Multi Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 13, p 9. ] 

Minutes from a MHAC meeting at which the ACT Government’s response was considered suggest the MHAC had concerns about the response:[footnoteRef:360] [360:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council Minutes, 2 August 2003, p 9.] 

Empowering communities and individuals to be better prepared to deal with bushfires requires much more than just disseminating information, as important as that activity is. The response does not indicate whether or how the current community engagement and preparedness activities will be adapted.[footnoteRef:361] [361:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council Minutes, 2 August 2003, p 9.] 

In its Report on Community resilience to natural hazard disasters in the ACT, the MHAC recommended that the ACT Government consider incorporating community resilience to natural disasters as an object in relevant legislation such as ACT planning legislation and the Emergencies Act 2004.[footnoteRef:362] [362:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Community resilience to natural hazard disasters in the ACT, February 2023, p 10.] 

That report also recommended that the ACT Government develop objectives, principles and measures for community disaster resilience through development of a stand-alone ACT Community Disaster resilience Framework, or by including community disaster resilience as a domain with the ACT Wellbeing Framework.[footnoteRef:363]  [363:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Community resilience to natural hazard disasters in the ACT, February 2023, p 11.] 

The MHAC recommended that an All-Hazards Community Disaster Resilience Plan include strategies for increasing: 
community connectedness; 
ways for the ACT Government and community to work together to enhance disaster resilience; 
availability, quality and usability of comprehensive local information about natural disaster risks; 
understanding of communities, their exposure and vulnerability to natural disaster risks and their capacity to respond; and 
actions to reduce risks and act appropriately during natural disasters.[footnoteRef:364] [364:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Community resilience to natural hazard disasters in the ACT, February 2023, pp 11-12.] 

The ACT Government is currently working on a Disaster Resilience Strategy, due to be completed mid-2024. The Strategy is intended to provide ‘an overarching policy approach to the evolution of emergency management activities in the ACT, by bringing whole of society resilience into the centre of all emergency management planning’.[footnoteRef:365]  [365:  ACT Government, Disaster Resilience Strategy, https://yoursayconversations.act.gov.au/disaster-resilience-strategy (accessed 8 May 2024).] 

Some of the key insights identified in the Listening Report for the Strategy relate to issues raised by the MHAC, such as the need for improved community led disaster resilience: 
We heard support for a community centric approach that enables and empowers communities to take ownership for disaster resilience. This includes an idea to establish local Emergency Management Committees with community representation.[footnoteRef:366] [366:  ACT Government, Disaster Resilience Strategy Listening Report, p 3.] 

Committee comment
The Committee considers that there is a need to develop a greater community-led approach to disaster resilience, noting the success of the Farm FireWise program as a possible blueprint for other programs. In doing so, the Government should make clear the division of roles and responsibilities for bushfire and disaster preparedness and response in the ACT.
The Committee notes that the ACT Government is currently developing an ACT Disaster Resilience Strategy which may address some of the MHAC’s concerns about community preparedness and the need for more community led disaster resilience. The Committee looks forward to the release of the Strategy in the near future.
[bookmark: _Toc177658523]Volunteering
Several contributors to the inquiry highlighted the important contribution that volunteers make to community led bushfire resilience and risk mitigation and raised concerns about a decrease in volunteerism.[footnoteRef:367]  [367:  See for example, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 3; Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23; Volunteering ACT, Submission 9, pp 3–5.] 

Importance of volunteers 
The Royal Commission into National Natural Disasters Arrangements Report highlighted how integral volunteers are to Australia’s fire and emergency services: 
Australia’s fire and emergency services workforce is predominantly volunteer. The Report on Government Services 2020 shows that in 2018-2019 volunteers made up approximately 90% of the firefighting and emergency services workforce across Australia. This trend was consistent across states. However, volunteers make up less of the workforce in the ACT (78%) and the NT (70%).[footnoteRef:368] [368:  Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) p 181.] 

The Report noted that the importance of Australia’s volunteer workforce is only likely to increase in the future:
Supporting and sustaining an effective volunteer workforce is vital. The need for volunteers will only grow as Australia faces increasing natural disaster risk. The President of the Council of Australian Volunteer Firefighting Associations told us that Australia needs a ‘vibrant, slowly expanding, volunteer emergency sector’ to match the country’s expanding population’.[footnoteRef:369] [369:  Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) p 179.] 

ACT Volunteering highlighted the essential bushfire response and risk reduction activities that ACT environmental and emergency services volunteers undertake:
These activities include weed reduction, clearing of waterways, removing debris and leaf litter, assisting with prescribed burns, monitoring and recording data, and providing valuable advice on environmental management.[footnoteRef:370] [370:  Volunteering ACT, Submission 9, p 4.] 

The ACT State of the Environment Report 2023 highlighted the significant wage value and other values provided by environmental volunteering in a chapter dedicated to volunteer contributions and achievements:[footnoteRef:371]  [371:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, pp 56-63.] 

The ACT has a large number of volunteers working to preserve and protect our natural areas and species. Environmental volunteering provides a range of important values including economic benefits, enhanced wellbeing, positive environmental outcomes and increased scientific knowledge. Quantifying these values can be challenging. Part of the reason for this is that collecting the necessary information often requires volunteers to commit many more hours of their time to reporting on their activities or responding to surveys. The equivalent wage value of environmental volunteering is significant. OCSE calculates that it would cost over $21.5 million each year if the ACT’s environmental volunteers were paid for the work they do.[footnoteRef:372] [372:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 9.] 

ACT Volunteering told the Committee it deemed it ‘essential the Inquiry recognises the critical role of volunteers, engages volunteer groups and volunteer managers as key stakeholders, and ensures that adequate funding and support structures are in place to support relevant volunteer programs’.[footnoteRef:373]  [373:  Volunteering ACT, Submission 9, p 3.] 

Furthermore, it warned that ‘if we continue to take volunteers for granted or ask too much of them without adequate supports in place, this can lead to burnout and high turnover, which in turn will greatly reduce overall effectiveness of ACT’s bushfire preparedness’.[footnoteRef:374] [374:  Volunteering ACT, Submission 9, p 6.] 

ACT Volunteering called on the ACT Government to provide ‘increased sustainable, and consistent funding of volunteer programs as a core, ongoing component of bushfire preparedness’.[footnoteRef:375] [375:  Volunteering ACT, Submission 9, p 3.] 

Concerns about decreasing volunteerism 
Concerned Residents of Weston Creek and Dr Sally Troy[footnoteRef:376] both expressed concern about falling levels of volunteerism: [376:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23.] 

Volunteering is also on the decrease nationally. It could be assumed that this in turn affects the numbers of volunteer firefighters and supervision/training for suburban mobile units. A comprehensive training plan could include releasing volunteers from their regular jobs to attend training.[footnoteRef:377] [377:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 3.] 

Dr Troy commented on the decline in not only formal, structured volunteering with groups and organisations but also less formal volunteering.[footnoteRef:378] In her view the Government could be doing more to ‘foster a better conversation around the expectation of citizens to contribute to their community’:[footnoteRef:379] [378:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23]  [379:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23.] 

So I think we need to have a conversation around civic responsibility. We are in a time-poor society where people no longer prioritise contributing outside of their household. I think that needs redress because in times of crisis we need each other and we know that the most resilient communities are the communities that know each other.[footnoteRef:380] [380:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23.] 

So it is encouraging people to know their neighbours and to participate in a local community organisation; it is clarifying the myriad ways that you can be connected.[footnoteRef:381] [381:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 23.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk169525487][bookmark: _Hlk167193989]The ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council’s Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003 also highlighted some difficulties recruiting volunteers for community fire units (CFUs) and made several recommendations related to strengthening community led disaster capability, including through volunteerism. [footnoteRef:382] [382:   ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, pp 17-18.] 

The report recommended that the ACT Government commit to an ongoing program to increase the number of CFUs in bushfire prone areas with priority given to new suburbs on the western and northern edges of Canberra:[footnoteRef:383] [383:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 18.] 

Since the 2003 bushfires, the ACT has established 58 Community Fire Units (CFUs), managed under the ACT Fire and Rescue Service, with around 850 active members. These CFUs are located in many of the suburbs where there is a high risk of bushfire impacts. However, there are a number of new suburbs in the Molonglo Valley and North Gungahlin areas, where residential areas have been zoned as Bushfire Prone Areas, where CFUs have not yet been established. In addition, four of the existing CFUs are currently experiencing difficulties in recruiting volunteers to participate in the CFU.[footnoteRef:384] [384:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

The ACT Government agreed in principle with the MHAC’s recommendation to increase the number of CFUs, noting that urban expansion will be a factor in the allocation of resources which is managed through the regular review of the Bushfire Prone Area.[footnoteRef:385] [385:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the Multi Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, Response to recommendation 14, p 10.] 

The MHAC also suggested broadening the scope of how people can contribute to their communities. It noted that ‘social cohesion should be one of the targets of campaigns to encourage volunteering so that all ACT citizens are supported to contribute to their communities:’[footnoteRef:386]  [386:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003, Exhibit 1, January 2023, p 17.] 

The ACT Government should introduce broader, more inclusive models of volunteering before, during and after bushfires, recognising that each person has a different capability to give, but that every contribution is valuable. A volunteer workforce that reflects the diversity of our community will have stronger connection with the broader ACT community.[footnoteRef:387] [387:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003, Exhibit 1, January 2023, p 18.] 

The ACT Government noted this recommendation and indicated that ‘Flexible volunteering already occurs across the ACT’:
 The ESA has developed and implemented a broader model to retain volunteers and provide a wider range of opportunities for engagement. ESA has a strong working relationship with Volunteering ACT and other government and non-government groups that utilise volunteers.[footnoteRef:388] [388:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Arrangements in the ACT 2022, Response to recommendation 15, p 10.] 

Finally, the MHAC suggested that the Government develop a formal plan to grow the volunteer workforce:
The ACT Government should develop a medium term (5 year) whole of government plan for investment to attract, grow, and maintain a substantially increased volunteer workforce. The plan should be developed in consultation with the ACT community….[footnoteRef:389] [389:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, pp 4, 18.] 

The ACT Government responded by noting that the volunteer workforce is a ‘key priority’ in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, the ACT State Emergency Service and ACT Rural Fire Service business plans.[footnoteRef:390] It agreed with the MHAC that any member of the community should be able to contribute noting that ‘volunteering is a part of the ACT DNA’:[footnoteRef:391] [390:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Arrangements in the ACT 2022, Response to recommendation 16, p 10.]  [391:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Arrangements in the ACT 2022, Response to recommendation 16, p 10.] 

…the ESA has created opportunities for members of the community to volunteer in non-frontline roles, achieved by becoming a member of the ACTRFS and ACTSES under the flexible membership model. The ACT Government supports volunteering across the ACT through Volunteering ACT. Specific support to Maintain ESA volunteers is addressed in the SBMP.[footnoteRef:392] [392:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, Response to recommendation 16, pp 10-11.] 

The ACT’s Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024 (SBMP) states that ‘recruitment and retention of volunteers firefighters will continue to be a priority for the ESA.’[footnoteRef:393] [393:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), p 42.] 

The SBMP contains several actions focussed on the provision of adequate training and support for volunteers including:
Continue to build on volunteer programs and engage with, and encourage people to volunteer with, the RFS, F&R Community Fire Units, State Emergency Service or other support services and organisations. Include programs to build diversity in the volunteer community.[footnoteRef:394] [394:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), Action 3.2, p 39.] 

Supporting the volunteer workforce
The ACT State of the Environment Report 2023 (State of the Environment Report) considered the issue of volunteering and looked at what the ACT Government could do to better support the volunteering ecosystem.[footnoteRef:395] It referred to recommendations made in a 2022 report by the Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment (OCSE) on ACT Environmental Volunteers[footnoteRef:396] that identified opportunities for the ACT Government in the following areas: [395:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, pp 61 – 63.]  [396:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT Environmental Volunteers Report, 2022. ] 

· the way metrics about volunteer contributions are collected and held
· recognition of volunteer contributions
·  resourcing for volunteer programs and community organisations
· transparency around government activities and decisions that affect volunteers and
·  processes for using volunteer knowledge and citizen science data.[footnoteRef:397] [397:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 61.] 

The State of the Environment Report noted that the ACT Government has begun to address these opportunities and provided examples including a volunteer ‘Thank you’ event for International Volunteer Day 2022, an Environmental Volunteers Conference in August 2023 and a social media campaign featuring volunteer profiles.[footnoteRef:398] [398:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 62.] 

The 2022 Assembly Inquiry into Environmental Volunteerism report included recommendations aimed at recognising and celebrating volunteer contributions, funding and training more volunteer coordinators and facilitators, and promoting opportunities to participate in environmental volunteering.[footnoteRef:399] The Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate’s Annual Report 2022-2023 indicated that work on all but two of the Inquiry’s 22 recommendations was complete.[footnoteRef:400] [399:  Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change and Biodiversity, Inquiry into Environmental Volunteerism,  Report 6, December 2002, pp vii – ix.]  [400:  Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Annual Report 2022-2023, pp 102-106.] 

Given this, and the increased bushfire risk in new suburbs situated on Canberra’s Northern and Western edges, the Committee is interested in comments made by the ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council in its Report on ACT Bushfire management since 2003 that there are a number of suburbs in the Molonglo Valley and North Gungahlin areas where Community Fire Units (CFUs) have yet to be established.[footnoteRef:401] [401:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

Committee comment
The Committee recognises and acknowledges the invaluable contribution that volunteers make to bushfire preparedness and to building community led bushfire resilience in the ACT. 
It is concerning to the Committee that witnesses have expressed worry about declining levels of volunteerism. The Committee is also concerned to hear observations by the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council that there are a number of new suburbs in bushfire prone areas in the Molonglo Valley and North Gungahlin areas where CFUs have yet to be established.
	[bookmark: _Toc177658579]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658580]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure community fire units have been established in new suburbs in the Molonglo Valley and North Gungahlin zoned as bushfire prone areas and if not what if any plans there are to establish community fire units in these areas.

	[bookmark: _Toc177658581][bookmark: _Hlk170400055]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658582]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with volunteer firefighters to ensure there is a shared understanding of roles and responsibilities in relation to fire management and response.


[bookmark: _Toc177658524]Land-use planning
Several contributors to the inquiry raised concerns about land-use planning, particularly the expansion of the city perimeter into bushfire prone areas and the adequacy of bushfire planning and risk mitigation measures in urban and proposed urban areas to the north and west of Canberra.[footnoteRef:402]  [402:  For example: Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 18–22 and Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, pp 28–29; Forestry Australia, Submission 5, p 2; Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 5, p 2; Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

[bookmark: _Toc177658525]Urban expansion
The 2023 State of the Environment Report noted that as of June 2021 the population of the ACT was 453,581 but this is expected to grow to approximately 784,000 people between 2022-2060.[footnoteRef:403] It noted that Canberra’s urban footprint is also expanding with a 57 percent growth in urban land area between 1991 and 2016.[footnoteRef:404] [403:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 105.]  [404:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 105.] 

The Government expects up to 70 percent of new housing to be built within the existing urban footprint, however new urban areas are being explored to accommodate future growth.[footnoteRef:405] These areas include the Western Edge Investigation Area and the Eastern Broadacre Area.[footnoteRef:406] [405:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, p 3.]  [406:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, p 3.] 

Implications of continued urban expansion
In his written submission Dr Tony Bartlett addressed the potential implications of urban development along Canberra’s western and northern edges, both being prone to bushfires:
The overall risks to the ACT community from severe bushfires are increasing, partly because the ACT’s population has doubled in the past 20 years with a large proportion of the new housing being located on the western and northern edges of the Canberra urban area.
These are the areas that are most likely to be impacted by large-scale fast-moving bushfires, which either come out of the Brindabella Ranges and through rural lands east of the Murrumbidgee River or from grassfires in the Wallaroo or Spring Range areas of NSW.[footnoteRef:407] [407:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 4.] 

Mr Neil Cooper also commented on the expansion of Canberra’s urban footprint and the consequences of this in previous bushfire events:
The ACT is well known as the bush capital – many of the parks and reserves managed by ACT PCS and TCCS interweave within the suburbs and are a result of the gradual development and sprawl of the urban footprint. We saw in 2003 the impact that these ribbons of native vegetation had on fire spread, as these areas acted as wicks where fire progressed deeply into the suburbs and impacted houses many streets back from the direct interface.
The ACT continues to grow and spread and we push residential housing closer and closer to the edge of parks and reserves.[footnoteRef:408] [408:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

Ms Bourdet from Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, also touched on bushfire risks arising from urban spread.[footnoteRef:409] [409:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 3.] 

A concern of mine, for instance, is the lack of planning. You have this sprawl. People are getting more and more isolated. They might be new to the area or new to Canberra; they do not have that lived experience.[footnoteRef:410] [410:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 3.] 

Dr Sally Troy, Chair of the MHAC, also raised concerns about urban expansion in relation to the stretching of bushfire resources as the urban perimeter expands:
We have not done the analysis to actually look at the edge and the length of the edge and the change in resourcing to ESA and Parks and Conservation Service, but I would suggest that it is unlikely to have kept pace.[footnoteRef:411] [411:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

This echoed concerns expressed by the Multi Hazard Advisory Council (MHAC), in a recent report:
As Canberra develops, the length of the rural-urban interface increases which increases the costs and management burden on those agencies responsible for providing bushfire protection along the rural-urban interface. There is no mechanism for ensuring the resources available for bushfire protection increase commensurate with the length of the rural-urban interface. As a result, the resources being provided are being spread thinner and thinner resulting in an ever-decreasing standard of protection being provided.[footnoteRef:412] [412:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 16.] 

In its response to the MHAC report the Government outlined processes already in place to ensure and monitor the adequacy of resources for the management of bushfire protection along the urban perimeter. It stated that under section 74 of the Emergencies Act, the SBMP ‘provides the basis for analysis and assessment of bushfire risk along with outlining bushfire prevention, preparation and response activities that should be undertaken by agencies and our community’.[footnoteRef:413] It went on to note that section 76 of the Act ‘requires that, after the Minister makes the strategic bushfire plan, the Commissioner to conduct an assessment, based on the plan, of available resources and capabilities for bushfire prevention and preparedness’.[footnoteRef:414]  [413:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 11, p [7].]  [414:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 11, p [7].] 

The Government response went on to note that: 
The resources required to implement the objectives of the SBMP will vary every year, reflecting seasonal and operational priorities. They may also change over the life of the SBMP to reflect changes in the ACT’s risk profile.
It is expected that the SBMP’s objectives can be delivered within existing resources under the ACT Strategic Bushfire Capability Framework. However, given the long-term nature of the SBMP, additional funding may be required. This would need to be considered within the whole-of-government budgetary framework.[footnoteRef:415]  [415:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 11, p [8].] 

[bookmark: _Toc177658526]Western edge development 
Development along the western edge of Canberra was a concern raised by several contributors to this inquiry.[footnoteRef:416] [416:  See for example, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2; Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, pp 3, 13-14; Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 18-22.] 

Ms Bourdet, representing Concerned Residents of Western Creek (CRWC) queried whether the western edge should be developed at all and expressed concern about evacuation and transport routes:
With the Western Edge, we do not see any reason whatsoever for that to be developed. It is too close to the Murrumbidgee. There is no evacuation point. Coming across from Tumut, they would be sitting ducks. It is just ludicrous, and it is not needed. It is not necessary. You are heating the environment. Once again, it is about that proactive, environmental thing. If you are building there and sprawling out, you are raising the temperatures and isolating people. You are going down to the river corridor. I just do not see the point of it being there.[footnoteRef:417] [417:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 3.] 

CRWC also raised concerns about the protection of fire buffer zones:[footnoteRef:418] [418:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2.] 

We have a situation where, with the poor planning, a shared services facility is being built on a buffer zone. People were promised after the bushfires that that land would not be built on, and that it would be a buffer zone. Now we are getting a shared services facility there.[footnoteRef:419]  [419:  Ms Michelle Bourdet, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 3.] 

The ACT Government spoke to CRWC’s concerns:
This [shared services] facility is yet to be built. The proposed joint ACT Ambulance and Fire & Rescue station to be built on Cotter Road in Duffy has not reached Development Assessment stage. New emergency services facilities are situated in areas that provide the quickest most appropriate response and research is done to consider the site meets community needs. While this area is designated bushfire prone land, the building will be constructed to the standards to allow the best possible protection of occupants during a bushfire. While this area may be a bushfire buffer zone, the construction of a joint emergency services facility in this area will not increase the risk but will decrease ambulance and fire response times to the Molonglo Valley developments.[footnoteRef:420] [420:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, answer to QTON No 1 in relation to Shared Services Facility in Weston Creek, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024) p [p 3].] 

The development of this facility will see new inner asset protection zones established around it, therefore reducing the risk to the facility, and reducing the bushfire risk in the immediate vicinity.[footnoteRef:421] [421:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, answer to QTON No 1 in relation to Shared Services Facility in Weston Creek, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024) p [p 3].] 

Mr Rick McCrae was also concerned about the bushfire safety of suburbs on the western edge. In his view the design of new suburbs on the western edge of Canberra ‘makes those new suburbs inherently unsafe’ and argued that ‘some should be abandoned as too unsafe’:[footnoteRef:422] [422:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p [1].] 

Now the new developments in the Molonglo Valley have drastically altered the risk equation. Residents of Molonglo and West Belconnen face a much higher bushfire risk than do those living in older town centres. A fire in the valley makes basically an uphill run, with the wind funnelled up the valley as well. In the 1990s, I often used this very scenario in Pre-Season Bushfire Workshops to get senior officers thinking about the hypothetical worst case. Now it has been created.[footnoteRef:423] [423:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, pp [11-12].] 

Mr McCrae cautioned that new suburban developments along the western edge of Canberra are all closer to problematic terrain that is more prone to ‘vorticity-driven lateral spread’, or VLS:[footnoteRef:424]  [424:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, [p 13].] 

VLS arises from wind-terrain interactions first seem in the McIntyres Hut and Bendora Fires, and now known to be the major cause of wildfire damage in complex terrain, globally.[footnoteRef:425] [425:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, [p 13].] 

Vorticity-drive Lateral Spread in the hills to the west threatens most new or planned suburbs.[footnoteRef:426]  [426:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, [p 1].] 

Dr Tony Bartlett also expressed concern about development on the western edge, raising questions about the adequacy of the preliminary bushfire risk assessment for the Western Edge development:[footnoteRef:427] [427:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 21. ] 

That bushfire risk assessment was atrocious. It made false assumptions left, right and centre. For instance it said that the major risk would be from a fire burning downhill towards the Murrumbidgee. In 2003, anyone who was here in that year knows that the major risk was a fire coming from the west and then burning angrily uphill. It said Mount Stromlo was low bushfire risk. Well, we saw what happened on Mount Stromlo. It was prepared by people who do not understand bushfire risks.[footnoteRef:428] [428:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 29.] 

Dr Bartlett told the Committee that the Bushfire Council, superseded by the Multi-Hazard Advisory Council, raised concerns about the risk assessment in its Preparedness Report to the Minister:[footnoteRef:429] [429:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 22.] 

The [Bushfire] Council has very significant concerns about the quality of the bushfire risk assessment, and it had sought, but did not receive, further details on the methodology used in the bushfire risk assessment. Council does not believe that the bushfire risk assessment appropriately considers the bushfire history, topography and vegetation systems in the investigation area or the predicted climate change scenarios for Canberra. Six specific concerns about the quality of the assessment report were listed.[footnoteRef:430] [430:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 22.] 

Dr Bartlett called for a new, improved strategic bushfire risk assessment to be completed for the land within the Western Edge study area:[footnoteRef:431] [431:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 22.] 

Because of the history of bushfires in this area, I consider that it is imperative that another strategic bushfire risk assessment is prepared as a matter of urgency to guide further considerations of future urban development on the western side of Canberra.[footnoteRef:432]  [432:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 22.] 

Mr Mick Gentleman, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services acknowledged the well-known history of bushfires originating to the west of the city:
We have learnt historically that our risk does mainly come from the western edge. The 2003 fires and the 2019-20 fires all began on the western edge. We see fuel load as well as breezes and wind coming from that area, so our preparedness does concentrate on the western edge.
There were recommendations from the 2003 bushfire team about preparedness for the western edge. As you indicated in your opening statement, there is commentary about future planning for that, as we build residential areas towards the western edge. Those areas, of course, are well within the boundary of the ACT and do not go past the river. The river is a good line to draw when we look at bushfire risk.[footnoteRef:433] [433:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 35.] 

The Chief Officer of the ACT Rural Fire Service, Mr Rohan Scott, highlighted what he referred to as a ‘significant improvement’ in fire planning and risk management since the 2003 fires:[footnoteRef:434] [434:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 36.] 

We have edge roads, bushfire management standards, better building standards that built to BAL ratings, and we have better fire modelling now, too.
Using the fire modelling predictions, our fire behaviour analysts have a better way of determining any fire run that potentially may happen with the fuel loads that are monitored regularly. Also, we are looking at our bushfire prone areas, when then lead into our Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, which was established after the 2003 fires. It is a five-year plan, a whole-of-government plan, which looks at all aspects of preparedness, response and recovery, and planning elements, research and climate change are coming into the next version as well.[footnoteRef:435] [435:  Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 36.] 

The Government elaborated on improvements to fire planning and risk management in response to a question taken on notice from the Chair of the Committee about risk assessments for Weston Creek: 
Planning of new urban developments, particularly in bushfire prone areas, utilises lessons learnt from the 2003 Canberra fires and other jurisdictions. Edge roads and asset protection zones are incorporated in suburb design to reduce fire risk onto the urban edge. These green asset protection zones are maintained to a standard set out in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan V4 (SBMP). The maintenance of these zones is included in the annual Bushfire Operational Plans (BOP).[footnoteRef:436] [436:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, answer to QTON No 2 in relation to Weston Creek Risk Assessments, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 2].] 

In his submission, Dr Bartlett also highlighted what he considered to be a lack of progress in the development of a program to improve bushfire operations across rural lands and river corridors to the west of Canberra:
In essence the problem raised by the community is that the area of land around the Molonglo River between the Murrumbidgee River and the suburbs of Kambah and Holt is managed by a lot of different land managers and there is no holistic plan for identifying the bushfire risks and the actions to reduce these risks. My understanding is that to date, four years after the approval of SBMPv4, there has been no substantial progress made to implement the identified SBMP Action. 
Without having a coordinated bushfire management plan for these areas, the current approach of individual agency Bushfire Operational Plans and multiple Farm Firewise plans presents a serious risk that there will be gaps in the level of protection should a bushfire occur in this area.[footnoteRef:437] [437:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 6.] 

The ACT Government responded to Dr Bartlett’s concerns explaining that SBMP V5 (currently under development) will soon replace SBMP 4 and introduce a ‘nil tenure’ approach to land management that will improve fire risk and fire management along the western edge:
Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) Version 4 is nearly [at] the end of its life cycle, with SBMP V5 currently being drafting. SBMP V5 will be a rewrite compared to previous SBMP versions following feedback from plan owners and key stakeholders and due to the changing environmental conditions and climate change… 
Under SBMP V5 a nil tenure approach to land management to reduce fire risk will be implemented. ‘Nil tenure’ involves removing land ownership boundaries and looking at the territory landscape as a whole, this is undertaken by a geospatial review, utilising territory maps and data. Currently all mitigation actions are undertaken by individual land managers and rural leases. Having a holistic Territory wide approach will allow for greater use of resources, risk identification, and reduction.[footnoteRef:438]  [438:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, answer to QTON No 2 in relation to Weston Creek Risk Assessments, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 4].] 

Furthermore, the ACT Government noted that ‘the tenure blind approach, overseen by the ACTRFS, would reduce duplication, allocate funds/resources more effectively and include all stakeholders’.[footnoteRef:439] [439:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, answer to QTON No 2 in relation to Weston Creek Risk Assessments, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 4].] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that as Canberra continues to expand west and north, these newer urban developments will reach into areas that are at higher risk of bushfire and potentially further away from emergency services. This places greater pressure on the ACT’s finite emergency services resources. Greater consideration should be given to these factors by the ACT Government when considering whether to develop more areas to the west and north. 
	[bookmark: _Toc177658583]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658584]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider bushfire risk and response, and resourcing when considering the development of areas along the western edge.


[bookmark: _Toc177658527]Integration of urban planning and bushfire management processes 
Several contributors to the inquiry voiced concerns about a lack of integration between planning and development processes, and bushfire risk management processes, particularly in relation to the western edge.[footnoteRef:440]  [440:  See for example: Forestry Australia ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2; Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p [10]; Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 3.] 

This issue was included in the Royal Commission into Natural Disaster Arrangements Report 2020. The Royal Commission recommended that consideration of natural disaster risk should be mandatory in land-use planning decisions:
State, territory and local governments should be required to consider present and future natural disaster risk when making land-use planning decisions for new developments.[footnoteRef:441] [441:  Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020) Recommendation 19.3, p 411.] 

The ACT’s Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024 (SBMP) describes the framework for achieving integrated bushfire reduction on the urban edge of Canberra:
The ACT Government has longstanding initiatives to reduce risks posed by urban expansion or densification in bushfire-prone areas. Recent changes to planning laws will help address risk for buildings in the BPA [Bushfire Prone Areas].[footnoteRef:442] [442:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 61).] 

The ACT planning framework, including the Planning and Development Act, ACT Planning Strategy 2018, Territory Plan, and bushfire-specific planning and construction requirements, has effectively minimised the bushfire risk in new greenfield estates.[footnoteRef:443] [443:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 61).] 

The SBMP summarises a range of existing measures to integrate bushfire risk into planning decisions. These include: 
requirements for new residential developments to meet certain bushfire attack levels; 
the need for approval from the ESA Commissioner for sensitive use developments such as schools and hospitals; and 
the need to comply with the ACT Bushfire Management Standards which specify design and planning requirements.[footnoteRef:444] [444:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, pp 61-63).] 

Several submitters to the inquiry felt that bushfire risk is often a secondary consideration in planning decisions, with responsibility often shifted from developers to the Government or land manager.[footnoteRef:445] [445:  See for example: Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, [p 10]; Dr Sally Troy, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

Dr Bartlett and the Multi Hazard Advisory Council both emphasised the importance of assessing bushfire risk throughout the development process: 
Having a high-quality strategic assessment of bushfire risks has to be a key component of planning for all new areas or residential development on the western side of Canberra.[footnoteRef:446] [446:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 3.] 

If new urban developments are to be less vulnerable to bushfires under a changing climate it is vital that bushfire risk is adequately considered in all stages of the development planning process. This is particularly important for the Western Edge Investigation project, which covers all the rural lands east of the Murrumbidgee River between Belconnen and Tuggeranong. Most of these lands were severely impacted by the 2003 bushfires and therefore should be considered to have a high risk from future bushfires.[footnoteRef:447]  [447:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 19.] 

Forestry Australia was of the view that planning decisions do not adequately account for bushfire risk or the recommendations of previous inquiries.[footnoteRef:448]  It also referred to what it described as ‘…the apparent lack of coordination between agencies responsible for bushfire risk management and response and those responsible for planning, notably in relation to the Western Edge.’[footnoteRef:449] [448:  Forestry Australia, ACT & Region, ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2.]  [449:  Forestry Australia, ACT & Region, ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2.] 

Mr Neil Cooper had concerns about the planning processes that apply to residential building near parks and reserves for which ultimate responsibility lies with the Government as land manager:
The ACT continues to grow and spread, and we push residential housing closer and closer to the edge of parks and reserves. The Planning process around rules and regulations for building, development and setback distances is confusing, complicated, and often leads to perverse outcomes where the fire management issue is ignored and ACTPCS don’t have the opportunity to provide feedback and input to the final decision. The outcome is that the responsibility then falls back on the land manager to modify the park or reserve to meet the fire requirements as opposed to options being put in place by the developer to account for fire management. The options can include a requirement for fire trials to be actually established behind houses, significant setback based on slope and wind direction, foregoing some land and retaining as park etc.[footnoteRef:450] [450:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, [p 10].] 

Similar points were made by Dr Troy from the Multi Hazard Advisory Council. She told the Committee that ‘the planning system does not have disaster risk mitigation as one of the objects of the Planning Act or the Territory Plan, it is a secondary consideration.’[footnoteRef:451]  [451:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

Dr Troy went on to say:
In our observation, what seems to happen is that areas get developed and there is a strong and coherent attempt to make sure the planning accommodates and takes into account issues to do with bushfire mitigation, but it is often a secondary concern. The issues then get moved on to government.
So the creation of, say, fire access trails and their maintenance become a burden.[footnoteRef:452] [452:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

	…I think ESA has worked very hard to improve the planning system through the improvement of the bushfire management standards that get considered in development but, as I said, I think it gets triggered as a secondary consideration. So in the planning system, biodiversity, amenity etcetera are all up there as principles but disaster risk reduction is not one of those primary principles.[footnoteRef:453] [453:  Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 24.] 

The Multi Hazard Advisory Council Report on ACT Bushfire Management since 2003 contained recommendations directed at elevating the priority given to bushfire considerations in the planning process. It recommended that:
EPSDD give bushfire considerations increased priority in planning legislation and processes and that credible bushfire experts prepare the bushfire risk assessments, so that achieving improved bushfire protection becomes a primary consideration throughout the planning and development of urban lands.
The ACT Government ensure that plans under the Emergencies Act 2004 are appropriately recognised within other ACT planning instruments, particularly those relating to land use, development and construction.[footnoteRef:454] [454:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 4.] 

The ACT Government responded that the then-draft Territory Plan enhances the provisions related to bushfire mitigation including prohibiting new residential blocks with bushfire attack levels over a certain level.[footnoteRef:455] The response also outlined how District Strategies and early planning for natural hazards will minimise bushfire and other natural hazard risks.[footnoteRef:456] [455:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 17, p 11.]  [456:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 17, pp 11–12.] 

The Multi Hazard Advisory Council also observed that the protective measures in place to reduce bushfire risks including building standards, asset protection zones and fuel management strategies can be undermined by ‘incremental reductions in individual protective measures considered in isolation from the full suite of measures’[footnoteRef:457] that are then considered too late in the planning process: [457:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 19.] 

Currently, the overall acceptable bushfire management risk is not articulated so that changes in one measure are not compensated for by an increase in protection in complementary measures; nor are areas for development adequately considered for their defensibility with regard to terrain, proximity to fire-prone areas and likely fire behaviour. The cumulative results of incremental reductions in protective measures are considered too late in the planning process and operational staff are therefore left to try and make the least bad outcome within already–agreed parameters, which often create insurmountable constraints.[footnoteRef:458] [458:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 19.] 

To address this, the Multi Hazard Advisory Council recommended that the ACT Government ‘develop prescriptions for the overall acceptable bushfire risk for a development area against which variations in individual protective measures can be assessed for the contribution they make to that overall risk protection level.’[footnoteRef:459] [459:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 5.] 

The Government response to this recommendation suggested that the existing legislative framework already provides for this:
EPSDD planning legislation and bushfire management standards will outline development requirements for a Bushfire Prone Area in the ACT.
The ACT Bushfire Management Standards provide an evidence-based requirement to inform development in the Bushfire Prone Area.[footnoteRef:460] [460:   ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 19, p 12. ] 

Mr Neil Cooper suggested that a simple improvement to address some of these issues would be to give the Director of the ACT Parks and Conservation Service final approval authority for any development applications that impact or are adjacent to parks and reserves.[footnoteRef:461] [461:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 10.] 

The Committee questioned the ACT Government about the interaction and coordination between planning and bushfire operations before an area is developed, or approved to be developed, referring to Stromlo Reach as an example.[footnoteRef:462]  [462:  Mr Ed Cocks MLA, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, p 39.] 

The ACT Government took the question on notice and explained in its response that ‘Where applicable, development applications and all estate development plans are referred to ESA for comment as outlined in section 2.4 of the ACT Bushfire Management Standards 2023’.[footnoteRef:463]   [463:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services answer to Question on Notice 3: In relation to Development Applications, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 1].] 

The Government went on to say that unless applications for development in bushfire prone areas meet certain requirements set out in the ACT Bushfire Management Standards 2023, ACT Fire & Rescue and/or ACT Rural Fire Service will not support the application and may require additional information.[footnoteRef:464] [464:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services answer to Question on Notice 3: In relation to Development Applications, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 2].] 

The ACT Government explained the process for new suburbs such as Stromlo Reach:
…an estate development plan was lodged with the Planning Authority and referred to ESA for comments. The Bush Fire Assessment Report submitted as part of this plan outlined asset protection requirements including management, water supply, utilities (e.g. gas supply), access and egress including edge road requirements, landscaping and bushfire maintenance plans and construction standards in line with AS3959 (Construction of buildings within bushfire prone areas). This identified what Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) rating each building had to be built to according to the risk.[footnoteRef:465] [465:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services answer to Question on Notice 3: In relation to Development Applications, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 2].] 

[bookmark: _Toc177658528]Political, cultural and social license and support
Mr Neil Cooper identified in the public hearing a lack of political license and cultural license as obstacles to conducting prescribed burning, perceiving there to be an absence of support for proactive measures both within PCS and in the higher levels of government:
One of the things I was going to say before is that it is really hard to do prescribed burning. Those really well-trained, talented people who I would die for out there, and who do the work, have been screwed from below. People in their own agency in PCS say, “Oh no, we shouldn’t be doing it. We don’t want to do that.” They are not getting assistance from the government. There is no political license—what we really need for these people to do these jobs. Because it is very easy to say, “Why should I worry about it? I will go off and spray a few weeds today—no hassle. I can go home, and I’m not being hassled.”[footnoteRef:466] [466:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 15.] 

Mr Cooper stressed in his supplementary submission the importance of support, writing: 
To deliver fire management across the landscape over the 365 days of the year is hard – very hard and it is often personally challenging and unrewarding. ACTPCS has some of the most talented, devoted and highly skilled fire practitioners in the ACT however they need, and must have support.[footnoteRef:467] [467:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 1.] 

Mr Cooper in particular emphasised the importance of Ministers and senior Government officials showing ‘outspoken, explicit and proactive support’[footnoteRef:468] for those who implement the fire management program: [468:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 1.] 

I never once saw EPSDD at the higher level in my 30 or 40 years involved in fire come out and say, “Geez, you’re doing a good job. We’re going to put something out about that. That is great. Well done!” It is just not on their radar. It is not seen as core business of the land management agency, and it has to be.[footnoteRef:469] [469:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 15.] 

He also expressed concern that political license to undertake prescribed burning might be even less forthcoming if the Human Rights (Healthy Environment) Amendment Bill 2023 is passed by the Assembly:
…If you want people to deliver these quite sensitive and challenging programs, you cannot put more bureaucracy in the road. And I see in that legislation, unless there are some adaptations made to it to exempt bushfire smoke, a real impediment to doing burning.[footnoteRef:470] [470:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 15.] 

Additionally, Mr Cooper emphasised the importance of a positive internal fire culture within PCS, ‘where all staff support and assist in the timely delivery of fuel management related programmes and there aren’t individuals running their own blocking agendas with their own personal views’. He argued that there are too many ‘conscientious objectors’ who are not contributing positively to its delivery.[footnoteRef:471] [471:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7.1, p 2.] 

Committee comment
The Committee acknowledges that the fuel and fire management work conducted by PCS in the ACT is often thankless work that often goes unrecognised. Given the challenging circumstances in which the Fire Management Unit operates, the ACT Government should endeavour to provide more regular thanks and recognition, both internally and publicly, of the work undertaken by Fire Management Unit Employees, as well as by staff of the ESA, ACT Fire and Rescue, and RFS.
The importance of cohesion and morale to work of the Fire Management Unit can also not be understated. The Committee considers that investment should be made by the ACT Government to ensure that morale within the unit and its overall cohesiveness is maintained.
	[bookmark: _Toc169181981][bookmark: _Toc177658585]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181982][bookmark: _Toc177658586]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government focus on building morale in fire field crews through greater public recognition of their work. 

	[bookmark: _Toc169181987][bookmark: _Toc177658587]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc169181988][bookmark: _Toc177658588]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government increase investment to improve morale in the fire unit, ensuring improved communication and collegiality and accountability between management and ground crew staff.


[bookmark: _Toc177658529]Other issues raised
[bookmark: _Toc177658530]Impact of bushfires on health and wellbeing
The Committee heard evidence from several witnesses about the adverse impacts of bushfires on physical and mental health.[footnoteRef:472]  [472:  See, for example: Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2; Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p [9]; Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 5–7.  ] 

Issues raised included the impact of poor air quality caused by smoke[footnoteRef:473], the need for continuity of health care services during bushfire events,[footnoteRef:474] and potential conflicts between the right to a clean and healthy environment and the need to conduct prescribed burns.[footnoteRef:475] [473:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2; Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p [9]; Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 5–7.   ]  [474:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 4–10.]  [475:  Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Submission 7, p 4; Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 15. ] 

Bushfire smoke impacts
The Committee heard concerns about the impacts of bushfire smoke on the ACT community, particularly as the frequency of bushfires increases.[footnoteRef:476] [476:  See, for example: Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 5–7; Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p 7.] 

For instance, the Health Care Consumers’ Association (HCCA) discussed some of the potential short and long term health impacts of bushfire events in its written submission to the inquiry:
The health of the ACT community has the potential to be negatively impacted by bushfire events, both from acute injury but also from the effects of particulate matter. These impacts are and will be felt in both the short term (such as triggering asthma and cardiovascular events) and longer term (including the impacts on pregnant women and their babies, which we are still learning about).[footnoteRef:477] [477:  Health Care Consumers’ Association, Submission 6, p 5.] 

The HCCA also provided some statistics demonstrating the smoke-related impacts of the 2019-2020 bushfires in the ACT:
In the ACT 166 people presented to a hospital emergency department between 20 December 2019 and 12 January 2020 reporting their symptoms or condition to be ‘smoke-related’.
This increase in demand is seen across the public health system. In ACT the 2019-2020 fires contributed to (with a 95% confidence interval) 31 excess deaths, 82 cardiovascular related hospital admissions, 147 respiratory related hospital admissions, and 89 emergency department presentations for asthma.[footnoteRef:478] [478:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 7.] 

Mr Rick McCrae, a highly experienced emergency manager in the ACT, now Adjunct Professor with the UNSW Canberra Bushfire Research Group, told the Committee that ‘bushfire smoke has become our most serious natural hazard’.[footnoteRef:479]  [479:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p 1.] 

…smoke is having a greater impact on the community. Prior to Black Summer, Australia Risk registers listed heatwave as the worst natural hazard, and the bushfire, at about half that mortality. In Black Summer the estimated mortality was double that of heatwave.[footnoteRef:480] [480:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p 7.] 

He noted that during the Black Summer fires of 2019-2020 smoke generated by fire activity in the southeast coast was ‘picked up by sea breezes and recirculated inland to places such as Canberra’:
With this recirculation, nowhere in the region had safe air quality. This has the potential to reshape what a bad bushfire season means, and to force a review of what the ACT does to plan for one. 
Smoke dispersal models do not handle the recirculation at all.[footnoteRef:481] [481:  Mr Rick McCrae, Submission 11, p 7.] 

The negative physical health impacts of smoke from wildfires are well documented and have been widely canvassed in recent international, national and local inquiries and reports.[footnoteRef:482]  [482:  United Nations (UN) Environment Programme, Ten Impacts of Australian Bushfires, 22 January 2020; the Australia State of the Environment Report 2021, 19 July 2022; Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024; Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020); Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20 Report, December 2021.] 

For example, the Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment highlighted the severe impact of bushfire smoke on air quality in Canberra during the 2019-2020 ‘Black Summer’ bushfires:
Over the 91 days of summer, air pollution monitored at the Monash Station in Tuggeranong exceeded the national standards for health on 56 days — 42 of these days were above the hazardous rating. At times, the air quality in Canberra measured at Monash Station was the worst reported for any major city in the world and the worst in Canberra since air quality monitoring of PM2.5 started 15 years ago.[footnoteRef:483] [483:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 25.] 

On 1 January, PM2.5 pollution levels were around 25 time the threshold to be considered hazardous. During days of severe air pollution Canberrans were advised to stay indoors whenever possible.[footnoteRef:484] [484:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 80.] 

The 2023 ACT State of the Environment Report noted that exposure to high levels of bushfire smoke can ‘impair respiratory and cardiovascular functioning, exacerbate respiratory disease (including asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and alter immune function.[footnoteRef:485]  [485:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 83.] 

It went on to say that the effects of smoke may also be exacerbated for certain groups:
The effects of smoke can be more severe in vulnerable populations such as the very young, older adults, pregnant people and those with pre-existing conditions including cardiovascular disease or respiratory conditions. The prolonged exposure to poor air quality experienced in Canberra and other urban centres throughout the 209-20 bushfire season may have been especially hazardous. the long-term health impacts of such exposure are not well understood.
The report also referenced a survey of people living in and around the ACT during the 2019-20 bushfire season which indicated that ‘Bushfire smoke had acute negative impacts on the physical health of almost all (97%) people surveyed’:[footnoteRef:486]  [486:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 82.] 

Almost a third of Canberrans (31%) reported worsening of an existing physical health problem and 16% had difficulty managing an existing health condition as a result of smoke and/or fires.[footnoteRef:487] [487:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 82.] 

It was estimated that ‘31 excess deaths and 318 hospitalisations were attributable to the bushfire smoke in the ACT during the 2019-20 summer.[footnoteRef:488] [488:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 25.] 

Smoke impacts of hazard reduction burning
The impact of smoke-related harm also extends to prescribed burning. Several recent inquiries have acknowledged that prescribed or hazard reduction burns, although an important part of fire management, can also have negative health impacts arising from smoke.[footnoteRef:489] [489:  The Australia State of the Environment Report 2021, 19 July 2022; Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020); and the NSW Independent Bushfire Inquiry, 31 July 2020.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk167976226]The potential health impacts of prescribed burning activities are recognised on the ACT Parks and Conservation Service website which provides information and advice for those who may be affected.[footnoteRef:490]   [490:  ACT Government Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, Outdoor smoke health impacts, https://www.environment.act.gov.au/ACT-parks-conservation/bushfire-management/outdoor-smoke-health-impacts
(accessed 19 August 2024).] 

The 2023 ACT State of the Environment Report recommended further research into ‘the long-term effects of bushfire smoke exposure on physical and mental health trajectories in Canberra.’[footnoteRef:491] [491:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p.20.] 

In its response to the ACT State of the Environment Report, the ACT Government explained that research is already underway and noted its intention to support further research:
The Government notes that research on the impacts of bushfire smoke has already been progressed by various national entities including the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare and the Australian Government Department of Health and Aged Care.  
 The Government will advocate for further national studies on medium and long‐term effects of exposure to bushfire smoke to be completed by well‐placed national bodies, and ensure they consider the ACT population by supporting access to data and other in‐kind support where appropriate.[footnoteRef:492] [492:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, p 15.] 

Air quality monitoring
In its written submission Concerned Residents of Weston Creek  noted the adverse medical and long-term health impacts caused by smoke from bushfires and controlled burn offs and recommended the setting up of an air quality monitoring station in Weston Creek.[footnoteRef:493] [493:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2.] 

Smoke from bushfires and burn offs need to be monitored. The medical and long-term health impacts can be negative. Some residents are forced to relocate at various times due to poor air quality. Air quality in urban areas is an international health issue. Analysts are critical of poor collection and suggest better monitoring.[footnoteRef:494] [494:  Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Submission 1, p 2.] 

The ACT Government made the following comments in relation to air quality monitoring in response to a question taken on notice during the public hearing:
Air quality monitoring is not the responsibility of the ESA, however, smoke impact over the urban areas of the ACT is a critical consideration when undertaking hazard reduction burning. During a fire event, smoke plumb modelling is used to message the community of areas that could be impacted. Air quality and smoke drift are entirely dependent on the weather. A significant number of factors in relation to the poor air quality experienced in the ACT has been due to events (fire, pollen, dust) that have occurred cross border or further abroad.[footnoteRef:495] [495:  Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services answer to Question on Notice 2: In relation to Weston Creek Risk Assessments, 2 April 2024 (received 12 April 2024), [p 2].] 

The importance of measuring and disseminating air quality information and information about potential health impacts during bushfires have been recurring themes in recent bushfire related inquiries and reports.[footnoteRef:496] [496:  The Australia State of the Environment Report 2021, 19 July 2022; Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Report, 28 October 2020); Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024; NSW Independent Bushfire Inquiry, 31 July 2020; NSW Portfolio Committee No. 2 – Health, Health Impacts of exposure to poor levels of air quality resulting from bushfires and drought, Report 54, September 2020.] 

The ACT State of the Environment Report 2023 acknowledged that more coverage in terms of air quality monitoring is also required in the ACT[footnoteRef:497] and recommended ‘publicly accessible, locally relevant real-time assessments of air quality that incorporate data from air quality monitoring stations, citizen science observations, air quality modelling and an up-to-date air pollution inventory’:[footnoteRef:498] [497:   Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 153.]  [498:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, recommendation 17, p 20.] 

Although the ACT’s air quality monitoring network fully meets the requirements set out under the AAQ NEPM, a comprehensive assessment of air quality across the ACT requires more extensive monitoring coverage. This would improve the assessment of localised air pollution for urban areas that are not situated near the current monitoring stations. For example, differences in local air pollution levels are clearly demonstrated in the number of particulate matter (PM2.5) exceedances recorded at the Monash station compared to the Florey station.[footnoteRef:499] [499:  Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023, March 2024, p 153.] 

The ACT Government’s response to this report noted that the ACT Government Analytical Laboratory currently manages three air quality monitoring stations providing population level air quality data[footnoteRef:500] and reports real time health advice based on the latest 1-hour PM2.5 averages via an air quality health advice portal.[footnoteRef:501] [500:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, p 14.]  [501:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, p 15.] 

The response noted that providing high quality data relies on the availability of very specific resources and expertise:
The provision of the high‐quality data function relies on dedicated scientific resources and expertise to calibrate and maintain high‐end analytical equipment and facilitate data reporting and publication using dedicated information technology systems and the Government’s open data platform dataACT.[footnoteRef:502] [502:  ACT Government, ACT State of the Environment Report 2023: Government Response, June 2024, P 14.] 

Mental health and wellbeing 
There is growing understanding that in addition to loss of life, adverse physical health outcomes and environmental damage, bushfires can also cause psychological harm:
There is compelling evidence of the impacts of natural disasters on mental health. Natural disasters give rise to increased rates of stress, depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), alcohol and substance abuse, aggression and violence, suicide, and exacerbation of other underlying mental health problems. Individuals may also experience somatic symptoms, disorders where a person has excessive or abnormal feelings or thoughts about physical conditions. People can also suffer from insomnia and broken sleep.[footnoteRef:503] [503:  Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, (Report, 28 October 2020), p 345.] 

Concerned Residents of Weston Creek touched on the psychological impacts of bushfires noting that there is still being a sense of residual trauma and insecurity in Weston Creek from the 2003 bushfires in Canberra.[footnoteRef:504] Minister Vassarotti also acknowledged ‘some real anxiety and fears around fire’.[footnoteRef:505] [504:  Mr Bill Gemmell, Concerned Residents of Weston Creek, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 4.]  [505:  Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 38.] 

The Health Care Consumer’s Association (HCCA) drew the Committee’s attention to work being undertaken by the Victorian Environmental Protection Agency in collaboration with the University of Adelaide, to develop an Environmental Distress Index (TEDI), that would ‘formally measure the psychological harm of pollution events (which could include bushfire smoke and particulate matter)’.[footnoteRef:506]  [506:  Health Care Consumer’s Association, Submission 6, p 7.] 

The HCCA suggested this tool could be useful for the ACT Government ‘in understanding the psychological impacts of bushfire (and other) events and to devise appropriate response strategies’.[footnoteRef:507] [507:  Health Care Consumer’s Association, Submission 6, p 7.] 

[bookmark: _Toc177658531]Continuity of access to medical care
The HCCA’s submission called for the ACT’s bushfire emergency response planning to include consideration of continuity of access to health care during significant fire events.[footnoteRef:508] [508:  Health Care Consumer’s Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

The submission referenced the National Climate and Health Strategy 2023 which talks about ensuring the health system is resilient to climate driven emergencies, including bushfires:
‘Objective 1- Health System Resilience: Build a climate-resilient health system and enhance its capacity to protect health and wellbeing from the impacts of climate change’ includes the goal of strengthening the health system’s disaster preparedness, response and recovery capacities, in particular by strengthening the role of primary care. This will become essential as the incidence of climate driven emergencies increases.[footnoteRef:509] [509:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

In its submission, the HCCA called for consideration of continuity of access to health care to be part of ACT’s bushfire emergency response planning[footnoteRef:510] noting that this would improve community resilience to bushfires.[footnoteRef:511]  [510:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.]  [511:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 5.] 

It advocated for primary care providers and community pharmacists, to be included in planning and enacting bushfire emergency responses along with other relevant agencies[footnoteRef:512] and noted the need for health care services to be able to deal with increased demand and displaced consumers: [512:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

The 2019-2020 bushfires across eastern Australia demonstrated that demand for health care is heightened during significant fire events. It also resulted in disruption to provision of health care services and displacement of consumers, who were not able to access their usual primary care providers or urgent care services such as hospital emergency departments.[footnoteRef:513] [513:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

The HCCA suggested that plans to ensure continuity of access to medical care should include: ensuring adequate supply and access to medicines taken regularly and those likely to be required to treat conditions caused by smoke; access to appropriate masks to manage exposure to particulate matter; and ensuring that emergency departments and other health care providers are prepared for an influx of patients.[footnoteRef:514] [514:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 5–7.] 

The HCCA noted that planning to ensure continued access to safe health care ‘includes supporting the ACT community to manage their own health conditions safely in times of emergency.[footnoteRef:515] [515:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

The HCCA argued for collaboration between environmental and other Government agencies to ‘ensure that the plans in place to protect the ACT community in a bushfire emergency are inclusive and meet the needs of all ACT residents’,[footnoteRef:516] acknowledging the specific challenges faced by people with disability or chronic illness, and culturally and linguistically diverse communities.[footnoteRef:517] [516:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 7.]  [517:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, pp 7–8.] 

The ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council Report on Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT since 2002 similarly noted that people are affected differently by natural disasters:
Disasters affect people and communities disproportionately and consideration should be especially given to mechanisms that reach and support the vulnerable within our communities to make appropriate plans, identifying their capabilities, resources and making provision for any support that is required.[footnoteRef:518] [518:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 17.] 

The HCCA went on to note that ‘People need to know they are ‘on the radar’ of emergency services to feel secure[footnoteRef:519] and indicated that during the 2019/20 bushfires many people felt forgotten’:[footnoteRef:520] [519:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.]  [520:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

Many of HCCA’s members, particularly those who have a disability, raised concerns that there is not enough support and not enough proactive engagement of residents so they are aware of arrangements and feel secure in the knowledge their needs will be met in an emergency.[footnoteRef:521] [521:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 8.] 

Evacuation/relocation during bushfire events
The HCCA advised the Committee that many people require assistance to develop emergency plans and will require additional support in an evacuation situation:
For people with disability or complex health needs, planning for managing the smoke, power outages and evacuations that may come with a bushfire emergency is challenging. Many consumers need support to find and implement relevant advice.
Emergency services also need to be aware that some people will require additional assistance in evacuating – those who are not mobile, who do not have transport or friends and family nearby to assist them, or who have complex medical needs. Evacuation support will be needed for people without a personal vehicle and without usual carers (formal or informal). We are keen to see a strategy developed for this and for it to be communicated to people well in advance of actioning a plan.[footnoteRef:522] [522:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 4.] 

It explained that ‘community anxiety is high around bushfire planning’ and recommended ‘more active engagement of ACT residents on this issue[footnoteRef:523]. It called for more emphasis on identifying the needs of vulnerable people and planning to support them, making the following recommendations in this regard: [523:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 1.] 

Emergency services, health services (including primary care and community pharmacy) as well as community organisations, work collaboratively to identify the support needs of vulnerable people within the community and develop a strategy that will address their needs in an emergency. 
Proactive communication (both in advance and during a bushfire event) about the plans that are in place, both for the general community as well as for specific cohorts including new immigrants, people with disability, and people with chronic health conditions.[footnoteRef:524] [524:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 5.] 

Including health Services, including primary health providers, in bushfire planning to ensure continuity of access to the heath care and safe evacuation.[footnoteRef:525] [525:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 5.] 

The HCCA’s submission also highlighted some specific concerns raised by HCCA members including in relation to the evacuation of aged care facilities: 
What preparation are aged care facilities required to undertake? Do they have to have a plan? Is there a register of plans? 
Who is responsible for helping aged care facilities evacuate with so many people who need assistance? 
Are they mapping nursing homes to evacuation centres so individual centres are not overwhelmed with people who need a lot of support? 
Last time many were left without their wheelchairs and walkers. This is a problem.[footnoteRef:526] [526:  Health Care Consumers Association, Submission 6, p 10.] 

Committee Comment
The Committee is of the view that during natural disasters, such as bushfires, it is important that all residents of the ACT, particularly vulnerable residents such as the elderly and those with a disability, have access to medical care, and that health care considerations are appropriately planned for by the Government in the event of an emergency.
The Committee is interested to learn whether measures to ensure continuity of access to healthcare will be addressed in the ACT Disaster Resilience Strategy currently under development.
	[bookmark: _Toc177658589][bookmark: _Hlk169625804]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658590]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government develop a Natural Disaster Strategy that covers all aspects of health to ensure continuity of access to healthcare in the event of a natural disaster.


[bookmark: _Toc177658532]Technology and innovation
Some contributors to the inquiry addressed the importance of investing in new technologies and harnessing existing technologies for improving the detection, management and suppression of bushfires.[footnoteRef:527] [527:  See, for example: Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 2, pp 11–12; PANO AI, Submission 4, pp 5–7; ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, pp 2–5.] 

There has been a rapid growth in technology-based solutions to assist bushfire detection and management in recent years. These solutions including AI supported sensor networks, drone surveillance and satellites which can assist with the monitoring and prediction of weather and lightning strikes, fire and smoke patterns, early fire suppression, fire tracking and communications during fire management operations.
The drive for technological innovation in recent years is due in part to catastrophic fire events such as the Black Summer fires of 2019-2020 and predictions of ongoing changes to the climate that raise the likelihood of more frequent extreme fire conditions:
With increasing changes to climate, the conditions seen during the Black Summer are likely to recur, and possibly worsen, in Australia’s future, highlighting the need for a robust technological system for managing bushfires Australia-wide.[footnoteRef:528] [528:  Bushfire Research Centre of Excellence, About us, https://brcoe.org/about-us/ (accessed 19 August 2024).] 

The use of technology and data in bushfire management was one of the factors considered in developing the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) 2019-2024. The SBMP notes that ‘firefighting response has seen significant technological advances in recent years’[footnoteRef:529] and is ‘expected to be one of the factors that would play an increasing role in bushfire risk management in the ACT’ during the lifecycle of the SBMP:[footnoteRef:530]  [529:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), p 44.]  [530:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), p 1.] 

The SBMP notes that the identification of new technologies to complement existing capabilities will be ongoing and ‘integrated into response planning, procurement and maintenance in a sustainable manner’[footnoteRef:531]. Actions identified in the SBMP to support these objectives include:  [531:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, p 44).] 

Investigate and develop technologies to provide fast and accurate data related to people deployed on the fireground to support real time coordination and deployment.[footnoteRef:532] [532:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, Action 5.8, p 46).] 

 Examine technical developments to improve detection of bushfires, including automated fire detection and storm activity systems[footnoteRef:533] [533:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’, Action 5.9, p 46).] 

The ACT Government spoke about its resources dedicated to research and innovation:
We also have one particular position that is absolutely focused on looking forward and engaging in research utilisation – tapping into the research that is happening in terms of bushfire delivery, looking at some of the new technologies and methodologies that are coming on board. They also work closely, as part of our team and through AFAC, the Australian fire and emergency committee, to make sure that we are as well placed as we can be to bring new technologies and new ways of doing things to the fire management unit.[footnoteRef:534] [534:  Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director Parks and Conservation Service Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Committee Hansard, 2 April 2024, pp 33-34.  ] 

The Committee received a submission from PANO AI, a US based emergency management technology solutions provider who has developed an AI powered bushfire camera detection and monitoring system to automatically detect, verify and classify bushfire events in real time.[footnoteRef:535] [535:  Pano AI, Submission 4.] 

The technology is in use in several states in the United States and in NSW, Queensland and South Australia. The Government of South Australia, Department of Primary Industries and Regions website, recently announced the first commercial use of the technology in South Australia: 
The PANO AI system, being implemented for the first time commercially in Australia, will be part of a network of 8 such detections systems being installed in south-east South Australia as part of the South Australian Government's $2.346 million upgrade of the region's fire tower network, with $1 million targeting the new technology. The program also receives significant support and funding from our forest industries.
The new camera network, which is being supervised by the Green Triangle Fire Alliance, will be progressively rolled out across the region over coming weeks as part of a landscape level fire detection program.
The transition to the AI-powered bushfire detection and monitoring system, will shared services result in an Australian first, fully integrated active bushfire detection platform, utilising ultra-HD 360-degree panoramic cameras, AI and satellite technology, which will work to improve the early detection of fires.[footnoteRef:536] [536:  https://pir.sa.gov.au/alerts_news_events/news/primary_industries/south_east_ai_bushfire_technology_switched_on] 

Witnesses advised the Committee that new technologies are only part of a suite of tools necessary to combat bushfires and cautioned against dependence on fire suppression tools and technologies to the detriment of on the ground fire prevention and control measures.[footnoteRef:537] [537:  Forestry Australia ACT & Region, Submission 5, p 2; Forestry Australia ACT & Region, Submission 5, Attachment 2 (Institute of Foresters of Australia, IFA Forestry Policy statement 3.1), pp 1–2; Mr Gregor Manson, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 18, Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 11–12.] 

Professor Peter Kanowski of Forestry Australia highlighted the development of fire detection and suppression technologies by the Australian National University (ANU). He noted that the use of technology for fire detection is more advanced than for suppression:  
It is quite promising in terms of detection. In terms of the next step, of suppression, I think there is still a long way to go. The vision that you might have seen promoted for that technology is that we will remotely detect fires with a range of remote sensing technologies. A fleet of drones will then drop water on the fires and put them out, to prevent any risk to the environment or to property. The first part is quite feasible; the second part is still a long way off.[footnoteRef:538] [538:  Professor Peter Kanowski, Forestry Australia ACT & Region, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 6.] 

Forestry Australia echoed these sentiments in its written submission, commenting on what it saw to be an increasing focus on the use of tools and technology in bushfire response at the expense of early on-ground fire control efforts:
There has been an increasing reliance on the use of tools and technology, such as aircraft, firefighting vehicles, fire suppression chemicals, computer models and voluntary evacuation (“leave early”) to control fires and reduce the loss of human life. This has been at the expense of rapid and aggressive early fire control using experienced and well trained ground crews in direct attack strategies early in the fire’s development which, in most cases, is more likely to be effective than indirect attack strategies.[footnoteRef:539] [539:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, Attachment: The Role of Fire and its Management in Australian Forests and Woodlands, IFA Forestry Policy Statement 3.1 (2017), pp 1–2.] 

Fire-fighting aircraft, tools and technology are not a substitute for effective on-ground firefighting. The primary focus of fire control should always be around on-ground efforts with aircraft, tools and technology being used to make on-ground efforts safer and more effective.[footnoteRef:540] [540:  Forestry Australia, Submission 5, Attachment: The Role of Fire and its Management in Australian Forests and Woodlands, IFA Forestry Policy Statement 3.1 (2017), p 2.] 

Mr Manson argued that technology, while important, is only part of the picture:
Well going back to the old days, we used to fly a Cessna around on those bad weather days. Now there are much more sophisticated technologies, and we should be using those to the best of our advantage. However the reality is that you cannot avoid getting up there, whether it is a drone or someone in a Cessna, and then you need the aircraft with the water bombing or a crew, a remote area fire crew, there within minutes. They have to be in the air on those critical periods, when that storm comes through, and we are not doing that.
There was a major failure of that in New South Wales in the Blue Mountains in particular, where the weather and the conditions were very suitable for a remote air attack and that simply did not occur because they did not detect fires sometimes for days, despite all our new technology. So it[s] not about technology. It is about—on those critical weather days, and there are only a few of them each year, you need to be in the air, and you need to be fully ready to go with that rapid attack. If you get a fire out, then it is not a fire.[footnoteRef:541] [541:  Mr Gregor Manson, Committee Hansard, 27 February 2024, p 18.] 

The ACT Strategic Bush Fire Management Plan 2019 – 2024 also acknowledged that technology is part of a wider bushfire management equation:
Work will continue to identify new technologies to complement the ACT’s existing response capabilities. Because technology is only part of a broader capability, it needs to be integrated into response planning, procurement and maintenance in a sustainable manner.[footnoteRef:542] [542:  DI2019-206: Emergencies (Strategic Bushfire Management) Plan 2019 sch 1 (‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan 2019-2024’), p 44.] 

Dr Tony Bartlett spoke to the Committee about aerial drip technology which he believed the ACT Government should acquire and deploy. He explained that climate change may result in less days in the future that are suitable for prescribed burning activities[footnoteRef:543] and advocated for the use of aerial drip technology to implement prescribed burns.[footnoteRef:544] [543:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 11.]  [544:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, pp 11–12.] 

Dr Bartlett noted that the NSW Parks and Wildlife Service has been trialling the use of an aerial drip torch attached to a light helicopter to undertake burning in the Brindabella Ranges with good results. He told the Committee that reports indicate that this technique has allowed land managers to implement effective prescribed burns under much cooler and damper conditions than possible using conventional techniques.[footnoteRef:545]  [545:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 11.] 

He recommended that the ACT purchase its own aerial drip torch to enhance its ability to conduct prescribed burns:
The use of this technology to light prescribed burns in mountain areas could double the number of days in a year when prescribed burning could be implemented.[footnoteRef:546] [546:  Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM, Submission 2, p 12.] 

Acceleration of technology and innovation 
The Multi-Hazard Advisory Council stressed the need to coordinate and accelerate the implementation of science and technology to assist in managing bushfires:
There are ever-growing technological possibilities to improve bushfire risk and behaviour forecasting, communication, planning, detection, suppression – these need to be evaluated, tested, harnessed in accelerated, coordinated ways that promote uptake, effectiveness and further innovation.[footnoteRef:547] [547:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, p 20.] 

The Council recommended that the ACT Government develop a strategic investment plan to accelerate innovation and technological developments and their uptake with reference to fire forecasting, real-time information, bushfire detection and firefighting strategies.[footnoteRef:548] [548:  ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council, Exhibit 1, pp 5, 21.] 

In its response to this recommendation, the ACT Government acknowledged the importance of ‘adaptive management’:
Adaptive management is one of the key objectives of the SBMP. Investment in ongoing research, evaluation and monitoring programs is a critical element of adaptive management.[footnoteRef:549] [549:   ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 23, p 15. ] 

The Government response went on to note that the ACT Strategic Bushfire Capability Framework adapts to technological changes and the ACT Government will continue to factor new technologies into its planning:
Further, the ACT Strategic Bushfire Capability Framework continues to adapt and respond to changing requirements, including equipment and technology advancements and lessons learned from response operations.[footnoteRef:550] [550:  ACT Government, Government Response to the Recommendations from the ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council report on: Bushfire Management Arrangements in the ACT 2022, response to recommendation 23, p 15.] 

Committee comment
The Committee is of the view that new and existing technologies will play an important role in improving our ability to combat bushfires in the future. The Committee believes that the ACT should have resources dedicated to the planning, coordination and acceleration of the implementation of science and technology in the management of bushfires and clarity around how it plans to incorporate technology into bushfire response planning.
	[bookmark: _Toc177658591]Recommendation 
[bookmark: _Toc177658592]The Committee recommends that the ACT Government conduct technology capability planning as part of the development of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan version 5.




[bookmark: _Toc177658533]Conclusion
The ACT has had a long history of bushfires, with some of them, like the 2003 and 2020 Bushfires, having a significant impact on large areas of the Territory, including the fauna and fauna that inhabit those areas.
Bushfire preparedness in the ACT from an environmental perspective is primarily undertaken by the ACT Parks and Conservation Service (PCS), who is the land custodian for over 67% of the ACT’s area, which includes parks and nature reserves.
In minimising bushfire risk, PCS undertake three primary activities: fuel management, access management, and infrastructure management. In undertaking these activities, PCS aims to minimise the ACT’s level of residual risk from bushfires.
It is clear to the Committee that while the ACT’s bushfire preparedness arrangements have come a long way since 2003 and are largely appropriate, there are areas for improvement that will ensure PCS is operating at its maximum potential, such as PCS being more proactive in its approach to fuel management and access management, and increasing the allocation of resourcing and investment in and support for PCS personnel. Other areas instead require review, like the allocation and alignment of skills, training and experience to roles.
The Committee would like to express its thanks to Minister Vassarotti and PCS and Rural Fire Service staff for the site visit.
The Committee has made 23 recommendations in the report.



Dr Marisa Paterson MLA
Chair, Standing Committee on Environment, Climate Change and Biodiversity
16 September 2024
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	 8 
	 ACT Government
	8/2/2024
	14/2/2024

	 9 
	 VolunteeringACT
	15/2/2024
	21/2/2024

	 10 
	 Name withheld
	27/2/2024
	12/3/2024

	 10.1 
	 Attachment A - SACTCG Lovegrass Survey Response Report
	27/2/2024
	12/3/2024

	 10.2 
	 Attachment - ACT Advisory List of naturalised alien plants
	27/2/2024
	12/3/2024

	 11 
	 Rick McRae
	1/3/2024
	12/3/2024

	 12 
	 Stephen Angus
	25/03/24
	24/4/2024



	No.
	Exhibit by
	Date received 
	Published

	 1 
	 ACT Multi-Hazard Advisory Council - Report on ACT Bushfire Management since 2023
	4/1/2024
	14/2/2024

	 2 
	 PowerPoint Slides - ECCB PCS Site Visit - Legislative Assembly Inquiry 2 April 2024
	2/5/2024
	8/5/2024




[bookmark: AppendixB][bookmark: _Toc177658535]Appendix B: Witnesses
[bookmark: _Toc152065919][bookmark: _Toc177658536]Tuesday, 27 February 2024
Session 1 – Concerned Residents of Weston Creek
Mr Bill Gemmell
Ms Michelle Bourdet

Session 2
Professor Peter Kanowski, Chair, Forestry Australia, ACT and Region

Session 3 
Mr Neil Cooper PSM, Consultant, CSIRO, National Bushfire Intelligence Capability

Session 4
Mr Gregor Manson

Session 5
Dr Sally Troy, Chair, ACT Multi Hazard Advisory Council 

Session 6
Dr Tony Bartlett AFSM

[bookmark: _Toc177658537]Tuesday, 2 April 2024
Minister for Fire and Emergency Services
Mr Mick Gentleman MLA, Minister for Business, Minister for Fire and Emergency Services, Minister for Industrial Relations and Workplace Safety, Minister for Multicultural Affairs and Minister for Police and Crime Prevention
Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service, ACT Emergency Services Agency, Justice and Community Safety Directorate
Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management
Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for the Environment, Parks and Land Management, Minister for Heritage, Minister for Homelessness and Housing Services and Minister for Sustainable Building and Construction 
Mr Bren Burkevics, Executive Group Manager, Environment, Heritage and Water Group, and Conservator of Flora and Fauna, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate
Mr Justin Foley, Senior Director, Parks and Conservation Service Fire Management Unit, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate


[bookmark: AppendixC][bookmark: _Toc174705861][bookmark: _Toc177658538]Appendix C: Site visit attendees
[bookmark: _Toc177658539]Tuesday, 2 April 2024
Ms Rebecca Vassarotti MLA, Minister for Environment, Parks and Land Management
Mr Rohan Scott, Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service
Mr Stephen Alegria (Executive Branch Manager, ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Mr Justin Foley (Senior Director, ACT Parks and Conversation Service Fire Management Unit, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Mr Julian Seddon (Senior Fire Ecologist and Deputy Director, Office of Nature Conservation, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Mr Christian Bihlmaier (Director Operations, ACT Parks and Conversation Service Fire Management Unit, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Mr Tony Scherl (Director Fire Planning, ACT Parks and Conversation Service Fire Management Unit, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Dr Adam Leavesley (Assistant Director, Prescribed Burning and Research Utilisation, ACT Parks and Conversation Service Fire Management Unit, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate)
Ms Sumithri Venketasubramanian, Adviser to Minister Vassarotti, Office of Rebecca Vassarotti MLA



[bookmark: AppendixD][bookmark: _Toc177658540]Appendix D: Questions on Notice and Questions Taken on Notice
[bookmark: _Toc177658541]Questions Taken on Notice
	No.
	Date
	Asked of
	Subject
	Response received

	1
	02/04/2024
	Minister Gentleman
	Shared Services Facility Weston Creek
	12/04/2024

	2
	02/04/2024
	Minister Gentleman
	Weston Creek Risk Assessments
	12/04/2024

	3
	02/04/2024
	Minister Gentleman
	Development applications
	12/04/2024

	4
	02/04/2024
	Minister Gentleman
	Parks and Land Management - Maintenance of tracks and Trails
	11/04/2024

	5
	02/04/2024
	Minister Gentleman
	Parks and Land Management - Fuel Load Data
	12/04/2024





[bookmark: AppendixE][bookmark: _Toc133250017][bookmark: _Toc134693199][bookmark: _Toc177658542]Appendix E: Gender distribution of witnesses
Beginning in April 2023, in response to an audit by the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, Committees are collecting information on the gender of witnesses. The aim is to determine whether committee inquiries are meeting the needs, and allowing the participation of, a range of genders in the community. Participation is voluntary and there are no set responses.
	Gender indication
	Total

	Female
	2

	Male
	9

	Non-binary
	

	Gender neutral
	

	No data
	1
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