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Resolution of appointment

The Legislative Assembly for the ACT appointed the Standing Committee on Public Accounts on 27 November 2012.

Specifically the resolution of 27 November 2012 establishing the Standing Committees of the 8th Assembly, as it relates to the Public Accounts Committee states:
(1) The following general purpose standing committees be established and each committee inquire into and report on matters referred to it by the Assembly or matters that are considered by the committee to be of concern to the community:

(a) a Standing Committee on Public Accounts to:

(i) examine:

(A) the accounts of the receipts and expenditure of the Australian Capital Territory and its authorities; and

(B) all reports of the Auditor-General which have been presented to the Assembly;

(ii) report to the Assembly any items or matters in those accounts, statements and reports, or any circumstances connected with them, to which the Committee is of the opinion that the attention of the Assembly should be directed;

(iii) inquire into any question in connection with the public accounts which is referred to it by the Assembly and to report to the Assembly on that question; and 

(iv) examine matters relating to economic and business development, small business, tourism, market and regulatory reform, public sector management, taxation and revenue;

Terms of reference

Terms of reference

Inquiry into Auditor-General’s report no. 5 of 2013: Bushfire Preparedness
Whilst the Committee’s terms of reference are the information contained within the Auditor-General’s Report— the Committee will focus specifically on the following matters:

Strategic readiness for bushfire prevention and preparedness:

a) strategic bushfire capability for the ACT—processes for preparation of a statement of strategic bushfire capability, review currency and processes, and identified stakeholder contributions;

b) effectiveness of the current bushfire management governance framework as a fundamental requisite underpinning bushfire planning and response in the ACT. This includes the legislative and policy framework and related planning and compliance cycles—Emergencies Act 2004, whole-of-government five-year Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP), Regional Fire Management Plans (RFP) and bushfire operational plans (BOP) for individual land managers;

c) resourcing required to effect the SBMP, RFP and BOP;

d) fuel reduction required to effect the SBMP, RFP and BOP; and

e) role of RFS volunteers in effecting the SBMP, RFP and BOP.

Farm Firewise Program:

a) monitoring of the implementation of actions arising from Farm Firewise assessments; and

b) relationship of the Farm Firewise Program with Land Management Agreements.

Implementation of Audit recommendations:

a) progress on implementation of Audit report recommendations as agreed by the Government; and

b) any other relevant matter.

The Auditor-General’s report is available from: http://www.audit.act.gov.au/auditreports/reports2013/Report No 5 of 2013 Bushfire Preparedness.pdf
List of Abbreviations 
	BAZ

	Bushfire Abatement Zone

	BOP

	Bushfire Operation Plan

	CFU

	Community Fire Unit


	COMCEN
	Emergency Services Agency’s Central Communications team

	ESA
	Emergency Services Agency 

	ESDD
	Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate

	FRS
	Rural Fire Service

	IWG
	Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group

	JACS
	Justice and Community Safety Directorate

	LMA
	Land Management Agreements

	MOU
	Memorandum of Understanding 

	RFMP
	Regional Fire Management Plan

	SMBP
	Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

	TAMS
	Territory and Municipal Services Directorate
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Recommendations

Recommendation 1
2.13
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government report on progress made by both TAMS and JACS in relation to strategic and accountability indicators, and detail the process used to finalise the indicators to the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 2
2.39
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government issue an annual statement of resources for each Strategic Bushfire Management Plan produced prior to the start of each bushfire season.
Recommendation 3
2.46
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide to the ACT Legislative Assembly the advice that it relied upon when determining not to release the list of privately owned assets before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 4
2.49
The Committee recommends the Government provides to the ACT Legislative Assembly the size and scope of the privately owned assets requiring protection by the last sitting day of March 2016.
Recommendation 5
2.55
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government release the review undertaken in relation to the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group to the public.
Recommendation 6
2.61
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure Annual Progress Reports on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan are made available to the public and the Bushfire Council every year.
Recommendation 7
2.67
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government confirm in the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016, that since 2013 Regional Fire Management Plans have been annually reviewed and updated in relation to fire management zones. If this has not occurred, the Government should provide specific details in relation to which plans have not been updated, and why.
Recommendation 8
2.86
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with the framework developed for bushfire operational plans, particularly those for lands in the bushfire abatement zone. Details on the process used to develop the framework, and information relating to how often the framework will be reviewed should also be provided before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 9
2.92
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with the governance arrangements developed for bushfire operational plan monitoring before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 10
2.98
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government make public the policy designed to guide managers of National Land.
Recommendation 11
2.105
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with a copy of the Terms of Reference and the review conducted into the ACT Bushfire Council as a consequence of the Auditor-General’s report No 5 of 2013 before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 12
2.141
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with an update on the development of the new database intended to report, record and cost tasks through the Oracle system, and copies of the quarterly reports produced by the database, with the website address that the public can use to access the reports.
Recommendation 13
2.151
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government update the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with progress made in relation to Auditor-General’s Recommendation 14 and specifically outline:
a.
What changes were made to the major projects section of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan,
b.
The consultation process used to develop legislative changes made to the Planning and Development Act 2007, and
c.
provide agendas for the annual forward planning sessions for capital works meetings held.
Recommendation 14
2.177
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide to the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016:
a.
An update on the number of rural leaseholders who’s fire management plans are less than 2 years old, and the current total number of rural leaseholders.
b.
Clarification about the nature of bushfire management plan required by rural landholders in fire abatement zones, and specific detail about the place of Farm FireWise plans, bushfire operation plans and land management agreements.
c.
A copy of the advice provided to rural leaseholders in relation to their bushfire management responsibilities.
d.
A copy of the current form document being provided to rural leaseholders to use for commencement of a rural lease.
Recommendation 15
2.195
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with a copy of the completed Farm FireWise review and advise the Assembly on progress of implementation for any recommendations within the review before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 16
2.205
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the updated standards and protocols for the Community Fire Units to the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016.
Recommendation 17
2.226
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that the memorandum of understanding between TAMS and ESA in relation to bushfire preparedness and response is updated annually.
Recommendation 18
2.233
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with a copy of the framewrok used by the Rural Fire Service, ACT Fire and Rescue and TAMS to report their strategic bushfire capability in terms of volunteer and staff numbers.
Recommendation 19
2.247
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider updating the information records systems used to maintain information regarding training, skill sets and experience of personnel, including volunteers, in one system that can be accessed by ESA and TAMS if required.
Recommendation 20
2.248
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government foster professional development through access to appropriate training and interstate visits.
Recommendation 21
2.249
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government reviews the provision and delivery of training to volunteers in the Rural Fire Service with a view to a more devolved model including more training at the Brigade level.
Recommendation 22
2.250
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that a minimum of five trained and experienced level 3 controllers be available in the ACT at all times and that all have appropriate and current accreditation.
Recommendation 23
2.259
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government review the applicability of the fitness test by which the fitness of RFS staff and volunteers is accessed.
Recommendation 24
2.267
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government detail to the ACT Legislative Assembly on the first sitting day in September every year a detailed summary of the preparation for the approaching fire season including an explicit list of resources and equipment available for the season based on checks of equipment prior to the commencement of the fire season.
Recommendation 25
4.13
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government detail to the Legislative Assembly how it will ensure better coordination of entities with responsibility for bushfire management in the ACT.
Recommendation 26
4.14
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government confirm their commitment to the retention of the Fire Management Unit in TAMS.
Recommendation 27
4.15
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that all operational positions are filled at Rural Fire Service Headquarters.
Recommendation 28
4.19
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government adopt and define a ‘model of service’ or ‘standard of fire cover’ for bushfire risks in the ACT in place of the current ‘strategic bushfire capability’.
Recommendation 29
4.20
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government predict a range of realistic bushfire scenarios; calculate the resources needed to protect the ACT in line with a model of service; and ensure that these resources are in place by the 2016 bushfire season.
Recommendation 30
4.23
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government clarify legislative provisions relating to bushfire preparedness which have been identified by the Auditor-General as unclear, inconsistent, or making insufficient provision for bushfire preparedness.
Recommendation 31
4.25
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that all required approvals are in place to ensure the effective use of external resources sourced to carry out fuel reduction activities.
Recommendation 32
4.26
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that strategic access is maintained to bushfire prone areas.
Recommendation 33
4.28
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government investigate the provision of an Automated External Defibrillator on all ACT Rural Fire Service tankers.
Recommendation 34
4.29
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that aerial application of fire retardant is incorporated in it its response plans through both rotary and fixed wing application, including the use of large fixed wing tankers.
Recommendation 35
4.30
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that arrangements are in place to provide a suitable number of heavy bulldozers should they be required.
Recommendation 36
4.31
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that an adequate number of heavy tankers be available for duty in the ACT.
Recommendation 37
4.34
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government guard against complacency given the extended period since a major bushfire incident has occurred in the ACT.
Recommendation 38
4.35
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with all other jurisdictions to establish a National Bushfire Museum in the ACT.


1. Introduction
There is a history of severe and damaging bushfires in the ACT. More recently, changes in climate have contributed further to the threat of bushfire in the region. This makes it important to ensure that ACT Government is taking the best possible approach to preparing for bushfire threats.

The Auditor-General’s Report No. 5 of 2013: Bushfire Preparedness (the Audit report) presented the results of an independent performance audit on the effectiveness of the ACT Government’s approach to bushfire preparedness.

The Audit focused on bushfire prevention and preparedness. In particular, it considered:

the ACT Government’s approach to managing bushfire hazards, its work to support the community’s preparedness, and its progress in developing its capabilities since the January 2003 bushfires.

The Audit report was presented to the Speaker of the Legislative Assembly on 26 July 2013. It was tabled in the ACT Legislative Assembly by the Speaker on 6 August 2013, and was referred to the Committee for examination in accordance with the Committee’s resolution of appointment.

Terms of Reference
While the Committee’s terms of reference are the information contained within the Audit report , the Committee focused specifically on the following matters:

· strategic readiness for bushfire prevention and preparedness;

· the Farm FireWise Program; and

· implementation of Audit recommendations.

Conduct of Inquiry
Under its resolution of appointment, the Committee examines all reports of the Auditor-General which have been presented to the Legislative Assembly. The Committee has established procedures for its examination of these reports.

In accordance with these procedures, the Committee resolved on 12 March 2014 to inquire further into the Audit report.  This decision was reported to the Assembly on 20 March 2014 under the Assembly’s Standing Order 246A.

The Committee wrote directly to key stakeholders, interest groups and organisations, to invite written submissions to its inquiry.  A list of submissions received is at Appendix A.

The Committee held public hearings to discuss the Audit report findings and recommendations on 26 August, 4 September and 9 September 2014.  A list of all witnesses who appeared before the Committee is at Appendix B. The Committee’s website contains the transcripts of these hearings.

On 23 October 2013, the Committee received a submission from the Government in relation to the findings of the Audit report, and this is available from the Committee’s website.

The Committee met on 26 October 2015 to discuss the Chair’s draft report. The Committee’s draft report was adopted on 3 November 2015.

Structure of the report
The Committee’s report has five chapters:

· Chapter 1—Introduction and conduct of inquiry

· Chapter 2—Bushfire management governance in the ACT

· Chapter 3—Audit recommendations and responses. Note this includes Committee   recommendations arising directly out of Auditor-General findings.
· Chapter 4—Committee comment

· Chapter 5—Conclusion

Assembly motion—resources required for the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
On 18 September 2013, Mr Brendan Smyth MLA put forward a motion in the Legislative Assembly on bushfire preparedness, calling on the Government to ‘release and make explicit all resources needed to meet the objectives of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) as per the Emergencies Act 2004 by the last sitting day in November 2013’—i.e., by 28 November 2013.  The motion was passed in the Legislative Assembly.

A statement of resources was subsequently provided to the Assembly by Mr Corbell MLA on 28 November 2013. The Statement provides information about the strategies and resources for SBMPv2 relating to: research, information and analysis; prevention; preparedness; response; and recovery.
Further discussion regarding bushfire capability is included in Chapter 5, as Recommendation 2 of the Audit report is:

The Emergency Services Agency should comply with the Emergencies Act 2004 requirements for the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan by including in this Plan an explicit statement of all resources needed to meet the objectives of the Plan.

Acknowledgements
The Committee thanks all those who contributed to the inquiry by providing submissions, appearing at public hearings, and providing additional information.
2. Audit recommendations, responses and comments
Introduction
The Audit report made 24 recommendations—these are reproduced in full at Appendix F.  Six of these recommendations were considered to be ‘High Priority’: recommendations 7, 14, 15, 18, 19 and 20. 
A table summarising the recommendations across the five audit themes together with the Government position in response to each recommendation is provided in Appendix C.
The Government agreed with all recommendations except recommendation 21, concerning ‘information capture and sharing’, to which it agreed in part.

This chapter considers each of the Audit recommendations—including:

·  the Audit report’s supporting narrative for the recommendation;

· comment made by the Auditor-General and audit officials when they appeared before the Committee;
· government responses to the recommendation; and

· further comment by the Auditor-General and audit officials, and government Ministers and their officers, as set out in the Audit report, as part of submissions, and at public hearings.

The Committee has made a number of recommendations in this chapter where it seeks additional information or clarification from the Government in relation to the Auditor-General’s recommendation, or Government response to an Auditor-General recommendation. The Committee has taken this approach to prevent duplication and for ease of understanding the intention and context of Committee recommendations.

Recommendations

 Audit Recommendation 1
Recommendation

The first Audit recommendation is:
Recommendation 1 (Chapter 2)—ACT Government directorate strategic and accountability indicators

The Justice and Community Safety Directorate should continue to review its strategic and accountability indicators and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate (TAMS) should commence a review of its strategic and accountability indicators. The directorates should consult to develop complementary measures which better assess their bushfire management activities.

Report narrative
The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the first recommendation.
These included:

· that accountability indicators used in connection with bushfire management by the Justice and Community Safety Directorate (JACS) had changed ‘each year since 2011-12’;

· that the Auditor-General had ‘found issues’ in three of the seven indicators most commonly employed by JACS in a 2010 performance Audit, specifically those relating to desktop audits of bushfire operational plans, field assessments of bushfire operational plans, and ‘percentage of staff and volunteers trained in AIIMS awareness or equivalent Incident Management System training’;

· that in view of these findings that ‘the systems used to measure results [needed] to be reviewed so that accurate and independently verifiable data supports any claims about the achievement of accountability indicators’;

· that JACS had adopted ‘key changes’ to accountability indicators in relation to the three indicators and one other, and that this had resulted in ‘greater clarity associated with the accountability indicators and what they are measuring’;

· that, however, changes to accountability indicators had also made them ‘more achievable’;

· that additional indicators had been introduced by JACS in the 2013-14 Budget Papers, but that these were ‘not necessarily restricted to bushfire management outcomes’ and may reflect ‘emergency management more broadly’;

· that the Emergency Services Agency (ESA) accountability indicators had ‘similar shortcomings’; 

· that in order to make these indicators more accurate, it was necessary to define and explain ‘what the indicator and the target are actually measuring’;
 
· that the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate used only ‘a single accountability indicator related to bushfire management’; 
 

· that a ‘specific strategic indicator for the TAMS  that is relevant to bushfire management and preparedness was absent from TAMS accountability indicators;

· that TAMS had reported ‘100 per cent performance for 2009-10 and 95 per cent for 2010-11, and 94 per cent for 2011-12 in meeting its ‘Implement activities identified under the Bushfire Operational Plan’ accountability indicator’;

· that this indicator was ‘an all-encompassing one which does not facilitate transparency with respect to what types of activities have or have not been undertaken, whether the same types of activities each year are not being achieved, or whether or not the activities not undertaken were a high priority or significant. This indicator is also reported against with respect to activities that are either “completed” or “commenced but not completed”;
 and
· that, in light of these findings, it was ‘important that JACS and TAMS report against relevant, appropriate and measurable strategic and accountability indicators as part of annual reporting obligations’.

Government responses

In the agency response published in the Audit report, JACS responded to Recommendation 1 stating that:

The Emergency Services Agency (ESA) has reviewed and made changes to the Strategic and Accountability Indicators for presentation in the 2013-14 Budget papers. The ESA will work with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate (TAMS) to further refine the indicators as necessary in order to improve the measurement and assessment of the complementary bushfire management activities.

Territory and Municipal Services Directorate responded in the Audit report by saying that:

Both Directorates have well established protocols for communication on bushfire management matters which will facilitate the development of complementary measures.
 
The ACT Government’s submission to the inquiry responded further, saying that:
The JACS Directorate and the ESA have reviewed and made changes to the Strategic and Accountability Indicators for the 2013-14 reporting year to better capture and measure data that reflects the ESA's bushfire prevention and management activities. The ESA will work with TAMS to further refine the indicators as necessary in order to improve the measurement and assessment of the complementary bushfire management activities.

The ESA and TAMS both have accountability indicators that report on the delivery of the TAMS bushfire operational plan (BOP). In reviewing the indicators the agencies will endeavour to enhance the correlation between the indicators to improve the reporting of BOP activities. Both the ESA and TAMS have well established protocols for communication on bushfire management matters, which will facilitate the development of complementary measures.

The TAMS Directorate intend to undertake a review of its strategic and accountability indicators related to fire management before the end of the 2013-14 financial year. Any changes to the current indicators will involve high level input from the ESA to ensure that joint fire management related objectives are complementary.

Hearings

In hearings, the Auditor-General made the following comment in relation to the recommendation:

With respect to bushfire governance arrangements, chapter 2, it was considered that the ACT government has a robust governance and planning framework for its bushfire management activities, and this includes the Emergencies Act 2004, the strategic bushfire management plan, regional fire management plans and bushfire operational plans. While there is a robust governance and planning framework, it was found that strategic and accountability indicators for the Justice and Community Safety Directorate, particularly the Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, needed to be reviewed. Indicators need to be developed so that it is clear exactly what is being measured.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government report on progress made by both TAMS and JACS in relation to strategic and accountability indicators, and detail the process used to finalise the indicators to the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016. 
Audit Recommendation 2

Recommendation

 The second Audit recommendation is:
Recommendation 2 (Chapter 3)—Statement of resources in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Emergency Services Agency should comply with the Emergencies Act 2004 requirements for the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan by including in this Plan an explicit statement of all resources needed to meet the objectives of the Plan.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the second recommendation.
These included:

· that the ‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan [did] not include a statement of resources needed to meet the objectives of the Plan’;

· that ‘Section 76 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides that, after the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan is approved by the Minister for Police and Emergency Services, the ESA must conduct an assessment, based on the Plan, of available resources and capabilities for bushfire prevention and preparedness’;

· that this ‘assessment must be given to the ACT Bushfire Council and the Minister for Police and Emergency Services’;
 and

· that the ‘Emergency Services Agency conducted an assessment of additional resources it required to implement specific activities in the Plan’, but this ‘assessment did not include an assessment of all resources needed, including existing resources, and the assessment was not provided to the ACT Bushfire Council’.

Government responses

In its response published in the Audit report, JACS responded to Recommendation 2 stating that:

This will be included as part of the development of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan version 3, which has commenced.

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The Government will release and make explicit a statement of resources needed to meet the objectives of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) version 2 by the last Assembly sitting day in November 2013. The provision of financial resources or otherwise to support this statement of resources will be considered by the Government in the 2014-15 budget cycle.

This statement of resources will also be included in the development of the SBMP version 3, which commenced in July 2013 and is planned for completion in October 2014.

Hearings

Questions regarding Recommendation 2 were raised when the Auditor-General and audit officials appeared at hearings on 26 August 2014.
In responding to questions, the Auditor-General told the Committee that at the time there seemed to be:
...51 appliances that seem to drive the resourcing model that is then applied rather than looking at the need and doing it the other way. We think it should be based on the need.
 
This, she said:

...comes down to the Commissioner for Emergency Services making a statement about “To meet the likely need under different scenarios, this is our capability”. 

The Auditor-General told the Committee that the ACT had adopted the term ‘strategic bushfire capability’ in contrast with terms used in other jurisdictions, which were ‘model of service’ and ‘standard of fire cover’.

An Audit official added:

...the discussion around a statement of strategic bushfire capability is very much a resourcing question: what resources do we need to achieve a given outcome?

He went on to say that:

The question is about what you can put into the SBMP at an early stage at its approval in order to satisfy the terms of the legislation. Reading the legislation in its barest form, it requires a statement to be in the SBMP of resources needed to implement the plan. That is all we have to go on. What would you need to see in the SBMP to satisfy that? It suggests that there is something more detailed than a statement that, “We will do this.”

When asked whether a standard of fire cover had been determined in the ACT, the Audit official told the Committee:

We looked very closely at this question. We wanted to establish what was needed, not what there is. We identified that some work had gone into the very same question in 2006 to determine what should be an appropriate level of standard of fire cover. We make the point in the report that that work was inconclusive.
 
‘However’, the Official told the Committee there was on area in which ‘such a statement has been made’ by the Parks Brigade: 
They did precisely that modelled upon a response to the 2001 fires. They determined what weight of resource was necessary, and from that they modelled their requirements. So it is not true that there is no statement of capability across the full bushfire suppression resources. There is one area where it has been done, and that is in Parks Brigade. 

Questions regarding Recommendation 2 were also asked when the then Minister for Police and Emergency Services, and the Commissioner, Emergency Services Agency, appeared before the Committee in hearings of 4 September 2014.

When asked whether work had been done on resources required to meet likely scenarios, the Commissioner told the Committee that:
ESA certainly has picked up on the feedback of the Auditor-General in relation to how the needs of the ACT are met based on the various likely scenarios we could face. That is why, as the minister has explained, we have developed a strategic bushfire capability framework which will progress out of the new draft strategic bushfire management plan version 3, which will focus on that scalability that the Auditor-General provided feedback on; that is, a system that is based on those three premises the minister went through of our base resourcing capability and how we effectively meet the day-to-day needs of protecting the territory from fire. It then works into what you do when fire danger increases.
 

The Commissioner went on to tell the Committee that the ESA was ‘considering the development’ of:

...an instrument that assists operational planners in the development of a scalability system so that when fire danger ratings start to increase and when fires start to occur, you have a system that dynamically allows you to assess the risks and address those risks to ensure our response capability is high, whether that is through the setting up of additional resources, putting on aircraft, the utilisation of machinery—all of the things that we may need to do in the event of that.

Moreover, the Commissioner stated there would be:

...those days when, under catastrophic fire danger conditions, all of the resources of the ACT might not necessarily be available to protect the community to the extent that we want. As we go into those sorts of conditions, by actually having the proper planning in place for the first two, we can then draw on our interstate and commonwealth resources, particularly in relation to the work the commonwealth is currently doing about the establishment of a national capability for bushfire suppression. 
The Commissioner told the Committee that:

Understanding the full availability of resources on a national scale, of which ACT is a significant contributor, allows for those pre-planning decisions to be made so that, should we be looking towards those worst-of-the-worst scenarios, we resource effectively or to the best of our ability, utilising not only the resources of the ACT but those of our commonwealth and interstate neighbours.

However, the Commissioner also commented:

In terms of resourcing, as I said before, when you have those worst-of-the-worst days, those catastrophic bushfire danger conditions, you never have enough. I think the classic example occurred only last year, in the Blue Mountains in October 2013, when you had one of the best resourced fire services in the world, with a highly trained combination of volunteers and paid firefighters, with high saturation of fire stations across the Blue Mountains, and still 200 homes were lost in a very short space of time. That is the nature of working with natural disasters, which bushfire is. The capability requirement may never be enough, depending on the situation.

When asked further questions about the adequacy of resourcing, and what had been done to ensure that resourcing was adequate, the Commissioner told the Committee that:

It gets back to the point that, as we know here in Canberra, for the vast majority of fire weather conditions we face, we do have adequate resourcing. For every year in Canberra, I think when I looked back over the last dozen years in relation to days of total fire ban—that is, days when the fire danger rating goes to severe, which is a level where fires become much more difficult to contain and which is why rapid detection and an immediate response is so important—we have the vast majority of resources available.

Outside those other 358 or 359 days of the year, we always have more than adequate. It is about how we address it when we have, on average, five days that may go into severe or extreme fire danger—and sometimes on those days only for a matter of hours on those days, from the time period of usually about 2 o’clock until 6 o’clock at night. If you wish to try and adequately have the resourcing available for all of that, who knows how much extra you would need when you look at the Blue Mountains scenario of last year?

However, the Commissioner commented:

...for the remaining 359 or 360 days of the year, our resourcing is certainly adequate to meet the bushfire risk. Of course, given the resources that we have, we make decisions based on priorities, based upon the need to stand up additional resources should they be required in terms of contracted arrangements, interstate arrangements or commonwealth arrangements, which supplement our high level of capability we already have.

Questions were also put to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services. The Committee asked the Minister whether the matters engaged by Recommendation 2 would in the future be approached on the basis of need or from the point of view of resources.

 The Minister responded:
The government said very clearly in relation to recommendation 2 from the auditor that we will release and make explicit a statement of resources needed to meet the objectives of the SBMP version 2. We said that we would do that for the last Assembly sitting last year, and we have done so.

When asked about the level of detail provided statement of resources, the Minister stated:
It is a pretty explicit list. It does list all the capabilities across rural fire, fire and rescue, parks brigade as part of rural fire and a range of other capabilities that the government has. This new statement of resources will also be included in the development of version 3 of the SBMP and the government takes seriously the need to make that list of resourcing available.

The Commissioner has talked through well some of the nuances around this issue. The day-to-day emergency response—that is, the frequency of event that we generally see in the ACT—is very well covered by our existing level of capability. The challenge, of course, is: how do you make explicit the resources you need for the high end, less frequent but most significant emergency, which is the severe or catastrophic fire event? As the commissioner has said, in those scenarios you can never have enough. The point that was made about the Blue Mountains is a point well made. The New South Wales Rural Fire Service had queues of fire appliances trying to get into the Blue Mountains but it still was not enough. That is because of the intensity and the very short time in which one of these fire emergencies can emerge and have an impact. 

The Minister added that this was:

...the issue that we have to address in terms of the statement of resources. Yes, we can assess and be confident about our level of capability for the day-to-day regular frequency event. I think we are very confident about the capacity we have on the ground to respond to those types of regular frequency events. But the high end, high impact event, the severe or catastrophic event, is another question altogether, and it is very difficult to quantify what a 2003 event means in terms of the number of vehicles. We would be naive to say we can determine the number of vehicles and the number of personnel we need to deal with a 2003-type event. I do not think you can do it. So the approach that the ESA is adopting is very cognisant of some of those issues. 

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government issue an annual statement of resources for each Strategic Bushfire Management Plan produced prior to the start of each bushfire season.
 Audit Recommendation 3

Recommendation

The third Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 3 (Chapter 3)—List of privately-owned assets in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Justice and Community Safety Directorate, in managing future amendments to the Emergencies Act 2004, should propose amendments which require the Emergency Services Agency to maintain information on privately-owned assets of public interest that are vulnerable to bushfire without the need to include this information in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the third recommendation.

These included:
· that the ‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan does not include a “list of privately- owned assets of public interest vulnerable to bushfire” as required by subsection 74(2) of the Emergencies Act 2004’;

· that the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan does include ‘a map of “assets at risk from bushfires” ‘ and ‘strategies for the protection of privately-owned assets vulnerable to bushfire’; 

· that the ‘map of “assets at risk from bushfires” in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan is supported by information in a database that is maintained by the ESA, which is not made publicly available;
and
· that while ‘it does not comply with the legislative requirement to include a “list of privately-owned assets of public interest vulnerable to bushfire” 'in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, the Emergency Services Agency advises that it does have the information needed to achieve the intent of the legislation, that is, a means of identifying privately- owned assets of public interest that are vulnerable to bushfire’.

Government responses

In its agency response as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 3 stating that:

The ESA will raise this matter for consideration by the ACT Government.
 
The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:

The details of many of these privately owned assets are 'commercial in confidence'. The ESA will continue to maintain a register of these assets to support decision making. The JACS Directorate will review the requirement under the Emergencies Act 2004 in relation to this information and provide advice to Government for further consideration.

Hearings

In hearings of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:
The conclusion regarding planning processes and plans that guide bushfire preparedness, which is in chapter 3, was that while these provide a sound basis for bushfire management and are an improvement on what was in place prior to the 2003 bushfires, there are shortcomings which impair their effectiveness. Specifically with respect to the strategic bushfire management plan, while it generally meets legislative requirements, it did not, however, have a list of privately owned assets of public interest vulnerable to bushfire and did not have a statement of resources needed to meet the objectives of the plan. There are security reasons why it may not be appropriate to have a public list of privately owned assets. However, these should be known by the Emergency Services Agency.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide to the ACT Legislative Assembly the advice that it relied upon when determining not to release the list of privately owned assets before the last sitting day in March 2016.

In the hearings and government response, the Government has listed both commercial in confidence and security matters as reasons for the non-release of asset information, but has not provided any background or contextual information in relation to the number of assets that are affected by either consideration or potential risks of releasing the information. 
While maintaining the confidentiality of these privately owned assets, the Committee believes it is important to understand the size and scope of what requires protection.

The Committee recommends the Government provides to the ACT Legislative Assembly the size and scope of the privately owned assets requiring protection by the last sitting day of March 2016.

Audit Recommendation 4

Recommendation

The fourth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 4 (Chapter 3)—The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group

The Emergency Services Agency should review the operations of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group to determine if it is the most appropriate mechanism for ‘monitoring the scope and effectiveness’ of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. If it is retained, ways to improve its effectiveness should be identified and implemented.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the fourth recommendation.

These included:

· that in accordance with ‘section 73 of the Emergencies Act 2004 the ESA established a Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group as the principal management arrangement to monitor the implementation of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. The membership of the Group consists of the Emergency Services Agency Commissioner and officers from the Emergency Services Agency and Parks and Conservation Service Branch of the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’;

· that while ‘the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group was appropriately constituted to meet the requirements of the Emergencies Act 2004, it has not been effective in “monitoring of the scope and effectiveness” of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’;
 
· that from discussion ‘with agency representatives, a review of the frequency and attendance of meetings and a review of agenda coverage and reports it is apparent that there has been a lack of sustained and rigorous monitoring of the ACT Strategic Bushfire Management Plan by this group’;

· that this had been ‘particularly marked in the period from January 2011, which has been characterised by infrequent meetings and poor attendance, and where the quality of the review of actions has been limited’;
 and
· that there was ‘no other mechanism whereby the Emergency Services Agency systematically monitored ‘the scope and effectiveness’ of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, as required by the Emergencies Act 2004’.

Government responses

In its response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 4 stating that:

The operation of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group (IWG) will be reviewed. The terms of reference, membership and attendance, and reporting processes will be considered as part of the review.

The Government’s submission responded further, stating that:

The ESA will conduct a review of the lWG, including its terms of reference.

The Government recognises that there is a need to review the process of monitoring the scope and effectiveness of implementation of the SBMP. The ESA will establish this reporting process, through the ESA Commissioner, to the ACT Bushfire Council.

The TAMS Directorate will continue to provide resources to actively participate in the monitoring of the implementation of the SBMP and will continue to work closely with the ESA to ensure the most effective delivery of the SBMP.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government release the review undertaken in relation to the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group to the public.

 Audit Recommendation 5

Recommendation

The fifth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 5 (Chapter 3)—Annual progress reports on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Emergency Services Agency should undertake audits to meet the requirements in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan for the preparation, sharing and publication of annual progress reports. Annual progress reports should be made available to the ACT Bushfire Council.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the fifth recommendation.

These included:

· that the ‘Research, information and analysis element of the ACT Government Implementation Plan component of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan identifies the following high priority action:
· Strategy — undertake monitoring and review of the effects of the operations and activities resulting from this Plan and sub-plans and report back to the community and adjust strategies as necessary

·  Annual reports will be prepared to document the ACT Government's compliance with actions identified under this Plan. (High priority)’;

· that the ‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan also states that “audit reports document compliance with this Plan” ’;

· that the ‘Emergency Services Agency has prepared annual progress reports in each of the first three years of operation of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (between 2010 and 2012);

· that, however, ‘these reports have not been compliance reports based on audit work, which meet the requirements of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’; 

· that the ‘reports are, in many cases, a compilation of actions reported by the officer directly responsible for the action's implementation’;

· that, in light of this, the ‘reports serve as a useful means by which progress on activities is self-reported by responsible officers, but the reports are not independently verified and do not serve a purpose as a mechanism for assurance’;

· that ‘the annual reports have not been made public, which appears to be the intention of this requirement, as demonstrated by the strategy statement “undertake monitoring and review of the effects of the operations and activities resulting from this Plan and sub-plans and report back to the community and adjust strategies as necessary” ‘;
 and
· that, accordingly, ‘the Emergency Services Agency's reporting on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan has not been based on the required audit activity, and its reporting has not been coordinated with the ACT Bushfire Council or communicated to the ACT community as originally intended’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 5 by saying that:

The function of coordinating, auditing, monitoring and reviewing of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan will be incorporated into the IWG review (see response to Recommendation 4 above). Annual progress reports will be made available to the ACT Bushfire Council. The provision of annual progress reports to Bushfire Council is reflected in the new Terms of Reference for the Council.
 
The Government’s submission made the same response.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure Annual Progress Reports on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan are made available to the public and the Bushfire Council every year.

Audit Recommendation 6

Recommendation

The sixth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 6 (Chapter 3)—Review of fire management zones and Regional Fire Management Plans

The Emergency Services Agency should annually review fire management zones and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should subsequently update the Regional Fire Management Plans.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the sixth recommendation.

These included:

· that a ‘review of Regional Fire Management Plans and the zoning reflected in them has not been undertaken annually’;

· that the ’Built Up Area and Bushfire Abatement Zone were redefined by the Emergency Services Agency Commissioner in 2012, six years after they were previously redefined’; 

· that the ‘Regional Fire Management Plans have not been updated since they were implemented in 2009’; 

· that it was ‘important that plans are regularly updated so that their reliability is guaranteed’; 

· that by ‘not reviewing fire management zones and Regional Fire Management Plans on a regular basis there is a risk that the development of bushfire operational plans and other bushfire management activities by land managers is impeded’ and land managers ‘may not have sufficient and accurate information on the potential risks associated with bushfires on which to undertake effective bushfire management’.

Government responses

In its agency response as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 6 stating:

The ESA specified in April 2013 requirements for bushfire operational plans for all relevant ACT Directorates and corporations. The actions under this recommendation, which are linked to recommendation 15c of the audit report, will be conducted in consultation with TAMS.

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:

The ESA has developed a framework, which outlines the process for undertaking yearly internal reviews of the Regional Fire Management Plan (RFMP).

The ESA has overall responsibility for the RFMPs, and will commit to providing resources to undertake the process of review. It is recognised that the values managed by TAMS, including threatened species and recreational facilities, may be significantly affected by the strategies identified in RFMPs. For this reason TAMS will be heavily involved in the review of RFMPs.

The TAMS Directorate will annually review and update the RFMPs based on any new fire management zone information provided by the ESA and include major fuel management activities undertaken by TAMS in the preceding year. This annual review will be documented and provided to the ESA Commissioner for comment and approval and implemented at the same time as the development of the following year's TAMS BOP.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government confirm in the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016, that since 2013 Regional Fire Management Plans have been annually reviewed and updated in relation to fire management zones. If this has not occurred, the Government should provide specific details in relation to which plans have not been updated, and why.

 Audit Recommendation 7

Recommendation

The seventh Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 7 (Chapter 3)—Preparation and approval of bushfire operational plans (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency should specify preparation and approval requirements for bushfire operational plans, particularly those for lands in the Bushfire Abatement Zone.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the sixth recommendation.

These included:

· that the ‘Audit Office considers that the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan do not sufficiently articulate requirements for bushfire operational plans and this creates ambiguity’;

· that ‘Subsection 78(1) of the Emergencies Act 2004 appears to apply to all ACT Government land managers, as they are responsible for “land occupied by the Territory”. This appears to be supported by the requirement of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan that “Government land managers will prepare bushfire operational plans consistent with the Regional Fire Management Plans”, however ‘parts of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan appear to suggest that the preparation of bushfire operational plans by ACT Government land managers is conditional on being notified by the Emergency Services Agency’;

· that, for example, ‘the requirement for ACT Government agencies with land management responsibilities in Ember Zones to produce bushfire operational plans appears to be conditional on them being identified to produce such a plan, presumably by the Emergency Services Agency’;

· that, furthermore, ‘the requirement for land managers in the Bushfire Abatement Zone is arguably ambiguous. Paragraph 78(2)(b) of the Emergencies Act 2004 appears to establish a set of circumstances in which the owner of land (e.g. a rural leaseholder) should prepare a bushfire operational plan if the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan sets out a requirement for a bushfire operational plan for the Bushfire Abatement Zone’; 

· that ‘No such requirement is made in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, although the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan does set out requirements for land managers in Strategic Firefighting Advantage Zones and Inner and Outer Asset Protection Zones’;

· that these ‘zones are not incompatible with the Bushfire Abatement Zone, i.e. there is considerable overlap, but there is insufficient clarity in the legislation and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan with respect to this requirement’; 

· that the ‘lack of clarity in the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan has meant that it is not possible to identify with certainty whether various land managers and owners of land are non-compliant with the legislation or the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’; 
 and

· that, given ‘the ambiguity that is apparent in legislation and in Strategic Bushfire Management Plan on the need to prepare a bushfire operational plan, further guidance is warranted’.

Government responses

In its agency response as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 7 by saying that:

The ESA specified in April 2013 requirements for bushfire operational plans for all relevant ACT Directorates and corporations. The actions under this recommendation, which are linked to recommendation 15c of the audit report, will be conducted in consultation with TAMS.
 
The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The ESA will develop a framework, which lists the ACT Government Directorates, ACT Government Corporations and any other Manager of ACT Land that is required to develop BOPs.

This framework will include the timeframes and process for submission to the ESA Commissioner for approval, and monitoring of implementation by the ESA. The actions under this recommendation, which are linked to recommendation J 5c of the audit report, will be conducted in consultation with TAMS.

Under the Emergencies Act 2004, the ESA has powers in relation to compliance and enforcement activities with rural landholders, including those whose properties are located in the Bushfire Abatement Zone (BAZ). The ESA will ensure that regular inspections and compliance audits will be conducted, and direction given, to rural landholders or land managers when required.
 

Hearings
The Auditor-General commented on recommendation 7 when she appeared on 26 August 2014.
The Auditor-General told the Committee:

With respect to bushfire operational plans, while several recommendations were made, a high-priority recommendation, recommendation 7, was that the emergency services should specify preparation and approval requirements for bushfire operational plans, particularly those for lands in the bushfire abatement zone. Furthermore, the strategic bushfire management plan identified a high priority being the development of a framework for bushfire management activities on national lands. This framework had not been developed. However, there were cooperative efforts between the Emergency Services Agency and some national land managers.

The Auditor-General added:

The bushfire operational plans should be prepared at least every two years to guide fuel management and other activities to manage the threat of bushfires. While the largest land manager, the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate which manage around 72 per cent of the territory, update their bushfire operational plan annually, such plans are not produced by all other land managers. There is a need to clarify who should prepare such plans.

Later in the hearing, the Auditor-General commented:

Various sections of legislation require the preparation of [Bushfire Operational Plans]. Our major concern under that particular one relates to which land managers should prepare which particular plans.

At this point she asked an Audit official to elaborate on the context for the recommendation and the Committee was told:
There appears to be uncertainty about who should prepare bushfire operational plans. There is much in chapters 3, 4 and 5 about bushfire operational plans. They are, of course, the action plans that enable the strategy to be implemented. Setting aside the largest bushfire operational plan—the TAMS bushfire operational plan—we could provide a long list of difficulties. But, in essence, here are the main ones: the ESA—the Emergency Services Agency—and, specifically, the Rural Fire Service has not given sufficient attention to the other bushfire operational plans. It focuses primarily, and usually exclusively, on the TAMS bushfire operational plan.

The Audit official explained to the Committee that the TAMS bushfire operational plan did:

...not focus on what is needed, from whom, how they are to be brought forward and whether their implementation needs to be monitored when it comes to any other bushfire operational plans.
 

The key question, for consideration was whether: 

...the legislation and is the strategic bushfire management plan exclusively about TAMS and its land management responsibilities through its BOP or does that legislation indicate that there is a need for bushfire operational plans from other land managers?

As to this principal question, the Audit official told the Committee, the Audit’s view was ‘that the legislation is clear in that it does go further than just the TAMS bushfire operational plan’.

The Official explained that the audit rationale underpinning the recommendation was to suggest to the ESA that:
...they should make sure that it is clear to any land managers involved in land management within the territory what their obligations are with respect to bushfire operational plans. It is not just TAMS that has an obligation to produce a bushfire operational plan.

The Official added further:

...the recommendation also seeks to set out what the expectations are for, and what support would be available, to other government land managers other than TAMS when it comes to bringing forward these bushfire operational plans. They are clearly an essential part of the strategic framework. How should they be brought forward? Who should bring them forward? How should that process be supported? 

Examples were ‘national land managers, rural leaseholders, rural leaseholders within the bushfire abatement zone, which is a subset of all rural leaseholders’.
 
Commenting on the responsibilities assigned to each of these categories within current governance for bushfire preparedness, the Official told the Committee that:

All these expectations do not come through particularly clearly when you consider the Emergencies Act and the strategic bushfire management plan. So the recommendation seeks to clarify where those responsibilities sit.

With regard to this, the Director of Performance Audits, also made comment, saying that:
...the SBMP is a document tabled in the Assembly and there is the Emergencies Act 2004. Between those two documents there is that lack of clarity and ambiguity in some aspects.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with the framework developed for bushfire operational plans, particularly those for lands in the bushfire abatement zone. Details on the process used to develop the framework, and information relating to how often the framework will be reviewed should also be provided before the last sitting day in March 2016.

 Audit Recommendation 8

Recommendation

The eighth  Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 8 (Chapter 3)—Monitoring of ACT Government bushfire operational plans

The Emergency Services Agency should develop a strategy for monitoring the development and implementation of all Government land managers’ operational plans.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the eighth recommendation.

These included:

· that there was ‘a lack of clarity as to what was required of ACT Government agencies with respect to providing bushfire operational plans’;

· that there was ‘also a lack of an administrative process for requesting or supporting ACT Government agencies to produce a bushfire operational plan’;

· that there was ‘no definitive list of ACT Government land managers that should be developing and implementing bushfire operational plans for any given year’;

· that, in this respect, ‘the Emergency Services Agency does not undertake a routine assessment of all ACT Government agencies and occupiers of ACT Government land that have assets or a role in relation to bushfire risk’;

· that such an approach had ‘been considered, in consultation with the ACT Bushfire Council, but not developed for the purpose of identifying the necessity for bushfire operational plans’;

· that, as a result, ‘the Emergency Services Agency is not in a position to confirm which agencies, if not all agencies, it expects to prepare a bushfire operational plan’;

· that the Emergency Services Agency had advised that in n 2010-11 and 2011-12 it had:

· ‘requested, and was provided with, bushfire operational plans from the Land Development Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate;

· requested, but was not provided with bushfire operational plans from two other ACT Government agencies; and

· did not request, but was provided with, a bushfire operational plan from the Education and Training Directorate’; 

· that, initially, ‘the Emergency Services Agency was unable to provide evidence of correspondence with ACT Government land managers, other than the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, requesting the preparation of bushfire operational plans’, although correspondence was later provided to Audit;
 and

· that the ESA had ‘poor oversight of the implementation of ACT Government land manager bushfire operational plans’ and, with the ‘exception  of the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate Bushfire Operations Plan’, the Emergency Services Agency did ‘not review ACT Government land managers’ implementation of bushfire operational plans’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation stating:

The ACT Rural Fire Service (RFS) currently monitor and record TAMS bushfire operational plan (BOP) activities and will continue to do this. The ESA will review and improve governance for BOP monitoring and recording to assess the development and implementation of BOPs for all Government land managers.
 
The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The ACT Rural Fire Service (RFS) currently monitors and records TAMS BOP activities and will continue to do this. The ESA will review and improve governance arrangements for BOP monitoring and recording to assess the development and implementation of BOPs for all Government land managers. The review of governance arrangements will establish the means to:

·  assess the extent of implementation of the BOPs;

·  assess the standard of implementation of the BOPs;

·  ensure the strategies and standards of the SBMP are being achieved;

·  ensure transparency in the implementation of BOPs; and

·  report BOP development and implementation of BOPs to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services and the ACT Bushfire Council.

The review of governance and reporting will also consider inclusion of the reporting requirements required of TAMS under Recommendations I I and 13.
 
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with the governance arrangements developed for bushfire operational plan monitoring before the last sitting day in March 2016.

 Audit Recommendation 9

Recommendation

The ninth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 9 (Chapter 3)—National Land bushfire management framework

The Emergency Services Agency should continue to work with National Land managers and develop a National Land bushfire management framework to address bushfire risks on National Land.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the ninth recommendation.

These included:

· that, as had already been noted, ‘the requirement for rural leaseholders in the Bushfire Abatement Zone to produce bushfire operational plans is unclear’;

· that the ‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan makes a distinction between bushfire operational plans and Bushfire Action Plans and makes a requirement for “rural landholders” in general to prepare Bushfire Action Plans via a program referred to as Farm FireWise, whereas Land Management Agreements, ‘on the other hand, refer to both bushfire operational plans and Bushfire Action Plans, and use the terms interchangeably’;

· that the Audit Office considered that ‘the Emergency Services Agency [was] meeting the requirements set out in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan to provide a mechanism to support rural leaseholders to meet their obligations’;

· that, however, the ‘Emergencies Act 2004 does not apply to land in the ACT managed by the Commonwealth, for example, the Australian Government Department of Defence or National Capital Authority land’;
 
· that the ‘Strategic Bushfire Management Plan does, however, require that the ESA work with managers of National Land in developing a framework for bushfire management that complements the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’;

· that, although ‘this is a high priority’, there was ‘no evidence available to show that the Emergency Services Agency or its Commonwealth counterparts, were working together on developing “a framework for bushfire management in these areas complementary to the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan”;
 
· that ‘the Emergency Services Agency [had] not undertaken a routine or rigorous assessment of Commonwealth Government agencies with a significant land management role in the ACT’;
 

· that ‘this potentially represents a risk, and an opportunity, for the management of bushfires in the ACT’;
 and 

· that this issue had been ‘raised by the ACT Bushfire Council on several occasions in recent years, specifically with respect to which entities are required to, or should be encouraged to, prepare a bushfire operational plan’.

Government responses

In its agency response as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation stating:
A strategic framework for bushfire management of National Land will be developed to ensure there is a consistent approach to bushfire planning for these areas. While bushfire plans for National Land are already in place, the ESA will continue to engage and cooperate with National Land managers to enhance their plans.

The Government submission added further:
Although bushfire plans for National Land are already in place, the ESA will continue to engage and cooperate with National Land managers to enhance their plan in line with the objectives of the SBMP. A key component of this engagement will be the development of a policy to guide managers of National Land in developing bushfire risk mitigation strategies.

A strategic framework will also ensure there is a consistent approach to bushfire planning for these National Land areas.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government make public the policy designed to guide managers of National Land.

 Audit Recommendation 10

Recommendation

The tenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 10 (Chapter 3)—ACT Bushfire Council Charter terms of reference

The Emergency Services Agency, in consultation with the ACT Bushfire Council, should conduct a review of the ACT Bushfire Council against its recently developed terms of reference (July 2013) within two years.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the tenth recommendation.

These included:

· that, since ‘the introduction of the Emergencies Act 2004  … the ACT Bushfire Council no longer has powers to take action directly to prevent or suppress bushfires’, and that its ‘primary function is to advise the Minister for Police and Emergency Services and to be consulted and to advise on bushfire-related matters in the ACT’;

·  that the audit found that ‘there was a lack of governance and procedural documentation in place for the Council, e.g. a charter or terms of reference’;

· that the ‘lack of governance and procedural documentation in relation to the Council’s operations increased risks associated with its management and administration’;

· that a ‘draft terms of reference for the ACT Bushfire Council [had been] circulated at its meeting on 5 June 2013’, and that the ‘Emergency Services Agency [supported] the terms of reference, which were formally endorsed by the ACT Bushfire Council at a meeting on 3 July 2013’;
 and
· that it ‘would be beneficial for a review to be undertaken on the operation of the Council with respect to its terms of reference’.

Government responses

In its agency response as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 10 stating that:

The ESA will undertake a review of the ACT Bushfire Council against the terms of reference within two years.
 
The Government’s submission made the same response to the recommendation.

Hearings
When she appeared in hearings of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:
With respect to the ACT Bushfire Council, it did not have terms of reference at the beginning of the audit. This was corrected during the audit. The council had not prepared annual audit reports in compliance with the strategic bushfire management plan as required under this plan. Furthermore, its annual report on bushfire preparedness, although welcomed by the minister, was not always available by the beginning of the bushfire season.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with a copy of the Terms of Reference and the review conducted into the ACT Bushfire Council as a consequence of the Auditor-General’s report No 5 of 2013 before the last sitting day in March 2016. 

 Audit Recommendation 11

Recommendation

The eleventh Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 11 (Chapter 4)—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, as part of its Bushfire Operations Plan monitoring and reporting, should assess and publicly report on cumulative progress against broader outcomes identified in the Regional Fire Management Plans and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the eleventh recommendation.

These included:

· that monitoring and reporting on progress against the Bushfire Operations Plan was primarily achieved through:
·  ‘a regular quarterly narrative report informed by the task-by-task status of activities in the Bushfire Operations Plan Excel workbook; and

·  an end-of-year report’;

· that this, however, provided ‘only a partial picture of effectiveness’; 

· that shortcomings of this arrangement included:

· that ‘they rely on the status of in-year tasks in the Excel workbook to be kept up to date by relevant officers, which is not always achieved’;

·  that ‘summary reporting of task progress includes tasks marked as “commenced but not completed” as well as “completed” tasks, which potentially overstates achievement’;

· that ‘until recently (i.e. the 2012-13 year) activities have been reported according to the number of tasks and not the volume of activity per task’ and that this ‘can distort the reporting of progress where there are one or two large projects and many small ones’; and

·  that there was ‘no in-year reporting of the progress of planned work according to the seasonal timescales set out for specific activities in the Bushfire Operations Plan’;

· that the reports did not ‘facilitate an assessment of progress against the ACT Government’s two key strategic planning mechanisms for bushfire preparedness: the Regional Fire Management Plans and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’;

· that, in this respect, there was ‘no outcome reporting or statement of progress in relation to:
·  the phasing of work and the aggregate achievement of standards with respect to the ten-year Regional Fire Management Plans; or

·  the broader objectives of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’; 
 and

· that while this may not have been ‘necessarily be the purpose of the quarterly narrative report and end-of-year report’, there was ‘a missed opportunity to use the information in these period-specific reports to assess cumulative progress against broader outcomes’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 11 by stating that:

Systems development over the course of 2013/14 will improve the Directorate's capacity to publicly report against the Regional Fire Management Plans and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.
 
The Government’s submission to the inquiry responded further, saying that:
Over the 2013-14 financial year, the TAMS Directorate will investigate mechanisms that allow a more seamless reporting regime to be implemented that aligns BOP delivery with the objectives established under the RFMPs and the SBMP. Once these mechanisms have been developed, these reports will be made available on the TAMS website.

Systems development over the course of 2013-14 will improve the TAMS Directorate's capacity to publicly report against the RFMPs and the SBMP.
 
Hearings
In hearings of 9 September 2014 questions were asked of the Minister for Territory and Municipal Services and his officers regarding audit recommendation 11. Some of these questions, it was noted, also related to audit recommendations 12 and 13.

In response, the Director, Parks and Conservation, told the Committee that the TAMS was responding to the recommendations by way of a new database system:
We have completed the development of a new TM1-based database system, which will effectively give us the capacity to align our operational plan, which is the bushfire operations plan, and literally every single line item, which are in the many hundreds of activities, with Oracle, which is our financial management system. 
The Official added, that the TAMS Directorate had, in the database:

...a very powerful tool to be able to not only record and report against our operational tasks but to be able to cost that through the Oracle system. For the first time we have a very powerful tool to be able to report and to be able to keep on top of that whole process.

The Director further added:

Importantly, our colleagues in the Emergency Services Agency also have access to the same TM1 database. So they can interrogate it. At any point in time the commissioner might choose to investigate how we are travelling on one particular item. He would log on to the TM1 database, bring up the item he is interested in and get the latest information relating to the particular issue.

When asked how this information would be reflected in publications, such as the Directorate’s annual report, the Minister for Territory and Municipal Services told the Committee that:

TAMS intends to publish the reports on its website on a quarterly basis. This is the first time we have done it. We have a sense that quarterly would be the most useful reporting period, in the sense that it will broadly reflect the seasons.

In hearings, the Committee asked further questions about reporting on expenditure and its relevance to bushfire preparedness. In this line of questioning the Committee referred to a section of the Audit report which found that:

Despite the large amount of funding being invested in implementing the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operational Plan, and the rationale in the 2010 budget submission to the ACT Government for enhancing activity levels in accordance with the Regional Fire Management Plans, the Directorate could not:

· relate budgetary provision to expenditure to date, including activity that has been cancelled or deferred, and activities not foreseen in the ten-year plan; and

·  account for the cumulative effect of outcomes achieved and spending in relation to the ten-year goals set out in the budget submission to confirm that a ‘reasonable level of preparedness’ has been achieved.

When asked to respond to these findings, the Minister for Territory and Municipal Services told the Committee that ‘with the new database…there is now the capability to relate directly the expenditure to the activities’, and that he did not expect, in the future, to ‘see a similar observation from the Auditor-General’, because there was ‘now very clear tracking’.

TAMS Directorate officials also responded, with the Director of Parks and Conservation, explaining that in his view the ‘critical term’ in the Auditor-General’s findings was ‘to confirm that a ‘reasonable level of preparedness’ has been achieved’.

The Director stated that in his view the Auditor-General had found that:

...whilst we can report on our yearly expenditure against the BOP, we were lacking the capacity to demonstrate that that expenditure had in fact translated to an improved level of preparedness.

The Director further stated that:

In linking an operational document like the BOP with the financial accounting system, that gives us the capacity to clearly demonstrate that. So as each year went by, we could demonstrate that there was a level of protection afforded, because we completed 95 or 100 per cent of the BOP. But over a 10-year period, what does that look like? I think that is the point that the Auditor-General was making.

At this point, the Committee drew reference to the Audit finding that:

The Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plans include a ‘resources available’ figure, which provides an indication of expenditure associated with specific Bushfire Operations Plan activities. These figures are rough estimates made at the commencement of the year and do not distinguish between funds (and activities) carried over from previous years. Furthermore, no further consideration is given to the cost estimates set out in the Bushfire Operations Plan, either item by item or by activity type, once the Bushfire Operations Plan has been agreed and is being implemented.

In response, the Director-General, Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, told the Committee that:

Both of those dot points raised by the Auditor-General are of concern, naturally. I have a level of confidence about the second dot point, about our level of preparedness. That is what we have probably explained during this sitting. I am particularly concerned about the first dot point, about being able to account for the money expended.

The TAMS Directorate was asked to provide on notice information on money spent and what it was spent on from 2010–2011 to the time of the hearing.
  The Directorate later provided this information in an answer to a Question Taken on Notice.

Further questions were asked and answered in the hearing.
One line of questioning related to the Audit finding that reports of activities for bushfire preparedness could be ‘misleading’ because they relied on reporting ‘the percentage of activities completed at year end, with no indication of the size or importance of the activity’.

In connection with this point, the Minister for Territory and Municipal Services was asked whether there would be changes to how this aspect of reporting was structured. In response, the Minister advised that the:

...new database, which has line-by-line reporting, will make those distinctions. As I indicated earlier, those reports will be made publicly available through the TAMS website. I guess the answer to your question is yes, you will be able to distinguish those things.

A second line of questioning related to infrastructure completion rates which, the Audit report found, varied ‘between 25 and 75 of planned activities’.
  
In response, the Director of Parks and Conservation commented:
Typically, in any given year, infrastructure works are heavily dependent on the cooperation of the weather. For example, if we are funded to deliver a major upgrade to a major connecting road or a major arterial road, given the nature of these roads—there are myriad tracks, effectively—if it is a particularly wet season or a particularly cold season, we cannot get in to the national park to do it in a way that would be both safe for our people and environmentally sensitive. So whilst we set the target at the commencement of the year, there is a degree of being at the mercy of the weather. What we have tended to do is to acknowledge that in subsequent BOPs and bring jobs forward to the next year, and a program for completion.

 Audit Recommendation 12

Recommendation

The twelfth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 12 (Chapter 4)—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should enhance internal monitoring of its implementation of bushfire management activities and spending under the Bushfire Operations Plan by routinely reconciling figures in this plan with those in the Directorate’s corporate financial system.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twelfth recommendation.

These included:

· that proposed ‘activities in each year’s Bushfire Operations Plan are guided by Strategic Bushfire Management Plan treatment standards and the Regional Fire Management Plans. Proposed activities include:

· work yet to be started or incomplete;

· work carried forward from previous years; and

· to some degree, new work that was not anticipated in the Regional Fire Management Plans in 2009;

· that the ‘estimated costs of individual activities are identified in the Bushfire Operations Plan, and are aggregated to represent the estimated total cost of implementing the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s bushfire management activities’, and that this ‘represents the “resourcing requirement” figure in the Bushfire Operations Plan, which is then the subject of discussion and negotiation in the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate;

· that there were ‘two main difficulties in basing resourcing decisions on this information’:

· ‘item by item cost estimates are rough estimates at the beginning of the year and there is some flexibility in how or even whether each task is actually undertaken or implemented. The scale of activity may change substantially when crew leaders design individual work plans or the mechanism for delivery of the task may change, from contract to in-house use of crew members’; 
 and
· ‘there is no mechanism in the Bushfire Operations Plan for distinguishing between funding for new activity and funding for work carried over from previous years. While the resources allocated identify rollovers, recurrent and new one-off funding, there is no clear link between rolled-over resources and rolled-over activity. This means it is very difficult to identify what the estimated cost is of new activity each year. A simple assessment of the scale of new operations and funding is not possible’;
 and
· that ‘Territory and Municipal Services Directorate officers advised that no further consideration is given to the cost estimates set out in the Bushfire Operations Plan, either item by item or by activity type, once the Bushfire Operations Plan has been agreed and is being implemented; 

· that in this respect ‘there is no reporting of actual costs of the implementation of the activities identified in the Bushfire Operations Plan against initial cost estimates’;
 and
· that ‘spending on specific projects, spending by the activity types, or on the Bushfire Operations Plan as a whole is not always reconciled with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s corporate finance system’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 12 stating that:

Systems development outlined in response to Recommendation 11 will also build capacity to better monitor and report against Bushfire Operations Plans activities.
 

The Government’s submission responded further, stating that:
The TAMS Directorate have already commenced a process to establish a new data base system that will link BOP implementation to the TAMS financial system. The TAMS Directorate plans to develop and trial this new system during the 2013-14 financial year. It is envisaged that TAMS will have a new system operational and running in parallel for the 2014-15 BOP. The aim is to be fully reliant on the new data base for the 2015-16 BOP.
 
Hearings
In hearings of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that there was a ‘need for the directorate to have its financial information in its bushfire operational plan reconciled with the directorate’s financial management system’.

 Audit Recommendation 13

Recommendation

The thirteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 13 (Chapter 4)—Tracking and reporting on funds allocated and spent on the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should annually (and on a cumulative basis) track and report on funds allocated for, and spent on, its Bushfire Operations Plan to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the thirteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that a ‘significant amount of funding has been, and continues to be, provided to the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate to implement activities under its Bushfire Operations Plan’;

· that, given ‘the large amount of funding under consideration, and the rationale put forward in the January 2010 Budget submission for enhancing activity levels in accordance with the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and Regional Fire Management Plans over a ten-year period “to achieve a reasonable level of bushfire protection to the community and environment of the ACT”, the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should be able to:

·  relate budgetary provision to expenditure to date, including activity that has been cancelled or deferred, and activities not foreseen in the ten-year plan; and

· account for the cumulative effect of outcomes achieved and spending in relation to the ten-year goals set out in the Budget submission’;

· that if ‘the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate is unable to implement, or is unable to account for the implementation of this quantum of activity and funding over the ten-year period, then it is not in a position to confirm that a “reasonable level of bushfire protection” has been achieved in accordance with the Regional Fire Management Plans, and the Government’s commitment to implementing these plans’;

· that, given ‘the level of resources that have been directed to the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate to assist it in implementing its bushfire management activities, in accordance with long term Regional Fire Management Plans, there is merit in more clearly reporting against, and being accountable for, the cost of the delivery of activities under the Bushfire Operations Plan’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, TAMS responded to recommendation 13 stating that:

Reporting will be submitted to the Minister via the Commissioner for Emergency Services.
 
The Government’s submission responded further, stating that:
The tracking and reporting on the expenditure of funds against the BOP will be a key output of the process outlined under Recommendation 12 with the development of a new data base system that will align activity implementation with the TAMS financial system {refer to Recommendation 12 response). Reports will be generated and provided to the ESA, the ACT Bush Fire Council and both the TAMS Minister and the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.

Hearings
When appearing on 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:
The audit considered the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s bushfire management activities in chapter 4. As this agency is the land manager for some of the most strategically important areas from a bushfire perspective—and, as previously stated, it manages around 72 per cent of the territory—Territory and Municipal Services undertook significant bushfire management activities. While it generally met all of its legislative requirements, its reporting on progress on its implementation of bushfire operations or plans would be more effective if it specified how all its activities affected the implementation of the government’s main strategic planning documents—that is, the strategic bushfire management plan and the regional fire management plans.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with an update on the development of the new database intended to report, record and cost tasks through the Oracle system, and copies of the quarterly reports produced by the database, with the website address that the public can use to access the reports.

Audit Recommendation 14

Recommendation

The fourteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 14 (Chapter 4)—Across-Government project management (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency, the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should strengthen across-Government delivery of major projects in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and Regional Fire Management Plans by collectively:

a) monitoring the effect of the 2011 amendments to Planning and Development Act 2007 and identifying additional changes, if appropriate;

b) improving information sharing;

c) finalising the pre-appraisal procedure; and

d) holding an annual forward planning session for capital works.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the fourteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that one ‘specific infrastructure project, the upgrade of Mount Franklin Road and Cotter Hut Road in the Namadgi National Park, has been a particularly difficult infrastructure project that has experienced a significant delay in implementation and an increase in cost’;

· that the ‘planning for the upgrading of the two roads began in 2006, with the engineering assessment for the upgrading of the Cotter Hut Road, heritage and environmental surveys and development approvals (if required) anticipated to be completed by the summer of 2006-07’;

· that the ‘environmental impact statement, required for the combined scheme, took two years to prepare (September 2008 to September 2010). Because the proposal was to be undertaken in an environmentally sensitive area, the statutory requirement for an environmental impact statement was triggered. The environmental impact statement statutory process is designed to ensure that the level of environmental impact, and the extent of avoidance, mitigation and remediation that is required, is considered prior to the proposal being assessed for development approval. The project also required referral to the Commonwealth under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. The development application was approved on 11 January 2011’;

· that construction ‘began in April 2012, and the first two stages were completed in January 2013, with delays in part attributed to the wet summers of 2010-11 and 2011-12’;

· that while ‘there is a need to strike a careful balance between the needs of bushfire management and the long term management of environmentally sensitive areas, taking six years to progress these strategically important fire access road upgrades from initial planning through to construction is a serious concern’;

· that there ‘were a range of difficulties encountered with the planning and approval of the Mount Franklin Road and Cotter Hut Road projects’, including:
·  the lack of a shared appreciation between ACT Government directorates at the outset of the project as to how the environmental impact statement and the development application should be managed;

·  changes made to the project by the proponent (the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate) after it had been submitted to the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate;
 and

·  unrealistic timeframes and an underestimation of the knowledge and expertise required to progress the project through the environmental assessment and development application process;

· that ‘delays and the increase in costs were known to executives and senior managers in the Territory and Municipal Services and Environment and Sustainable Development Directorates and the ACT Bushfire Council’, and executives ‘in the two agencies and the Minister were all involved in seeking to resolve difficulties’;

· that the ‘difficulties encountered with the Mount Franklin Road and Cotter Hut Road infrastructure project have resulted in the postponement of other infrastructure projects that would otherwise have been programmed for implementation’;

Regarding improvements to processes, the Audit report found:
· that ‘the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Parks and City Services Division, the Design and Development unit was established in 2007 as a dedicated major projects team which has a role in providing additional expertise and capacity in developing and progressing major capital projects’;

· that, however, there had ‘been inadequate exchange of information relating to the project management of infrastructure works between the Forestry and Fire Management unit and the Design and Development unit within the Parks and City Services Division’;

· that in ‘October 2011 the Emergency Services Agency and Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate began working together on a pre-appraisal procedure for all of the major projects identified in the 2009 Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and Regional Fire Management Plans’;
 and
· that while ‘pre-appraisal is highly advantageous in order to determine what flexibilities or exemptions may apply, efforts to develop a pre-appraisal procedure [had] since stalled’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 14 stating that:

The ESA will work closely with TAMS and the Environmental and Sustainable Development Directorate to support the effective delivery of major projects under the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the TAMS responded stating:
The Directorate will continue to work with the Emergency Services Agency and the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate to ensure a timely and financially responsible approach to delivering major works.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate (ESDD), stated:

The Directorate looks forward to continued collaboration with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency to assist in the timely delivery of works supporting the Territory's preparedness for bushfire.

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The ESA will work closely with TAMS and the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate (ESDD) to support the effective delivery of major projects under the SBMP.

As part of the review of the SBMP, which is currently underway, a review of major projects will be undertaken. The Directorates mentioned in the recommendation will jointly identify any statutory, policy or procedural improvements that may be required, and provide advice to Government as appropriate, of any proposed legislative amendment to the Planning and Development Act 2007.

Directorates will continue to improve information sharing, including the recommended “annual forward planning session for capital works”. This planning session will be identified as a part of the process for submission of BOPs to the ESA Commissioner for approval under Recommendation 7 of the Report.

The TAMS Directorate will continue to work with the ESA and the ESDD to ensure a timely and financially responsible approach to delivering major works. The TAMS Directorate will review the effect of the 2011 amendments to the Planning and Development Act 2007 and, if necessary, identify additional changes to streamline the development approval process for essential fire management activities designed to protect the ACT community and environment from bushfires.

TAMS will improve information sharing by utilising existing regular ESAITAMS forums to disseminate information, provide updates on relevant industry innovation, and relevant scientific research. The Directorate will work closely with the ESA and ESDD over the 2013-14 financial year to amend and finalise the pre-appraisal procedure.

Capital works projects proposed by the TAMS Fire Unit for the 2014-15 financial year will be discussed with the ESA and ESDD at a formal forward planning meeting during the 2013-14 financial year.

The ESDD will continue to collaborate with the TAMS Directorate and the ESA to assist in the timely delivery of works supporting the Territory's preparedness for bushfire.
 
Hearings
When appearing on 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:
There were some significant delays of several years and significant cost increases regarding the upgrade of a major strategic road, Mount Franklin Road. Given the importance of such major capital works projects, a high-priority recommendation is recommendation 14, that the Emergency Services Agency, the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should strengthen across-government delivery of major projects in the strategic bushfire management plan and regional fire management plans by selectively doing four things: monitoring the effect of some amendments in 2011 to the Planning and Development Act and identifying if any additional changes are needed; improving information sharing; finalising the pre-appraisal procedure; and holding an annual forward planning session for capital works.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government update the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with progress made in relation to Auditor-General’s Recommendation 14 and specifically outline:

a. What changes were made to the major projects section of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan,

b. The consultation process used to develop legislative changes made to the Planning and Development Act 2007, and

c. provide agendas for the annual forward planning sessions for capital works meetings held.

 Audit Recommendation 15

Recommendation

The fifteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 15 (Chapter 5)—Land Management Agreements (High Priority)

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, in consultation with the Emergency Services Agency, should improve its management of Land Management Agreements, with respect to rural leaseholders’ fire management responsibilities, by:

a) maintaining an up-to-date record of current Land Management Agreements;

b) undertaking timely reviews of Land Management Agreements, at least every five years;

c) clarifying responsibility for identifying and monitoring bushfire risk through Land Management Agreements; and

d) specifying bushfire management requirements in Land Management Agreements, as required by the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, and aligning these with any requirements under the Farm FireWise Program (refer to Recommendation 16).

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the fifteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that rural leasehold land ‘accounts for approximately 18 per cent of the ACT, generally located adjacent to the urban Canberra area, and to the south and west of Canberra adjacent to the Namadgi National Park’;

· that as fires ‘affecting the ACT have historically moved from west to east, rural leaseholders have an important role in managing the threat of bushfires to Canberra’ and that as a result it ‘is incumbent on rural leaseholders to have effective arrangements in place to manage the threat of bushfires spreading into Canberra’;

· that there was ambiguity in present requirements as to ‘whether a bushfire operational plan or a Bushfire Action Plan is required of land managers or land owners’ and ‘whether rural leaseholders in general are required to prepare plans, or whether they are only required to do so if their leasehold land is within the Bushfire Abatement Zone’;

· that there were ‘187 rural leases that [had] been signed since the introduction of the Government’s rural policy in 2000’;

· that the ACT Government had ‘made the signing of the Land Management Agreement a prerequisite for securing a new or renewed rural lease’;

· that a review of Land Management Agreements by the Audit had shown that the agreements:
· ‘require all rural leaseholders, not just those in the Bushfire Abatement Zone, to prepare and implement a Bushfire Action Plan, as “a requirement of the Planning and Development Act 2007”’;

· ‘require all rural leaseholders in the Bushfire Abatement Zone to prepare and implement a bushfire operational plan, as “a requirement of the Emergencies Act 2004”’; and

· ‘are unclear as to whether a rural leaseholder that has a bushfire operational plan or a Bushfire Action Plan in place is sufficiently compliant with the Land Management Agreement, or whether the management and implementation of specific requirements in plan is what is important’; 

· that ‘Land Management Agreements refer to both bushfire operational plans and Bushfire Action Plans’ and the ‘distinction between the two types of plans in the Land Management Agreement is unclear’;

· that, combined with ‘a lack of clarity in the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan with respect to bushfire operational plans, there is a risk that compliance or enforcement action by the ACT Government over rural leaseholders may not be undertaken effectively’;

· that administrative procedures had ‘been developed and agreed for the development of draft agreements’, however these had ‘not been followed’
 with respect to:

·  ‘a review of existing Land Management Agreements which should be triggered by the maximum period of five years being reached, or on leasehold renewal, whichever comes sooner’, which was ‘not happening in many cases’;
 and

·  procedures were ‘not being followed in relation to consultation with the ACT Rural Fire Service with respect to the bushfire risk management element of agreements’;

· that an ‘up-to-date record of current Land Management Agreements and their review dates [had] not been maintained by the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’, which impaired ‘the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s ability, and that of other agencies, to undertake compliance and enforcement action over rural leaseholders’;

· that the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate had ‘advised in June 2013 that a database was being developed that would provide an updated record of Land Management Agreements’;

· that a review of hardcopy Land Management Agreements by Audit
 had found that:
· ‘80 percent of Land Management Agreements predate the adoption of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, October 2009, and so [could not] reflect current ACT Government requirements for bushfire management’;

· ‘61 percent of Land Management Agreements are more than five years old and [were] therefore non-compliant with the requirement to be updated at least every five years’; 
 and
· ‘33 percent of Land Management Agreements predate the enactment of the Emergencies Act 2004’, and so did ‘reflect any of the key requirements in legislation or, most recently, the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’;

· that since ‘the majority of Land Management Agreements do not meet the agreed five-year review timeframe and a significant proportion predate the Emergencies Act 2004, these agreements cannot be relied upon to ensure bushfire risk management requirements under current legislation are being effectively communicated’, which in turn provided ‘a weak foundation for subsequent monitoring and compliance’;
 and
· that TAMS and ESA ‘assert that since the Emergencies Act 2004 provides the legislative basis for requiring the establishment and implementation of bushfire operational plans by rural leaseholders, it is the responsibility of the Emergency Services Agency, through the activities of the  ACT Rural Fire Service, to ensure compliance’ and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate ‘does not undertake any systematic monitoring of the implementation of bushfire risk management activities by rural leaseholders’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 15 stating that:

The ESA acknowledges the findings in this recommendation and will undertake to support the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate to undertake improvements with regard to recommendations 15c and 15d.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the TAMS stated:

The Directorate has already implemented an internal review of the Land Management Agreements (LMA) protocol.

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The ESA will work with ESDD and TAMS to ensure that LMAs are clear on the responsibilities, actions required and process to be followed by rural landholders within the ACT.

The TAMS Directorate continuously reviews its processes for the development and management of LMAs. During the 2013-14 financial year, TAMS will update its records of current LMAs and timetable for their review. TAMS and ESA will work closely to ensure there is alignment between the LMAs and F arm Fire Wise plans.

Hearings
When appearing on 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that there was ‘a need to clarify the requirements of rural lessees for fire management under land management agreements and the Farm FireWise program’.

The Auditor-General noted differences between these arrangements in that ‘Land management agreements are administered by the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and have a legislative base’, whereas ‘Farm FireWise is a voluntary program fostered by the Emergency Services Agency’.

The Auditor-General also told the Committee that the ‘management of threat of bushfires is a shared responsibility involving community members and the ACT government’, however: 

...requirements for and expectations of the ACT rural community with respect to bushfire preparedness are unclear and the Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate have limited oversight of the bushfire management activities of rural leaseholders.

The Auditor-General was of the view that this presented ‘a risk that some strategic areas may not be effectively managed’.

An Audit official told the Committee that the total population of rural leaseholders was ‘around 160-170’.
 

In connection with Farm Firewise, the Official explained that the ‘scheme [had] been in the ACT now for nine years and the numbers of Farm FireWise rural leaseholders have grown year on year’.
He told the Committee that:

Some of the Farm FireWise plans, if they are the necessary way of complying with the legislation, are nine years old. Certainly a good proportion of them are over two years old. So there is a question mark about the value of those plans if they are up to nine years old.

With this point in mind, the Audit official commented that:
If the legislation talks about two-yearly BOPs, does a Farm FireWise plan that was developed eight years ago meet the terms of the legislation? 

At this point, the Auditor-General added that, concerning the interaction between Farm Firewise and Land Management Agreements, that Land Management Agreements were not effective because they were ‘often out of date’, and were ‘not monitored’. She told the Committee that there were ‘a whole lot of issues around land management agreements, and yet they [were] a legal basis for requiring certain activities of land management to occur’.

Again concerning the interaction between Farm Firewise and Land Management Agreements, an Audit official stated:

...the land management agreements already specify a requirement for something called a bushfire action plan. If you dig deeper and deeper, you may find reference to the same thing being called a bushfire operational plan. Whether we call them bushfire action plans or bushfire operational plans, the land management agreements as introduced in 2000 already provide an obligation. The question is whether a Farm FireWise plan addresses that obligation.
 

When asked whether Farm Firewise plans should be a compulsory part of Land Management Agreements, the Auditor-General agreed, telling the Committee that it was ‘compulsory to manage weeds on your property’, and that in her view it was ‘equally important to manage … fuel loadings’.

The Auditor-General also commented that it was not:

...just a matter of having something in legislation; it is having the infrastructure that actually makes it meaningful and works so you get the outcome you are after. Land management agreements have been around a long time. They seem to be problematic for a whole host of reasons.
 
A key question, advanced by the Auditor-General, was that:

If fire is a key issue, then is it the role of the Emergency Services Agency to make sure they have BOPs, or is it through land management agreement, which is currently administered by the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate? 

At an earlier point in the hearing, the Auditor-General had told the Committee that:

It could be positioned that Firewise and LMAs are a mechanism to achieve the outcome. But I think, as we have highlighted in this report, there are problems with both of those. One is voluntary and the one that is not voluntary is actually not effectively managed.

At this—later—point, the Auditor-General elaborated that ‘it may be in resolving this that there really is only room for one—either Farm FireWise or a Land Management Agreement that clearly articulates the fire needs’, but that it was ‘up to the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency to see what would work’.

The Committee also raised these matters with Government officials who appeared at hearings.
At its hearing of 4 September 2014, the Committee asked the Commissioner of the ESA whether Rural Fire Service outreach to rural lessees included lessees who were not farmers.

The Commissioner responded saying that:

Yes, it certainly does, through various arrangements, some of which are based upon the feedback from the Auditor-General’s report and which we have picked up in the new SBMP version 3. They recognise three broad elements of the community. One, of course, is the rural leaseholders themselves and the program that we have got in place in relation to the Farm FireWise program, recognising commonwealth land managers in areas like Tidbinbilla and the like and the agreed position we have with those commonwealth land managers to also develop bushfire operational plans for those areas but also picking up on other community groups or elements where there is land managed and where we have close liaison with organisers of areas like Camp Cottermouth. We think we have covered everyone off in relation to that in a planning sense, and we will continue to work closely across those three areas as well as ACT government land managers as well. 

At its hearings of 9 September 2014, the Committee asked TAMS officials a question on the extent of a backlog in developing Land Management Agreements with rural leaseholders.
  The Director of Parks and Conservation, responded, saying that while he could not answer the question in the hearing, the Directorate gave:
...priority to developing land management agreements where lessees enter into new lease agreements with the territory. We cannot issue a new lease over a rural block unless there is a land management agreement. So we preference that cohort of land management agreements and we are working through those. Then we go back to the ones that already have their lease but may have a land management agreement that might be a year or two years old, and we work through those as well.

The Director added that TAMS were intending to: 

...simplify a land management agreement from a document that used to be quite large to one that is a lot simpler and captures the key information that we need reassurance about in relation to land management, as well as fire, without making it an onerous thing that maybe a rural lessee will not get to, if it is too big or too clumsy.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide to the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016:

a. An update on the number of rural leaseholders who’s fire management plans are less than 2 years old, and the current total number of rural leaseholders. 

b. Clarification about the nature of bushfire management plan required by rural landholders in fire abatement zones, and specific detail about the place of Farm FireWise plans, bushfire operation plans and land management agreements.

c. A copy of the advice provided to rural leaseholders in relation to their bushfire management responsibilities.

d. A copy of the current form document being provided to rural leaseholders to use for commencement of a rural lease. 

Audit Recommendation 16

Recommendation

The sixteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 16 (Chapter 5)—Farm FireWise Program

The Emergency Services Agency, in consultation with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, should review the Farm FireWise Program, including:

a) its purpose;

b) to whom it applies;

c) the relationship between this Program and Land Management Agreements; and

d) planning and implementation processes.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the sixteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that there appeared to be ‘a lack of a shared understanding in the Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate about the purpose of the program, about its relationship with Land Management Agreement obligations and the timeframes in which the program needs to be progressed’;

· that, in addition, ‘some of the major intended benefits of the Farm FireWise Program [were] not being realised’ in that:
·  ‘while mapping is taking place, the maps do not serve all the purposes for which they were originally intended’; and

· ‘the content of the Farm FireWise assessments serves a minimal purpose as a means of providing a framework for implementing mitigation measures and therefore any monitoring or enforcement’;

· that, furthermore:

· there had ‘been a relatively low take-up of the Farm FireWise program with only 112 (68 per cent) completed assessments from a total of 164 rural leaseholders in the first five years, given the initial aim of full coverage of all rural leaseholders in this period’; and

· that ‘at least 65 assessments (58 per cent) under the Farm FireWise Program [were] now more than two years old, and have a limited ability to contribute to the preparation of a Bushfire Action Plan or bushfire operational plan, which needs to be produced every two years by virtue of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan’;

· that while the Farm FireWise Program had ‘the aims of enabling the Emergency Services Agency to have a dialogue with rural leaseholders about improving bushfire safety and of assisting rural leaseholders to comply with requirements of Land Management Agreements for bushfire operational plans, the degree to which it has been successful in doing this [was] questionable’ in that not all ‘rural leaseholders participate in the program, and of those who do, many have assessments that are over two years old’;
 and

· that, given this ‘and the lack of clarity in its relationship with Land Management Agreements’, it was ‘timely for it to be reviewed to, amongst other things, better define its purpose, to whom it applies and how it is managed’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 16 stating that:

The ESA acknowledges the findings in this recommendation and will undertake to review the Farm FireWise Program. The Farm FireWise program has been a very successful engagement tool for the farmers in the ACT. Parts of the program have been replicated in other jurisdictions.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the TAMS stated:

This work has already commenced in co-operation with the Emergency Services Agency.

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The ESA acknowledges the findings in this recommendation and is undertaking a comprehensive review of the Farm Fire Wise program, including external stakeholder consultation, to ensure that the successes of this program are built upon and that appropriate mitigation activities occur on rural leases across the ACT The Farm Fire Wise program has been a very successful engagement tool for the farmers in the ACT Parts of the program have been replicated in other jurisdictions.

The TAMS Directorate will work with the ESA in implementing Recommendation 15 to ensure that the relevant provisions of LMAs are consistent with relevant elements of the Farm Fire Wise program.
 

Hearings
At the hearing of 26 August 2014, an Audit official told the Committee that:
Farm FireWise is, in essence, a consensual scheme. It is something that rural leaseholders are not obligated to undertake. They can engage, and it is the responsibility of the Emergency Services Agency to approach rural leaseholders and offer a facility to develop a Farm FireWise assessment. In essence, this Farm FireWise assessment is designed to be a bushfire operational plan. In other words, it is designed to satisfy the need for a BOP that comes from other parts of legislation—for example, the Planning and Development Act 2007 or the Emergencies Act 2004.

We established that the Rural Fire Service is doing exactly what it should be doing. It is set out within the SBMP. It says that the ESA will provide a service to rural leaseholders to help develop a farm FireWise assessment, and they are doing that.

The Official went on to say that the Audit then asked ‘wider questions about the value of Farm FireWise’: 
If it is only consensual—in other words, if it is up to the rural leaseholder to engage or not engage—does that satisfy the need for a BOP if it is purely an elective thing that they choose to do or not choose to do.

So we looked at the total population of rural leaseholders and established that only 68 per cent of rural leaseholders have a Farm FireWise plan. So on the basis that these plans are designed to satisfy a requirement for a BOP, what about the other 32 per cent? Are they meeting the terms of the legislation? We do not know. The Rural Fire Service does not know. The commissioner does not know. So that was our observation—that Farm FireWise in itself is not achieving compliance with the legislation.

The Committee also asked questions of Government Ministers and officials when they appeared in public hearings.
When appearing at hearings on 4 September 2014, the Committee asked the Minister for Emergency Services for an update on the Government response to recommendation 16.

The Minister told the Committee that:

The Government agreed with that recommendation, and the ESA continues to review the operations of Farm FireWise to ensure that we are continuing to get a good level of engagement across rural lessees and that appropriate mitigation activities are occurring on rural leases in the ACT.
The Farm FireWise plan that a rural lessee has in place needs to meet the requirement for the rural lease, a bushfire operational plan. The ACT RFS is supporting landholders to develop farm management plans through the Farm FireWise program. The priority is to support the development of these plans to meet BOP requirements on rural leases within the bushfire abatement zone—so those rural lessees that are on the interface between the urban area and the more rural areas of the ACT.
 
The Minister added further:

The new Farm FireWise plan is designed to demonstrate compliance and conformance with bushfire mitigation activities on leased land within the BAZ, the bushfire abatement zone. A process is being implemented by ACT RFS to ensure clarity around the relationship between Farm FireWise and its link to land management agreements that rural lessees also have obligations under. That work is ongoing. We continue to see a high level of engagement amongst rural lessees with the Farm FireWise program; it really has been a very successful program.

The Committee also inquired of the Minister about situations where a rural landholder may be resistant to engaging with the Farm Firewise program and the Minister commented that:

It is unusual for that to happen, but there can be instances where perhaps a rural leaseholder is not necessarily resistant but is busy and has other things that they feel they need to do. The challenge for the personnel of RFS is to engage with the rural lessee; to talk them through the issues; to build a relationship; and to build an understanding that this is important, it is a priority, and we are there to help them—that the RFS Farm FireWise program is there to help them make sure their property is safer when it comes to fire. It is an educative approach. It is a collaborative approach. It is not a heavy-handed approach, because that ultimately is not always the best way to get a good level of compliance and good outcomes.

The ACT RFS has worked very closely with rural lessees, and the personnel who are engaged in the Farm FireWise program have been employed because they have a good understanding of how to engage with rural lessees to get that collaborative approach that is needed for fire fuel management.

However, the Minister told the Committee:

Ultimately, under the Act there are powers available to the RFS chief officer, and to the Commissioner and the Chief Officer of Fire & Rescue, if they are concerned about fuel build-up, in particular, on privately leased land in the territory. But the first step is always collaborative and educative in trying to achieve a good level of fire fuel management.

When TAMS officials appeared on 9 September 2014, questions were asked about the role of the relationship between rangers and landholders in implementing the Farm Firewise program.
  The Director of Parks and Conservation explained:
Farm FireWise is a responsibility of the ESA. That effectively delivers, if you like, a bushfire operations plan for the rural lessee. The land management agreement is a broader document that picks up a number of issues that TAMS wishes to engage in with the rural lessee, including weed control, pest control and any number of other land management issues. Included in that land management agreement is a reference to Farm FireWise. So there is overlap and dovetailing of the requirement to deliver, so that each lessee has a Farm FireWise and a land management agreement.

The Director went on to tell the Committee about actions by the TAMS since the Audit:

What we have done since the A-G’s recommendations is to bring that together even more, simplify it and make it easier for the rural lessee to see one lot of bureaucrats, so that they can deal with their land management agreement and their Farm FireWise. Ideally, I would like to see one sitting where our TAMS employees, together with their colleagues from ESA, visit a rural lessee and develop their land management agreement and their Farm FireWise. At the moment there is a clear need to pursue Farm FireWise, and we are catching up with our land management agreements. What we have done in the last two or three months is to understand the backlog of land management agreements and to get a schedule put together and to understand a process by which we will start to knock some of those off.
 
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly with a copy of the completed Farm FireWise review and advise the Assembly on progress of implementation for any recommendations within the review before the last sitting day in March 2016.

Audit Recommendation 17

Recommendation

The seventeenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 17 (Chapter 5)—Community Fire Unit Program

The Emergency Services Agency should improve its management of the Community Fire Unit Program by:

a) developing governance and administrative documentation for the planning, management, administration and evaluation of the Program;

b) reviewing and consolidating standard operating procedures and operational guidance for participants in the Program; and

c) maintaining accurate records of activities, including training undertaken by Program participants and the issuing of stores and equipment to program participants.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the seventeenth recommendation.

These included:

· that the role of Community Fire Units is defined by subsections 49 (1), 49 (2), and 49 (3) of the Emergencies Act 2004;

· that  there were ‘no strategic plans, business plans or other plans associated with the Community Fire Unit program, nor are there any objectives or key performance indicators specified for the program’;

· that the ‘objects and functions of Community Fire Units, as established in the Emergencies Act 2004, [provided] an indication of the legislative purpose of the Community Fire Units, but these high-level ideals [were] not supported by tangible operational objectives’; 

· that the ‘lack of key governance, administrative and planning documentation impairs the management of the program’, an example of which was that there was ‘no documented rationale or objectives associated with the identification of a need for a Community Fire Unit’; 

· that there was ‘minimal documentation related to the planning for, and placement of, Community Fire Units or the criteria associated with their placement’;

· that there was ‘no documentation or objectives associated with the level of capability of Community Fire Units’, and there was ‘no clear identification of what is sought, including the level of capability, from a Community Fire Unit’;

· that there was ‘lack of clarity associated with procedural and operational guidance for Community Fire Units’, and training, and that documents provided, in both cases, were often un-dated, making it unclear as to ‘how often these documents are reviewed or updated’; 

· that the Audit had been advised that ‘practically, Community Fire Units have no responsibility for fighting bushfires and the Community Fire Units’ responsibilities effectively ‘end’ at the urban fence line’, but was also advised that ‘Community Fire Units may, if necessary, have a role in establishing and running fire hoses from water sources to bushland ‘beyond’ the urban fence line for the benefit of ACT Fire and Rescue or the ACT Rural Fire Service’;

· that Community Fire Units were supported by ACT Fire and Rescue, however for ‘many years … the ACT Fire and Rescue has had inconsistent documentation associated with the training and equipping of members of the Community Fire Units’, and this ‘meant that, for this period, ACT Fire and Rescue could not, with any certainty’: 
 
· ‘identify the capability of the Community Fire Units in terms of number of active participants and whether they had participated in relevant training’; 
and
· ‘whether equipment and stores were available and being maintained’; 
 and
· that information ‘associated with the training and equipping of Community Fire Unit members [had] has been maintained through the Vetrack information system and separate spreadsheets maintained by program managers’, however in 2012, ‘because of a lack of reliable information, program managers initiated a series of audits to ascertain and confirm participants’ skills and capabilities and the state of allocated equipment’.

Government responses

In its response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 17 stating:

The ESA will review and consolidate the current standard operating procedures and operational guidance for participants of the CFU Program. This documentation will be collated into one document. Evaluation of the Community Fire Units (CFU) is included in the ESA Community Evaluation processes.

The ESA will continue to update its records of activities by CFU members and recording the issuing of stores and equipment based on the records captured from the 2012 internal audit of equipment.
 

The Government’s submission made the same response.

Hearings
At the hearing of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General and her officials were asked to comment on the recommendation.  The Auditor-General told the Committee that:

We would like to see documentation around their governance, their purpose, planning and administration. There is a resource out there. How do they evaluate the effectiveness of it? How can they change it if they do not evaluate it? Review and consolidate some of the procedures. Maintain accurate records of the activities about training, program participants and the issuing of stores, so that you have got some consistency in the way you deal with them, even though there may be a need for individual variability.

The Director of Performance Audits, added that the Audit had encountered ‘minimal documentation related to the planning for, and placement of, Community Fire Units or the criteria associated with their placement’,
 in connection with which he told the Committee:

It was asserted to us—I think there was a document … from 2007—that the locations of the units had been selected based on risk and filling of identified operational gaps. But we were not provided with evidence to support that assertion that was made there.
 
The Director went on to say that:
In essence, there was a lack of documentation within the Emergency Services Agency to provide us with any assurance on that across the different CFU units. We did not go out and consult with CFUs or members of the units, but we looked at the documentation maintained within the ESA and made those comments in relation to paragraph 5.108 about “the capability of the Community Fire Units in terms of number of active participants and whether they had participated in relevant training” and “whether equipment and stores were available and being maintained”. There was not that documentation to provide us—or, more specifically, the ESA, we believe—with assurance around that.

At hearings on 4 September 2014, questions were also asked of the former Minister for Emergency Services.
  The Minister told the Committee:
The Auditor-General identified the need for some improvements in relation to governance and administrative documentation around the administration of the community fire unit program and also making sure that SOPs, standard operating procedures, were up to date and there was effective operational guidance for volunteers participating in the program.

So it was largely governance and administrative issues that the Auditor-General asked to be updated. The government agreed with that recommendation. We have now ensured that training records are up to date. Recording systems have been revised in accordance with the Territory Records Act. Stock, equipment and PPE databases have also been updated as a result of the recent audit report, and governance arrangements, processes and procedures have been reviewed. Revised draft standards and protocols, and a 2014-15 business plan, are currently subject to consultation with the Community Fire Unit Consultative Committee. So that has been a useful recommendation to bring some governance and administrative matters up to date, and that is a good thing for the health of the CFU program.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the updated standards and protocols for the Community Fire Units to the ACT Legislative Assembly before the last sitting day in March 2016. 

 Audit Recommendation 18

Recommendation

The eighteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 18 (Chapter 6)—ACT Rural Fire Service brigades (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should continue to improve working arrangements between the ACT Rural Fire Service Parks Brigade and the ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters, by:

a) documenting the responsibilities of the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in its land management role versus Parks Brigade role and conveying this to all brigades; and

b) updating or replacing the Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate 2007 Memorandum of Understanding to guide working arrangements for bushfire preparedness and suppression.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the eighteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that there were ‘a range of circumstances that affect the planning and management of bushfires in the ACT’:
 
· the ‘comparatively small scale of operations makes working together essential in order to provide services effectively and efficiently’;

· the ‘ACT capacity to fight major bushfires is dependent on other jurisdictions for assistance in certain circumstances, as do all other jurisdictions in Australia’;

· the ‘ACT Government’s ability, through the leasehold system to potentially secure better land uses and land management practices for the wider public benefit than a freehold tenure system would provide in other jurisdictions’;

· a ‘pattern of land ownership by the Commonwealth, next to and within the Built Up Area of the ACT, over which the ACT Government has no direct control’;

· an ‘extensive interface between what is defined as rural and urban areas of the ACT, and the rapid expansion of the urban area into the rural area in recent years’;
 and

· ‘three separate fire fighting entities each reflecting differences in their structures, culture and operational procedures’;

· that ‘the ACT Government has invested considerable time and effort over many years to clarify responsibilities in relation to … geographic areas’, comprising the ‘City Area’, ‘Built Up Area’, and ‘Bushfire Abatement Zone’,
 and that this was is important because:
· ‘it is essential in the “command and control” environment of emergency management to have clarity on geographic responsibilities’;

· ‘the Bushfire Abatement Zone, which is an area outside the Built Up Area is rural in character, but it is ACT Fire and Rescue, rather than the ACT Rural Fire Service, which has operational planning responsibility in the Bushfire Abatement Zone’; 
 and
· ‘the response capability of the Government’s two fire services is very different due to scale of operations, experience, locations of stations, and readiness of officers’ and this ‘means in practice that it is often ACT Fire and Rescue that is first on the fire ground in the event of bushfire in most parts of the ACT, regardless of area responsibility’;

· that, in the context of differing responsibilities among government agencies, officers of the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate had advised that ‘the Directorate as a Government land manager, and rural leaseholders have a clear fire suppression responsibility under legislation, and that in certain circumstances, responsibility transfers to the Emergency Services Agency’, however ‘there is ambiguity about what this means in practice and whether or not legislative change is required to achieve the desired level of clarity’;

· that there had been ‘difficulties between the ACT Rural Fire Service and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate in accepting each other’s fire suppression roles and responsibilities’, and officers ‘from the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and from the ACT Rural Fire Service emphasised to the Audit Office different aspects of legislation as the basis for their response to bushfire incidents’;

· that this had resulted in ‘tensions between the ACT Rural Fire Service and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’;

· that, in light of the above, ‘working arrangements between the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate as a land manager, the ACT Rural Fire Service Parks Brigade and the ACT Rural Fire Service, including defining the capability that the ACT Rural Fire Service can call upon, should be set out in a Memorandum of Understanding between the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency’;

· that the ‘latest Memorandum of Understanding agreed by both agencies was in November 2007’, and that ‘the relationship between the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the ACT Rural Fire Service had from then on become too difficult to enable Memorandum of Understanding discussions to be productive’;

· as a result, ‘various drafts of Memoranda of Understanding were produced for 2008-09 and 2009-10’, but these ‘remained in draft and unsigned’;

· that for the 2012-13 year, the ‘first draft Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was developed in August 2012 and a sixth draft by February 2013’;

· that for this draft MOU  an ‘area of contention [had] been the figure proposed for the Parks Brigade’s core primary response’; that in drafts of memoranda of understanding since 2008 this had ‘varied between 72 to 134 firefighters; and ,as at June 2013 ‘the Memorandum of Understanding [remained] unsigned’;
 and
· that ‘over recent years action has been undertaken to resolve the differences in viewpoints, both professional and personal, and that this is resulting in more co-operative and productive working relationships’, but the ‘lack of an agreed Memorandum of Understanding between the Parks Brigade and the ACT Rural Fire Service [remained] a risk’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 18 stating that: 
The RFS and TAMS have developed a draft MOU, which would reflect the significant improvements in the current working relationship between the two agencies and document the responsibilities of the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in its land management roles.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the TAMS responded stating:
Updating of the Memorandum is nearing finalisation and is expected to be completed by the end of July, 2013.

The Government’s submission responded further, stating that:
The ESA and TAMS have developed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), which would reflect the significant improvements in the current working relationship between the two agencies and document the responsibilities of the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in its land management roles. The MOU will be signed-off between the ESA and TAMS. The MOU will replace the previous 2007 version and be ready for use before the commencement of the 2013-14 bushfire season.

The ACT RFS will ensure that the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in its land management role versus Parks Brigade role is conveyed to all RFS Brigades.

Hearings
At the hearing of 26 August 2014, questions regarding memoranda of understanding (MOU) were asked of the Auditor-General and her officials.

The Auditor-General told the Committee that her office:

...would be looking for an MOU or some equivalent that actually gets signed off so that all the entities involved know exactly what they have agreed to in their roles and they go and deliver accordingly.

The Auditor-General went on to tell the Committee that the recent history of memoranda of understanding between the ESA and the TAMS had involved ‘seven years of discussion every year about whether to sign or not to sign’, and that this had suggested to Audit that ‘there was disagreement’, for ‘something as fundamental as coordinating firefighting activities’.

When asked whether the Parks Brigade was meeting its obligations, and had the capability to provide them, despite the absence of a current, signed, MOU, the Auditor-General responded stating that an ‘overarching statement of capability’ was needed, in conjunction with a MOU before this could be given a positive answer.

An Audit official added, stating that the answer depended ‘on how much you rely upon an MOU that has not been signed off from both sides’.

Additionally, in responding to the question, the Auditor-General noted the other part of recommendation 18, which proposed that the ESA and the TAMS should document ‘the responsibilities of the Parks and Conservation Service branch in its land management role versus its Parks Brigade role and conveying this to all brigades’ in addition to putting in place a viable MOU.

Ministers and government officials also appeared in hearings and were asked questions concerning recommendation 18.
At the hearing of 9 September 2014, the Minister for Territory and Municipal Services and officials were asked why seven draft memoranda of understanding had not been signed and the Minister told the Committee that he ‘would need to seek some advice on that’ and was ‘not aware of that history’.

The Director-General of TAMS advised that he could not ‘answer that specific question’, and suggested ‘that it did not impede our combined operations.
 

When asked whether TAMS had complied with the content of the MOU formally in force over the previous seven years, the Director of Parks and Conservation told the Committee that:

Yes, we have. That MOU has been in place now for some years. Both parties have been consistent in its application. I believe that this year it has been moved to a point where both parties are happy to sign it. But in relation to the MOU, we have certainly held faith with it.

The Director-General also agreed to take the question on notice.
 In the response, on notice, the Minister advised that:
(a) The Memorandum of Understanding and Access Agreement between Territory and Municipal Services and the ACT Emergency Services Agency outlines the agreed arrangements for bushfire preparedness and response between Territory and Municipal Services (TAMS) and the Emergency Services Agency (ESA). The MOU is a mature document and TAMS and ESA both agreed that the document did not need to be signed on an annual basis (for the period 2007-08 to 2012-13) where no change to its content was necessary.

(b) Changes to the body of the MOU were agreed as necessary and signed by both agencies on 24 October 2013. Prior to this signing a number of drafts were circulated and considered by both agencies as noted in the Auditor General's report on page 18.

At the hearing of 4 September 2014, the ESA Commissioner was asked whether there was at that stage a signed MOU between the Parks Brigade—part of the TAMS—and the ACT Rural Fire Service—part of the ESA.

The Commissioner advised the Committee that:

The MOU was, in fact, signed in 2013, and it covered off that question that the Auditor-General did raise. Recently, in preparation for this coming fire season, the schedules which outline the operational resources within the MOU have been updated and checked for availability for the coming fire season.
 
The Commissioner added:

...regardless of the fact that the MOU was not signed at the time that the audit was conducted, we continue to have high-level coordination and liaison with Territory and Municipal Services through the Parks and Conservation Service on all aspects of firefighting, with a specific emphasis on the collaborative training efforts and combined exercises that we do.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that the memorandum of understanding between TAMS and ESA in relation to bushfire preparedness and response is updated annually. 

Audit Recommendation 19

Recommendation

The nineteenth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 19 (Chapter 6)—‘Strategic bushfire capability’ (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should develop and routinely review a strategic bushfire capability for the ACT. The contribution of ACT Fire and Rescue (including the Community Fire Units) and the ACT Rural Fire Service (including Parks Brigade) should be explicitly stated.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the nineteenth recommendation.

These included:

· that the ‘Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Parks Brigade [had] a target level of 72 firefighters to be made available at any one time for ACT Rural Fire Service‘, however there was ‘no target level established for the other eight ACT Rural Fire Service brigades’;

· that levels of volunteering had fluctuated ‘between 374 and 480 in the four years to 2011-12’;

· that ‘the quantum of volunteers alone was not a reliable measure of service capability, because not all members were active or currently available’, and also ‘command and control structures require specific combinations of roles, based on training and experience, and shortages in certain roles will limit the overall capability of the ACT Rural Fire Service’;

· that ‘combination of staffing levels and roles, as well as the provision of equipment and other resources, is referred to as a “model of service”;

· that ‘the “model of service” should be designed and implemented to meet a pre-determined “standard of fire cover” that addresses bushfire risks’, and hence establishing a ‘a pre-determined “standard of fire cover” is important as it provides a target level of service to plan for and resource’, including ‘the location, number and type of appliances, the desirable level of volunteering and the need for specific roles, skills experience and competencies’;

· that, however, the Emergency Services Agency had advised that it had ‘adopted the term “strategic bushfire capability” rather than “standard of fire cover”’ and that ‘while it keeps under review its capability, it has not developed a statement of its strategic bushfire capability for addressing bushfire risks’;

· that, as a result, ‘there is no mention of such a statement in the Concept of Operations Plan, ACT Rural Fire Service business and operational plans or standard operating procedures’;

· that the ESA had ‘made an attempt in 2006 to develop and agree a model identifying the number of personnel, roles and training requirements but that this exercise was inconclusive’, and ‘did not result in or inform an agreed statement of strategic bushfire capability for bushfire risks in the ACT’;

· that the Parks Brigade of the ACT Rural Fire Service had ‘established a target capability to manage bushfire risks’, derived from ‘the level of fire cover necessary to respond to the December 2001 bushfires in the ACT’;
 and
· that this had ‘enabled it to determine a requirement for the number of primary and secondary roles it needs to meet its responsibilities as a land manager and as a brigade of the Rural Fire Service‘, and these were ‘set out in the TAMS Fire Management Role Requirements Manual (2007)’.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 19 stating that:

The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, the ACT Territory Wide Risk Assessment and Concept of Operations for Bush and Grassfires provide the guidance by which the requirements for a strategic bushfire capability can be undertaken. The ESA will develop a framework to enable the RFS, ACT Fire & Rescue and TAMS to report their strategic bushfire capability.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, TAMS stated that this would ‘be delivered under the leadership of the Emergency Services Agency’. 

The Government’s submission provided the same response for both agencies.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government provide the ACT Legislative Assembly, before the last sitting day in March 2016, with a copy of the framewrok used by the Rural Fire Service, ACT Fire and Rescue and TAMS to report their strategic bushfire capability in terms of volunteer and staff numbers.

Audit Recommendation 20

Recommendation

The twentieth Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 20 (Chapter 6)—Competency, training and Incident Management Team capability

The Emergency Services Agency should:

a) review the ACT Rural Fire Service’s target for its members holding recognised units of competency, and the timeframe for achieving the target level of competency;

b) review its training and development activities in order to meet its model of service, and the Rural Fire Service’s contribution towards the ACT’s strategic bushfire capability (Recommendation 19), taking into account the level of cross crewing that is feasible;

c) continue liaising and collaborating where possible with the Parks Brigade over the Brigade planning and implementation of its training and development activity;

d) prepare and maintain medium-term training and development plans for the ACT Rural Fire Service; and

e) determine a target for incident management team capability and identify how this will be achieved.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twentieth recommendation.

These included:

· that in ‘the absence of a statement of strategic bushfire capability, the ACT Rural Fire Service [had] modelled its human resource needs on the number of appliances in service, i.e. 51 appliances’;

· that there was ‘a target for the total number of volunteers, informed by a training needs analysis model, which [was] based on full utilisation of the existing ACT Rural Fire Service appliances’; 

· that this model identified ‘a need for 1 139 roles to be filled across seven principal fireground functions to make best use of the ACT Rural Fire Service’s 51 appliances’; 

· that one person ‘may undertake multiple roles, so that the total number of roles may, and [did], exceed the actual number of volunteer members’;

· that the approach included:
· ‘the adoption of a training needs model based on the holding of current units of competence’; 

· ‘the development of annual training plans for the ACT Rural Fire Service’; 

· ‘the mapping of training pathways for specific roles and responsibilities’; 
 and
· ‘quarterly monitoring and reporting on the number of roles required, and filled’; 

· that since:

· ‘2011 the ACT Rural Fire Service [had] increased its training and development activity with a focus on its members obtaining recognised and accredited units of competency’;

· the ‘ACT Rural Fire Service [had] been successful in steadily reducing the shortfall between the number of roles potentially available from ACT Rural Fire Service members’ and ‘the number of roles needed to maximise the use of the ACT Rural Fire Service’s 51 appliances’; 

· that since June 2011 ‘the ACT Rural Fire Service [had] steadily increased the number of roles it can fill (of the target number of 757 required) from 357 to 413’ and in doing so it [had] reduced the shortfall in these four functions from 400 in June 2011, to 344 in December 2012’;

· that despite being ‘one of nine brigades, 40 per cent of Crew Leader roles and 60 per cent of Group Leader roles are filled by members of the Parks Brigade’; 

· that there were ‘shortcomings and a lack of clarity with respect to other areas of ACT Rural Fire Service capability development’, 
 including:

· ‘crewing arrangements are determined by brigade officers making the best use of the members available to them, including members with experience, but without reference to accredited units of competence’; 

· that there was ‘a lack of clarity as to whether the ACT Rural Fire Service [intended] to move towards a model where only personnel with requisite competencies have a role, and if so, over what time period this [was] to occur’; 

· ‘training planning [was] undertaken annually’ and there was ‘no medium to long term workforce development or training and development plan’;

· that ‘the training needs model [was] based on the ability to cross-crew between brigades, so that a brigade with insufficient numbers of qualified crew [could]  use crew members from other brigades who may have a surplus’; 

· that, however, ‘ACT Rural Fire Service officers advised that cross-crewing only occurs in a limited number of circumstances’ and as a result the ‘training needs model should take into account the reduction in available roles due to the inability to cross- crew in all situations’;

· that the Parks Brigade had ‘designed and developed its own training and development program since 2005’, in consultation with ‘and with the support of, the broader ACT Rural Fire Service’; 

· that the Parks Brigade ‘undertook its own training needs analysis (2007), developed and began implementation of its own Brigade training plan in 2009 and [ran] its own annual pre-season training and fitness testing processes’; 

· that training and development activity for the Parks Brigade ‘is determined by pathways which Brigade members discuss and agree to, in order that skills development collectively meets the needs of the Brigade’s target bushfire capability, as well as members’ interests’, and Bushfire Operations Plans ‘set out the desired themes and number of training places each year’;

· that a review of the Brigade training plan was at that time underway, however ‘ the momentum behind these developments [had] not always been maintained in recent years’,
 and for 2011-12 and 2012-13, the Audit Office found that:
· ‘there was no up-to-date brigade-wide medium-term training plan’; 

· ‘there were some gaps in training plans for individual firefighters’; 
 and

· ‘there was no reporting on whether the training and development needs that address firefighters’ roles had been met (or exceeded)’; 

· that ‘greater clarity has been achieved through the Concept of Operations Plan in relation to the formation of Incident Management Teams in the event of a bushfire’; 

· that in August 2012 ‘the chief officers of the ACT Fire and Rescue and the ACT Rural Fire Service identified officers that could fulfil incident management roles from within their respective services; 

· that  the ‘Concept of Operations Plan [proposed]  a three-year period to 2016 “to fill all required Incident Management Teams positions”, with officers assessed against national units of competency’; 
 and
· that, however, ‘the Emergency Services Agency has not yet identified what this requirement [was]’, and there was ‘currently no target level of Incident Management Team capability, and therefore no means to determine how many officers need developing in what roles, and to what level’. 

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 20 stating:

The RFS has developed a training and development capability framework, which defines and documents targets for its members holding recognised units of competency. The RFS has undertaken a needs analysis based on this framework, which underpins its training program. This will be reviewed against the ACT Strategic Bushfire Capability when developed. The ESA will also identify minimum levels of Incident Management Team requirements.

The Government’s submission made the same response.

Audit Recommendation 21

Recommendation

The twenty-first Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 21 (Chapter 6)—Information capture and sharing

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should improve information capture and sharing by:

a) recording accurately and efficiently personnel information and capabilities in relation to bushfire management; and

b) better coordinating their planning and use of bushfire preparedness maps.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twenty-first recommendation.

These included:

· that  officers ‘responsible for record keeping for the Parks Brigade, and for the ACT Rural Fire Service as a whole identified difficulties in maintaining and accessing up- to-date firefighter personnel records’;

· that the ACT Rural Fire Service had ‘an electronic database system that [provided] the status of all firefighters according to fitness levels and training, but not their experience, or current and prior competencies’, and this system had also ‘suffered from technical and administrative difficulties’;

· that, as a result, ‘the ACT Rural Fire Service as a whole, and the Parks Brigade specifically’:

· did ‘not have a single management information system that maintains accurate and current information on personnel details and capabilities’;
 and

· had ‘developed separate databases, as a solution to this difficulty, and this [was] acknowledged as requiring addition administrative effort’;

· that it was ‘important for senior managers and for those with the authority to deploy or determine crewing arrangements to be able to identify brigade members’ capability and suitability for deployment’, but current management information systems did not ’easily provide or facilitate the retrieval of this information’;

· that the ‘Emergency Services Agency’s Central Communications team, referred to as COMCEN, is based at the Emergency Services Agency’s headquarters at Fairbairn’; 

· that  the ‘Concept of Operations Plan [required] all bushfire incidents identified by firefighting agencies to be notified to COMCEN, regardless of location or land tenure’;

· that ‘COMCEN also [received] notification of appliances that [were] able to be deployed’ and that officers’ ‘interaction with COMCEN and the use of mobile data terminals in vehicles mean that much incident-specific information [was] captured, as an incident [unfolded]’;

· that there were currently ‘limitations as to how COMCEN-derived data can be used for personnel management, for confirming accountability or for the post-event review of use of resources’, 
 for example:
· ‘ACT Rural Fire Service appliance crew members [were] not readily identifiable from COMCEN records as a matter of routine’;

· ‘ACT Rural Fire Service incident controllers [were] not consistently identifiable’; and
· ‘the crew of the first arriving ACT Rural Fire Service appliance [was] unable to update the COMCEN system with the type of fire they encounter’;
 and 

· that this ‘may lead to inaccurate reporting of bushfires in the Australian Incident Reporting System which provides a means of annually reporting bushfire data on a national basis.

· that there was ‘no ACT Rural Fire Service electronic management information system that [captured] which personnel are or were on duty in a fireground situation, in what role, where and under what conditions’;

· that, under these conditions, ‘paper-based records could be used to provide evidence of duties performed’ by officers, 
 but these paper-based systems:

· made ‘remote capture of information difficult’;

· make ‘a contemporaneous overview of personnel resources in use difficult’;
 and
· provided ‘a limited means of assurance that fatigue management strategies are effectively applied in accordance with relevant standard operating procedures’;

· that there had been ‘major advances in the ACT in mapping for fire management purposes in recent years’,
 including the development of:
· Regional Fire Management Plans (2009);

· a ‘set of pre-suppression plans that address priority locations identified in the Concept of Operations Plan (2012)’;

· Territory- wide ‘pre-suppression plans setting out conservation, heritage and key infrastructure assets for all of the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate managed lands (2012)’;

· ‘maps associated with 112 Farm FireWise assessments conducted for rural leaseholders’;
 and
· ‘territory-wide bushfire risk assessment (2012) by the Parks and Conservation Service Branch of the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’;

· that these plans ‘have the potential to improve the effectiveness of fireground operations and the targeting of investment and accountability of ACT Government resources’’;
· that the ‘2007 Memorandum of Understanding between the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency [emphasised] the importance of sharing maps’;

· however while the ‘the rationale for undertaking the various mapping tasks is clear, the agencies responsible for developing these mapping tools have not always been fully successful in using and sharing mapping materials, as specified in the draft Memorandum of Understanding’;

· that the usefulness of maps associated with Farm FireWise was reduced because ‘some important aspects, for example, information and images relating to restricted access, such as gateways, are not effectively stored, or retrievable in a way that would best assist fire suppression effort by the ACT Rural Fire Service’;

· that although  Farm FireWise maps had been produced over the past five years, they had ‘not been effectively shared with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’;

· that  sharing of such information was ‘important because rural leasehold land may be adjacent to unleased land which is managed by the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, and much of the rural leasehold land is in close proximity to, or within, asset protection zones and the Strategic Fire Fighter Advantage Zone’;

· that the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate had advised that ‘a facility for sharing computerised map data between the Emergency Services Agency and the Directorate was implemented in May 2013’;
 and 
· that in 2012 ‘the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate undertook a risk mapping exercise across the ACT’, and while this exercise ‘gave assurance to the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate in its land custodianship role’, the ‘value of the mapping exercise was not maximised’ because the ACT Rural Fire Service was not party to it, nor did it conduct a ‘similar cross-tenure risk mapping’ exercise.

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 21 stating that it ‘agreed in part’ with the recommendation and that:

Vetrak is a recognised training and volunteer information reporting database that meets the requirement of record keeping for training activities to Registered Training Organisation standards. It is not intended to be a Human Resources (HR) management system. It is recognised that there may be some HR information that the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate would need to keep separate from RFS requirements.

The new Mobile Data Terminal system also allows tracking and recording of individual activities and the ESA will develop additional reporting from this information.

The ESA proactively coordinates the use of maps between the ESA and TAMS.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, the TAMS stated:

Work is already underway to ensure compatibility of personnel information and training levels. The Directorate will engage with the Emergency Services Agency to ensure coordination and information sharing with regards to map preparation. 

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
Vetrak is a recognised training and volunteer information reporting database that meets the requirement of record keeping for training activities to Registered Training Organisation standards. It is not intended to be a Human Resources (HR) management system. It is recognised that there is some HR information that the TAMS Directorate needs to keep separate from RFS requirements.

The new Mobile Data Terminal system also allows tracking and recording of individual activities and the ESA will develop additional reporting from this information. The ESA proactively coordinates the use of maps between the ESA and TAMS.

TAMS will continue to improve its engagement with the ESA to ensure coordination and information sharing with regards to map preparation as it is currently doing with the development of a joint fire trail map.
 

Hearings
At hearings of 9 September 2014, TAMS officials were asked about the Government’s ‘agreed in part’ to recommendation 21 and the Senior Fire Management Officer, Forestry and Fire Management, explained that:
The VETtrak training system is used by the ESA as a training record for a suppression role. As a land management agency, our training requirements are significantly more than fire suppression. Our fire records have always been maintained with the RFS. We run a parallel system within TAMS, which is a larger database, if you like, that illustrates the skill set that we have within our agency. VETtrak is purely for suppression fire management type training records, and then we have this other database. It was not deemed appropriate that the training skills of some of TAMS’s employees were maintained externally, because there was no relevance to the RFS or to the ESA, with some of our training. It is quite separate to what they require.

When asked questions about who could or could not see the information held in the VETtrak system, the Director of Parks and Conservation, told the Committee that it was necessary for records kept by the ESA and the TAMS to be held in different systems due to ‘the limitations of VETtrak’
 because VETtrak was: 
...designed and used by the ESA purely as fire training, whereas our requirements are HR based, for example, which VETtrak cannot provide for us. So we cannot keep all of our records that relate to certain types of training that are not fire related on VETtrak.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government consider updating the information records systems used to maintain information regarding training, skill sets and experience of personnel, including volunteers, in one system that can be accessed by ESA and TAMS if required.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government foster professional development through access to appropriate training and interstate visits. 

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government reviews the provision and delivery of training to volunteers in the Rural Fire Service with a view to a more devolved model including more training at the Brigade level.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that a minimum of five trained and experienced level 3 controllers be available in the ACT at all times and that all have appropriate and current accreditation.

The Committee notes testimony given by Mr Bartlett that other jurisdictions have encountered problems with people being appointed controllers in response to an incident occurring, instead of when personnel are adequately trained and prepared. 
  The Committee believes such a situation can be avoided with adequate preparation.
Audit Recommendation 22

Recommendation

The twenty-second Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 22 (Chapter 6)—Firefighters’ fitness

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should clarify the timing of the requirement for meeting firefighter fitness requirements, as set out in ACT Rural Fire Service operating procedures and the Territory and Municipal Directorate’s Enterprise Agreement, and give priority to meeting that requirement.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twenty-second recommendation.

These included:

· that ‘requirements for firefighters in the ACT Rural Fire Service to pass an annual, pre-season fitness test’ are set out in:

· the Work Capacity Test (Standard Operating Procedure no. 4.3) ‘for members of the eight ACT Rural Fire Service volunteer brigades’;

· the ACT Rural Fire Service Field Operations Manual (2012-13); and

· the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Enterprise Agreement ‘relating to the designated posts in the Parks Brigade’;

· that ‘various documents require inter alia that all ACT Rural Fire Service volunteer brigades and Parks Brigade members “undertake training and meet minimum fitness standards”’; 

· that the ACT Rural Fire Service asserted that it was ‘the only volunteer fire agency in Australia that has minimum fitness requirements for all firefighters’; 

· that a review of ‘ACT Rural Fire Service arrangements for implementing the fitness test’
 found that:

· ‘each volunteer brigade [administered] its fitness test independently’; 

· ‘in 2012-13, a total of 96 (19 per cent) ACT Rural Fire Service volunteers and Headquarters officers out of a total 497 had passed a fitness test prior to 1 October’; 

· that ‘brigades [sent] in their test results to ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters’ and that ‘take time, with some being outstanding for up to two months after the beginning of the season’;

· that the Audit Office considered that ‘what [was] sent in [was] inadequate for ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters staff to confirm compliance with Work Capacity Test’; 

· that within the Work Capacity Test ‘there was no defined period from which the test must be taken, only that the test needs to be taken before the season starts’, and this meant that ‘a test taken in the first half of the previous season could arguably be sufficient to satisfy requirements’; 

· that procedures for the Parks Brigade fitness requirement were ‘more effectively administered than the volunteer brigades’, however:

· ‘a range of test dates [were] offered to accommodate personnel both before and after the beginning of the season’; 

· ‘a total of 91 (60 per cent) Parks Brigade members out of a potential 151 identified in personnel records had passed a fitness test by 1 October’, which satisfied expectations set out in the draft Memorandum of Understanding, but not the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Enterprise Agreement 2011-13; 
 
· that the ACT Rural Fire Service’s ‘overall suppression capability for fighting bushfires is significantly reduced if the number of brigade members who have not passed a fitness test at the start of the fire season, according to the established policy, is discounted’; 

· that while ‘the Parks Brigade exceeds its agreed minimum obligations to the Emergency Services Agency’ there was ‘considerable suppression capability lost across all brigades of the ACT Rural Fire Service’; 
 and
· that, as a result, due to ‘to shortcomings in information systems and administrative processes, and the lack of alignment between policy and practice, it is difficult for assurance to be given as to whether each firefighter is capable of deployment,‘ a ‘key risk’ for the ACT Government was that ‘ACT Rural Fire Service firefighters are engaged in training or deployed to a fireground in the absence of a required fitness test’. 
 

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 22 stating:

The ESA has clarified the timing of the requirement for meeting firefighter fitness with RFS Volunteers.

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, TAMS responded stating that:

Firefighter fitness requirements, particularly timing issues, will be articulated in a mutually agreed policy position for both the Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency.

The Government’s submission responded further, stating that:
The ESA has refined the requirements for meeting firefighter fitness with RFS Volunteers by amending the RFS Standard Operating Procedure on volunteer firefighter fitness. This amendment clearly indicates that fitness tests are undertaken by RFS personnel in an ongoing annual and cyclical process.
 
Hearings
At the hearing of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:
In respect of fitness tests for firefighters … the need is clearly set out but its implementation was loose. We know what is required, but did they actually turn up and do the tests? … Equipment tests were not clearly set out and the implementation was loose. On one, you have got a clear statement of what is required. As the Emergency Services Agency told us, other jurisdictions do not actually require pre-season tests, but the ACT does; so that is a plus. But having required that, it is pretty loosely implemented.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government review the applicability of the fitness test by which the fitness of RFS staff and volunteers is accessed.

 Audit Recommendation 23

Recommendation

The twenty-third Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 23 (Chapter 6)—Fire readiness assurance

The Emergency Services Agency (ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters) should implement a system to provide assurance to the Chief Officer of the ACT Rural Fire Service that personnel and equipment readiness meets requirements.
 
Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twenty-third recommendation.

These included:

· that the ‘ACT Rural Fire Service Equipment Officers’ Handbook [identified] the need for an equipment officer to be designated in each brigade and for routine checks of equipment to be undertaken’ and this ‘requirement [was] supported by individual brigade constitutions’;

· that the ‘Emergency Services Agency [asserted] that the culture of firefighters, both paid and volunteer, means that brigades ensure (and if necessary) demand, that vehicles are fully equipped at all times, and that there are processes in place for any damage to equipment to be replaced as soon as possible’; 

· that the Audit, however, had found that:

· that ‘there [was] no requirement for a specific pre-season check on the equipment that fire vehicles or “units” carry; 

· that ‘each volunteer brigade [determined]  its own regime for equipment checking; 

· that ‘there [was] no centralised assurance or recording mechanism for volunteer brigades’; 

· that ‘following a … request by ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters, only one of the eight brigades provided evidence of any pre-season checks for the 2012-13 season’; 
 and

· that ‘although there may be regular checks by individual brigades, without any monitoring or assurance arrangements in place, ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters is unable to confirm the state of equipment safety and readiness at the beginning of the season’; 

· that the Parks Brigade had ‘arrangements in place to perform pre-season checks on all units according to a standard checklist’, and there was ‘evidence of pre-season checks being undertaken each year during the past two years’, but there were ‘no specific requirements for when such checks had to occur’; 

· that the Audit had identified that:
· in 2010-11 ‘only 8 (57 per cent) of the 14 units were checked prior to the commencement of the fire season’;

· in 2011-12 ‘only 7 (50 per cent) of the 14 units were checked prior to the commencement of the fire season’; and

· in 2012-13 ‘no units were checked prior to the commencement of the fire season’; 

· that ACT Rural Fire Service officers had ‘advised that there [was] a culture in all fire services that [was] instilled from recruitment about checking the vehicle before all activities and replacing any missing or damaged equipment as soon as possible’; 

· that ACT Rural Fire Service officers had also ‘advised that vehicle and equipment checks are undertaken on a regular basis throughout the season, including checks at the start of any shifts’; 

· that while ‘cultural practices mitigate against the risk of poor equipment, the Audit Office found overall that the ACT Rural Fire Service has shortcomings in its processes to confirm equipment readiness at the beginning of the season for all brigades, and while Parks Brigade processes are more effective, equipment has not routinely been checked at the beginning of each season’; 

· that there were ‘shortcomings’ in:
· the level of compliance with obligations set out in procedures and agreements in the case of the fitness test; and

· the reliability of administrative arrangements to ensure pre-season preparation is effective; 

· that this meant that ‘the Chief Officer, ACT Rural Fire Service [could not] confirm with certainty the scale and state of preparedness of the ACT’s suppression capability, at the beginning of the fire season’; 
 and 

· that apart from bushfire preparedness, ‘this information is important to ensure that the risk of harm to employees and volunteers is minimised’. 

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 23 stating that:

The RFS will include a readiness audit in the pre-season checklist. 

The Government’s submission responded further, saying that:
The RFS has developed a framework that outlines the process for ensuring that an audit of vehicles and equipment is carried out at the Brigade level and results are forwarded to the RFS Chief Officer for consideration.
 

Hearings

At the hearing of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General told the Committee that:

In respect of equipment, we identified that there was not a clearly established protocol for testing that and, therefore, it was loose. Turning to investment in training, the Rural Fire Service is steadily improving the number of roles in skills shortage areas but lacks firm commitment to accredited units of competency models and there is limited capability to achieve cross-crewing between brigades, even though the resourcing model depends on this. In respect of the parks brigades, more training and development is provided. The concept of operations plan identifies specific incident management team roles but not what the requirement is.

Overall, in connection with recommendations 23 and 24, the Auditor-General commented:

It is certainly an area that is quite loose, but the really positive thing is we do require pre-training. Although it is loose, randomly, there was appliance checking. But it was not systematic or comprehensive.
 

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government detail to the ACT Legislative Assembly on the first sitting day in September every year a detailed summary of the preparation for the approaching fire season including an explicit list of resources and equipment available for the season based on checks of equipment prior to the commencement of the fire season.

Audit Recommendation 24

Recommendation

The twenty-fourth and final Audit recommendation is:

Recommendation 24 (Chapter 6)—Testing of public information communications systems

The Emergency Services Agency should develop and test administrative procedures for the communications systems used for the distribution of public warning and emergency alerts.

Report narrative

The Audit report made a number of findings relevant to the twenty-fourth recommendation.

These included:

· that the Report of the McLeod Inquiry (2003) had stated that:
By far the strongest and most frequent criticism expressed in public submissions to the Inquiry concerned the lack of early warning to the community about the fire threat. Many submitters drew attention to the contrast between the dearth of information provided in the period before 18 January and the large amount provided to Belconnen residents during the following week. 

· that in ‘the event of a bushfire threat to the ACT, a number of mechanisms will be available to provide information to the community’, including:

· Emergency Services Agency public alert, update and warning information distribution system;
· media outlets; and
· the EMERGENCY ALERT telephone warning system; 

· that EMERGENCY ALERT telephone warning system had been ‘implemented, and [was] managed, by the Victorian Department of Justice on behalf of all states and territories (except Western Australia)’; 

· that EMERGENCY ALERT telephone warning system had ‘only been used once in the ACT, in September 2011, when a hazardous material fire occurred in an industrial estate in Mitchell’;

· that its use in connection with the Mitchell  fire had resulted in identification of shortcomings in the EMERGENCY ALERT system, and system improvements had been in response to feedback provided by the ACT to the Commonwealth Attorney-General; 

· that the  Emergency Services Agency ‘did not have any policies and administrative procedures for the testing of the Emergency Services Agency public alert, update and warning information distribution system’; 

· that ‘[by] way of contrast, there [was] a policy and associated procedures which support the EMERGENCY ALERT telephone warning system’; 

· that two tests of the EMERGENCY  ALERT telephone warning system had been conducted ‘under controlled conditions and did not identify the problems associated with the capacity of the system to cope with the volume of telephone calls and messages, which became apparent during the Mitchell fire in September 2011’; 
 and
· that there was ‘arguably a similar risk for the Emergency Services Agency public alert, update and warning information distribution system during intense and sustained periods of elevated fire danger conditions’. 

Government responses

In its agency response, as per the Audit report, JACS responded to recommendation 24 stating that:

The ESA has a standard operating procedure dated 27 May 2013 called "Testing of the ESA public alert, update and warning information distribution system". The ESA agrees that a schedule for regular testing should be in place and this has now been developed and implemented.

The Government’s submission made the same response.

Hearings
At the hearings of 26 August 2014, the Auditor-General stated that the Audit had:
...clearly identified that there were a wide range of communication channels in the event of an incident. These are channels that are used in emergencies, not just for bushfire. So we have outlined those. Also, the focus is on single point of truth—the SPOT approach so that there is a consistent message. All of those are strengths in the communication. It was just around that particular issue of re-testing. If all of those fail and then if they went to the government system of communication, that is not tested, the latter one. Maybe it is worth a test pre the fire season.

At the hearing of 4 September 2014, the former Minister for Police and Emergency Services told the Committee that:

Recommendation 24 talked about further strengthening of testing procedures in relation to the use of emergency alert. Those are recommendations that the ESA is responding to, and it is putting in place the appropriate measures. For example, in relation to the testing of ESA public alert systems, there was a testing of the ESA public alert update and warning information distribution system, which includes the single point of truth app. They were tested in July this year and also in August this year. We have also undertaken testing of emergency alert itself, the telephone-based warning system. That occurred on 3 May this year. It targeted specific streets in specific suburbs on both the north and the south side of Canberra as well as a rural area.

So we have, I think, a strong regime now in place for testing and a strong range of channels that we rely on to get the message out as broadly as possible, both about preparedness and also about emergency warning itself.

3. Other witnesses
Introduction
This chapter considers the contributions of further witnesses to the inquiry:
· Mr Tony Bartlett AFSM, a former  ACT Government employee with experience fighting and planning for bushfires;

· Mr Ian Harding, President, ACT Volunteer Brigades Association;
 and

· Ms Melissa Riches, President, and Mr Stephen Reynolds, Registrar, of the Hall Volunteer Fire Brigade.

These are considered below.

Mr Tony Bartlett AFSM
Mr Tony Bartlett AFSM is a former ACT Government employee with experience fighting and planning for bushfires.  Mr Bartlett appeared at the hearing of 17 October 2014 and made comment on what he considered the strengths and weaknesses of settings for bushfire preparedness in the ACT.

These are considered below.

Skills and strategic readiness

Mr Bartlett told the Committee that one of his chief concerns was ‘strategic readiness’.

He told the Committee that in his view ‘the situation in relation to both fire preparedness and management in the ACT is streets and streets ahead of where it was before 2003’, and that:

Enormous improvements have been made to the strategic planning, the capability and the operational implementation of fire management programs by the land management agency. 

However, he told the Committee, there were ‘a few things that [he was] worried about’: 
I see signs, as I have seen in other jurisdictions, of what happens when 10 years after a fire have passed, and people start to forget about some of the key lessons. 

Mr Bartlett divided these into four issues. The first of these concerned ‘the personnel that are appointed to manage incidents when you have the worst possible bushfires, what are called level 3 incidents’. He noted that the Coroner in her report on the 2003 ACT bushfires had made ‘made recommendations about the importance of having people that were properly trained and experienced in implementing large wildfires’ and also ‘that there should be accreditation of these people’.

Regarding this, he told the Committee, he was ‘very worried’ that ‘many of the people who [were] nominated to perform key roles under level 3 incidents [did] not have the appropriate training and experience’; that ‘none of them are properly accredited’; and that ‘after 10 years this [was] quite a worrying situation’.

Mr Bartlett told the Committee that the Royal Commission into the 2009 Victorian bushfires had found that similar circumstances had reduced capacity to fight bushfires in that instance: that is, that ‘some of the people who were appointed as incident controllers and in key incident management roles on the first day of that fire’ were ‘nominally appointed and accredited by senior people’ but ‘did not have the right experience’ and were operating ‘way outside their level of experience’. 
 

This, he told the Committee, was ‘a commonly recurring theme’, and he told the Committee that he thought ‘a lot more could be done to make sure [the ACT has] the right qualified people’ in this regard. 

At a later stage in the hearing, the Committee put further questions to Mr Bartlett.  

Level 3 Incident Controllers

In one question, the Committee asked about the number of Level 3 Incident Controllers that were required for the ACT to fight a campaign fire.
  Mr Bartlett commented that in his view he has:

...always maintained that what we need is sufficient to be able to mount competent incident management teams on a two-shift basis for two level 3 incidents.
 
Mr Bartlett added that:

In 2001, which was not as bad as 2003, we had several large fires burning in different parts of the ACT. If you just have one team, you are not going to have enough. 
 
With this point in mind, Mr Bartlett elaborated that: 

...for incident controllers, to [manage similar situations] you need four—a minimum of four. Someone might be sick; that is always a danger. So you probably need one spare. Gradually you can bring people in, but the critical thing with all big fires is the first day. You really need to be reasonably self-sufficient on day one, in my view. That would mean four to five people for each of the key roles.

When asked whether he was concerned that levels of experience and accreditation were not sufficient to provide such a capability, Mr Bartlett responded: ‘I believe that is the case’. 

When asked how staff would acquire skills as a Level 3 Incident Controller, Mr Bartlett told the Committee that it was:

...really important that they do the proper training courses. This sort of thing cannot be just done by the ACT; they really need to attend nationally run training courses.

These were ‘formal training courses that people can be put through so they understand what they are supposed to do’, where, he told the Committee, staff ‘might learn how to be a level 3 incident controller, planning officer or operations officer’.

Asked further about these courses and where they were offered, he told the Committee that:

They are run out of a range of places, but Mount Macedon is one of them. What normally happens is that people are given L plates, as it were. They might start off on level 2 incidents. With level 3 incidents, by definition, there are quiet ones and ones like 2003. Even the 2001 fires would have been defined as a level 3 incident, with an FDI, fire danger index, of 38, if I remember correctly, whereas in January 2003 it was just over 100. There is a difference. You can gradually learn, particularly if you are mentored by other experienced people. That is the way I learned to be an experienced person when I was in Victoria. 

Skills and professional development

Mr Bartlett also made comment on the degree to which government agencies fostered professional development in firefighting personnel.  He told the Committee that when he came to the ACT in 1999
 ‘it was really obvious to me that the ACT, pre 2000, was very insular’, as ACT agencies ‘did not send people to interstate meetings and conferences and so on’.
 

However, he said in ‘recent times’:
I have seen—because this is an activity that is planned through the bushfire operations plan—people’s approval to go to these conferences knocked back, even after it was an approved activity signed off by both the head of TAMS and the commissioner. Last year they only achieved 75 per cent of their target of sending people to training and conferences. That makes me worry.

Mr Bartlett added:

Sometimes you have to tighten belts and all those things, but the point is that you can probably do that for one year. You should not stop getting people to understand and learn from the experiences of what has happened.

This situation, he told the Committee, was also evidenced in the fact that ‘one of the senior fire management people in TAMS went to look at the escaped fuel reduction burn in Margaret River that burnt some houses in a park area’ and that, as a result, had been suspended ‘because he took the initiative while he was in Western Australia to go and have a look at that’, and ‘then did not get his official travel approval extended by another couple of days’.
 
Mr Bartlett went on to say that in his view ‘if people at the senior level of fire management really understood what the people were doing to benefit the territory, they would not take action like that’. 

Skills and fire on public land

A second issue, Mr Bartlett told the Committee, was ‘fire on public land’. His view was that:
...the fire management programs on public land now are in pretty good shape. I commend the ACT government for maintaining and increasing the budget for fire management on public land. This has been a longstanding issue about whether there are enough funds. It is an expensive business but the converse is that, if you do not do it properly, it is also very expensive for different people. So we should start with that very positive statement.

Mr Bartlett added further:

The processes that were used to develop the strategic bushfire management plan, the regional fire management plans and the annual bushfire operation plans are very robust.

However, he told the Committee, he was concerned as to whether positions responsible for this function were filled by staff with appropriate skills:

It was really important that senior management in the land management department had skills in and knowledge of fire management. At the time of the 2003 fires I was an SES officer in Urban Services, and I was the only person there that knew and understood fire. That made it very difficult to make progress on a lot of the land that I was not responsible for.

Mr Bartlett went on to say that this was ‘something that [he was] personally very worried about’:

I see a number of things happening in TAMS now that make me believe that the senior people do not understand the importance of fire management. This starts to undo the whole fabric, in my mind, of the ACT being confident that all these things will be in place.

Mr Bartlett was of the view that this was important because:

Managing fire programs is an incredibly complex and difficult job. There is not always the option of doing everything by the absolute letter. When the day is right for burning, you really have to be able to muster the troops and get the programs done. So it needs good, strong leadership. 

The Fire Management Unit

Mr Bartlett advised that he had made representations to Coroner inquiring into the 2003 bushfires ‘about the importance of the Fire Management Unit’, that is: ‘setting up a unit with people who were dedicated to looking at and overseeing the fire management program’. 

This, he told the Committee, was ‘still in place’ although ‘a few years ago there was an effort to disband that unit’, which was ultimately unsuccessful. However, he told the Committee, the Unit was ‘always … on thin ice [so long as] senior managers in TAMS do not fully appreciate the importance of fire management’. 

Later in the hearing the Committee inquired about the importance of maintaining adequate levels of staffing and resources for the Fire Management Unit.
  Mr Bartlett explained:
It is critical. It runs a $10 million a year budget. I have not counted the number of activities in the bushfire operations plan, but there are hundreds and hundreds of activities. Each one has to be properly planned and then resourced, and sometimes you have multiple activities running. You might be clearing a road somewhere while in another area you are getting ready for a burn, or implementing multiple burns on one day.

Mr Bartlett added that in his view ‘TAMS actually has the right number of people’, but that he was concerned ‘concerned about the level of experience and particularly the leadership issue in that unit at the moment’.

Asked to expand on concerns about leadership in the Unit, Mr Bartlett stated:
That the leader of the fire management unit has been sidelined for now five to six months out of the unit. He is still not back in his position.

Prescribed burns and a strategic burning program
Mr Bartlett advised that he had made representations to the coronial inquiry about prescribed burns and ‘the need for a good, strong strategic burning program’. 
 

As to progress in this area, Mr Bartlett was:
...very satisfied with the level of work that is being done by the land managers at the moment. They have done the biggest burn in the last couple of years that has ever been done in Namadgi national park to my knowledge. It was done in a way that did not threaten any environmental values and it had strong community support. Those are exactly the sort of programs we need.

Strategic access

Mr Bartlett also spoke about strategic access: that is, ‘maintaining tracks’. 
  As to progress in this regard, Mr Bartlett commented:

A lot of work has been done and funded by the ACT government to upgrade particularly the Mount Franklin Road and Stockyard Spur, which were important access tracks in 2003, on which we had no capability to deploy heavy machinery. All of that has been fixed. The Mount Franklin Road is almost finalised now. So that is a really positive thing.

Retention of heavy machinery contractors 

Mr Bartlett told the Committee that he was concerned about developments that had seen the ACT have a reduced capacity to retain heavy machinery contractors for fuel reduction and fire management.

He added, on a positive note, that efforts had been made to ‘adopt more innovative technologies such as using flail mowers to maintain all the vegetation along … strategic tracks’.

Mr Bartlett explained that a flail mower was:

...like a big slasher, but it has chains. It spins around, and it just macerates and mulches up all the vegetation along the side of the road. You use it on the side of the road—going up to Piccadilly Circus or somewhere like that.
 

Mr Bartlett expressed concern that:

...a contractor has been brought from Victoria to do that work and has been stood down for several weeks because of inability and lack of leadership to get the proper planning processes sorted out.

Scenarios of this kind reduced the ACT’s capacity to attract and retain contractors because:

Once you lose contractors, there are not a lot of people around Australia who can do this sort of work. If they go away because they are trying to earn money, and you hold them up for a few weeks, they will probably never come back and work for you again.

Regarding this, Mr Bartlett stated that:

...every time bureaucrats, in my view—speaking as an experienced fire manager—spend more time arguing about how to get these things done and not actually implementing the programs, they are the things that, when you start stacking all those blocks together over a period of time, undermine the confidence that the territory is well protected.

He told the Committee that at that time he still believed that the ACT was well protected, but that these developments were ‘warning signs’ that could signal future gaps in the ACT’s bushfire preparedness.

At another point in the hearing, Mr Bartlett indicated that in his view this issue was related to concerns about leadership and the Fire Management Unit. He told the Committee that:

In my view—I am happy to say this, and I could be challenged by anybody—if that person was in place, we would not have had this problem we have got with the flail mower at the moment. That person would have known that they needed to get a permit from ACTPLA or whatever before that could start. When you act inexperienced people in there, mistakes start to happen.

Mr Bartlett suggested that the problem with retaining contractors for flail mowing were symptomatic of wider problems which should be addressed through amendments to legislation.
Asked why a flail mowing contractor had been brought in from Victoria and had then not worked for two weeks, he explained that this was because ‘nobody got the correct permits’.
 Mr Bartlett added:

Not every activity requires a permit. This is an issue that needs to be sorted in revisions to the Emergencies Act so that if something is approved via a strategic bushfire management plan and then through the proper planning process, there is not some other process, like happened with the Mount Franklin Road, where there was more than a year of delays and a million dollars spent with different bureaucrats arguing with each other about whether this upgrade of the Mount Franklin Road was environmentally acceptable or not.

Access to critical equipment

Asked whether the ACT had sufficient assets to fight Level 2 and Level 3 fires, Mr Bartlett commented that one issue he had been concerned about ‘over the years’ was the need for ‘big tankers that can carry a lot of water’. He had ‘made various noises about that’, but thought that, ‘at the moment that issue [was] okay’.

Mr Bartlett was more concerned about the availability of ‘small, four-wheel-drive suppression units’, noting uncertainties about ‘vehicle specifications and whether they are safe to carry the water load that they put on them’.  Mr Bartlett explained that these were:

...a critical part of the overall fire suppression facility, because you cannot always get big, heavy trucks into all places. So the ACT needs, or any fire service needs, a combination of all these things.
 
He went on to say that if ‘you lose access to one particular type then, collectively, something has got to be done about it’.
 He could not:

...imagine a time where the fire services are working in rural areas, and certainly in some forested areas with steep tracks, if they have not got access to four-wheel-drive vehicles with water tanks on the back, then we are going to be in big trouble.

Another area of concern was ‘access to big bulldozers’. This, Mr Bartlett told the Committee, this was ‘always a difficulty’.
  
Mr Bartlett explained that there were:

...two types of bulldozers needed in a fire-fighting fleet. One is the small ones that get put on a truck and are rapidly moved around, and the others are the big ones that make roads and things like that, that when the going gets really tough and it is steep ground, you need access to one of those within 24 hours.

He added that:
As to the small one, I am very comfortable we have got it well covered. As to the big one, it is hit and miss each year because, with those things now, you are reliant on them being on a road job somewhere. Those people may or may not have experience at going down steep slopes like those in the Brindabellas or somewhere like that. But that is a common issue in many jurisdictions. I am in touch with many of my friends working in other states, particularly Victoria, and they are getting harder and harder to source. 

These were not something normally purchased, but ‘when you want one, you have got to have in mind some sort of contract that they can be deployed straight away’. Moreover, it was necessary to have:
...confidence that the operator of that machine is able to cope with both steep terrain and fire flames burning up towards their bulldozer and so on, which is not normally what you experience when building a freeway or something or other.

A final aspect concerning asset requirements, Mr Bartlett advanced, rested in the ability to ‘put out fire retardant’. He went on to say that:

If you are dropping water from a helicopter, that will have an impact for a very short period, one or two minutes. If you drop fire retardant, it gives the firefighters an opportunity to work against the line of fire retardant that has been put out for a period. So they are different techniques. You put out fire retardant generally with a fixed-wing aircraft or with helicopters.

Mr Bartlett said he had been assured, that this capacity was available. He had ‘never seen it at Canberra Airport’, had not ‘seen it used it operational mode’, but emphasised its status as an ‘important element’ in bushfire preparedness.

The urban interface and buffer depth

Mr Bartlett made comment about setbacks and buffer depth on the urban interface—that is, the distance between grass—or bush-land and houses on the edge of built-up areas. 

With regard to this explained that ‘the current footprint for the bushfire-prone zone in Duffy does not match what actually happened’ in the 2003 bushfires. He told the Committee that ‘basically around Duffy it is largely a two-house-wide buffer’ that was allowed under current settings, however in the 2003 fires, ‘[in] places four or five houses deep were burnt’. He told the Committee he had raised this discrepancy but it had ‘not been fixed’.
 
Recognition of the National Bushfire Management Policy Statement by the Bushfire Management Plan
Mr Bartlett advised that in his submission to the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan No.3 consultation process he had expressed concern that the Plan:
...did not recognise the National Bushfire Management Policy Statement which was developed under the COAG process and which is signed off by the Chief Minister of the ACT as an acceptable policy.

He told the Committee that he had recommended that the Policy Statement, which was ‘largely focused on public land fire management’, be incorporated ‘in the introductory [part of the Plan] as part of the things that we are complying and consistent with’.

Mr Bartlett advised that he had subsequently received communications from the ESA Commissioner ‘saying that he did not believe it was an appropriate policy’.

Mr Bartlett told the Committee that:

It worries me when the commissioner does not recognise something that the Chief Minister has signed off on that the ACT agrees with that policy. I am sure all of you understand policy documents. Each jurisdiction then implements them in accordance with their circumstances and so on. I do not understand why we have this sort of stand-off …

ACT Volunteer Brigades Association

Mr Ian Harding, President, ACT Volunteer Brigades Association appeared before the Committee on 13 November 2014.
Mr Harding’s made comment on a number of matters including: fitness tests and the relationship between voluntary brigades and the ESA. These are considered below.
Fitness tests
Mr Harding advised that one aspect of fitness testing, the ‘pack test’, was ‘seen by some of our members as being discriminatory’. He noted that in 2006 it had become compulsory to complete the test each year and stated that the test was seen as ‘indirectly discriminatory because it has an unfair effect on people of a particular sex or physical attributes’.

Asked for further detail about the test, Mr Harding explained:

The test involves fitness and there are three levels. There is a basic test where you have to walk something like 1,600 metres. Moderate is walking 3.2 kilometres in under 30 minutes carrying 11 kilos. The next level is arduous, which is what my brigade and most brigades aim for, and that is walking 4.8 kilometres in under 45 minutes carrying 20 kilos. So you can see why the test is seen by some as discriminatory to some of the female members of the group and the older ones like me.

Regarding the suitability of the test for its stated purpose, Mr Harding commented:

The Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre is the only place we know of that has done a study into it, and it suggested it needs further review in terms of its appropriateness. We also pointed that out in the Treasury review—that something was needed in terms of better fitness tests for females and some males, along with a better uniform for the females because the guys’ ones are not too good. Having said that, that is not the view of all VBA members and that is why we think further investigation needs to be explored.

Mr Harding added that while these were the views of the members he represented, he could see another side to the question:

I agree that the fitness test is a fitness test. If I am on the fireground with a person, I want to know how fit my crew is. One of the things that is interesting, and we did point it out in the Treasury review, is that 15 per cent of New South Wales rural firefighters who died died of heart attacks, but it was only three per cent in the ACT. That tells me that perhaps there is some benefit.
 
Mr Harding also advised that he was 67 years old and had managed ‘to do the arduous test okay’.

Relationship with the Emergency Services Agency

Mr Harding made comment about the experience of the voluntary brigades in working alongside the ESA.

Mr Harding commented that one concern in this regard was that:

...the ACT RFS [Rural Fire Service] headquarters operating at the moment with several vacant positions. The VBA submission to the Treasury review said there was a 40 per cent reduction in staff from 13 to eight. That impacts obviously on their work supporting the volunteers. I call the volunteers the people who squirt water. They are the people out there at the fire front, not the people sitting in the office, unless they are in an incident management team centre or something like that.
 
He added that:

A number of operational positions [had] not been filled, and we are concerned that there are operational issues there. We consider this as a problem because the volunteers are ready. We are already into the prescribed fire season and the people in headquarters who support the volunteers are quite stretched and overworked and pressured. 

Mr Harding also said that he wished to recommend that ‘the government should allocate some extra funds to the ESA specifically to ensure that the RFS is adequately staffed’, as ‘the volunteers are ready, but the VBA has real reservations that the ESA is not committing to have the ACT RFS ready’.

Asked for further detail on these concerns, Mr Harding explained:

They are not backfilling positions, and they are not backfilling key positions. At the moment—this is hearsay from my point of view—I understand there are three operational officers who are duty officers. If there was a 24-hour fire tomorrow that is three guys who have to operate 24 hours, which is quite a difficult ask for them. I know some people are off on stress leave and other medical leaves. I am concerned that the organisation itself is not being supported in the way it should be.
 

In response to further questions, Mr Harding explained that his concerns were about ‘support for the volunteers’:

If there was a big fire—not a huge fire—where emergency management would kick in according to the act, I am just worried that there may not be support there for the volunteers in the incident management team in headquarters.

At another point in the hearing, Mr Harding also expressed concerns about training support for volunteers, saying that it was ‘really hard to get training organised’: 
There is only one training officer in the RFS itself. The ESA has some other training people for specific RFS bushfire training. Writing manuals and basically adapting manuals from New South Wales is how we do it, and that is a lot of work for one person. I have been talking to the person who is doing the review and they said the training section is one person doing 1.58 FTE. That is a lot of work when that person still has to be an operational officer and a duty officer as well.

Hall Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade

Ms Melissa Riches, President, and Mr Stephen Reynolds, Registrar, of Hall Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade appeared on 24 February 2015.
In her opening statement Ms Riches stated:

...under the worst reported conditions, grassfires can travel up to 18 to 20 kilometres in an hour and that fires more than 60 kilometres away may threaten the ACT within half a day; that it is possible for an area of more than 60,000 hectares to be burnt in eight hours; and that, if two or three fires break out at the same time, it is possible for them to burn out most of the ACT in just 48 hours.

Ms Riches also told the Committee that in 2003 ‘the Canberra region experienced a major bushfire conflagration, described by many as the worst fire incident in history in the area’, and that the reality was that incidents similar to this one, ‘which produced a month’s worth of 24-hour-a-day active firefighting for our brigade’, would ‘occur again’. 
 
Ms Riches went on to say that ‘major fire incidents have occurred in southern New South Wales approximately every 10 years since 1903’, and that ‘[we] cannot so much stop these incidents as learn from them and mitigate their ferocity’. This pattern, she told the Committee, ‘also means that for most rural firefighters in the ACT they will see more than one of these major bushfires in their service’. 

In view of these factors, she told the Committee, her brigade held the belief that ‘the very volunteers that fight these fires should be respected and supported’: 
They should be respected and supported in their training, in their equipment issue, in their deployment, in their instant response, in their post-incident debriefing, in the administration of their brigade, in the operations of their brigade, in their resilience, in their service and in their views and opinions.

Training

In response to questions about concerns related to training raised in the Brigade’s submission,
 the President explained:
The RFS have a centralised model, and I can see the reasons why they have gone down that path. But for someone out in Hall, the travel time to Hume is not good, particularly if you do it at 5 o’clock after work. As I said, it does not meet the flexibilities of why people come to the brigade itself.

Regarding this last point, Ms Riches added:

People come to the brigade because they want to be part of that brigade. When I did my training, I did not do it under a centralised model; I actually did it at the brigade. I was trained by fellow senior firefighters who taught me to deploy hoses and operate pumps. I have to admit that I was not allowed near a truck until I knew the back end of a pump with my eyes shut. I have to admit that when I did the advanced firefighter course and operated pumps, I thought, “Wow! This is about a year too late. I’ve certainly done this course standing on my head, black and blue.” Our brigade push that as a competency that they consider to be relevant way back at the beginning.

The Registrar of the Brigade commented:
If the training was devolved out to the brigades, we have the resources and facilities to be able to put everyone through all of these different training modules. We could get virtually everyone trained up within 12 months to a high standard—crew leader and advanced firefighter.
 
However, Mr Reynolds told the Committee, under the centralised model the Brigade was ‘waiting years and years for the RFS to do it for us’.

He acknowledged that the centralised model had been adopted ‘for the purpose of consistency in training across all the brigades’, and that ‘[you] probably need some level of consistency’.
 However, he suggested:

Why can’t you do it like other organisations do it and just train the trainer, and make sure that your trainers have the same consistency and train the people out in the brigade? 

The Registrar added that staffing was a further element in problems with training:

One of the issues is the resources that the RFS has—the paid staff who are available to take over the administration of training. There was a period last year with staff absences when there seemed to be nobody there doing the job at all. Since then they have had two people in the office working on the training side; that is our perception. It is a little bit better.

Mr Reynolds stated that, it was possible that more efficient practice, involving sharing of resources, could make a significant difference: 

...we made a submission to the Treasury review also that maybe there was a possible better use of resources across the whole ESA—a body devoted to training across all the emergency organisations, rather than each one of them doubling up and trying to provide their own training. Basic firefighter training, for example, is the same as what Fire & Rescue would do. Basic competencies would be the same. So why have we got two different organisations trying to run virtually the same training course when we can consolidate staff into the one?

However, under current settings, the Registrar commented, there were significant difficulties in obtaining recognised training for Brigade members:

The RFS publishes a report quarterly which shows how many members there are of each brigade and what their levels of training are. If you look at our brigade, we are one of the larger brigades, yet most of our members only have basic firefighter training. We have hardly any members qualified as crew leaders or advanced firefighters. This has been a real problem for us.
 
Moreover, the Registrar commented:

The RFS does not have a training calendar. We cannot plan for training into the future. We get very short notice that courses become available. Recently, in the last few weeks, an advanced firefighter course has become available, but, given the very short notice, it is not something we can plan for.

The Brigade had ‘gone to the extent of organising our own registered training provider so that we can get our members nationally accredited training’, but, the Registrar told the Committee: 
The response we get from the RFS is, “We’re not going to recognise you,” yet it is nationally accredited training. We have a real issue with getting our members trained, yet we are one of the largest brigades in the service.

Compatibility of communication devices
The President and Registrar were asked about the compatibility of communication devices with those of New South Wales firefighters. This involved questions about the TRN system.

In response, the Brigade President thought there ‘[had] been some improvements’, however there were a number of challenges for which the Brigade conducted its own problem-solving:

We have actually had to lend people at Wallaroo an ACT radio to make sure they know what we are hearing and that they are able to respond to the same fire calls we are getting. We have modified our radio in the shed to make sure we are picking up New South Wales communications. As you know, Hall sits right on the border, so it would be embarrassing for us to not know what is happening in Yass.

Similarly, Ms Riches told the Committee:

...we had the recent Sawyers Gully fire, just before Christmas. There were communication problems there. We turned up at about 6 pm or seven in the evening and the local New South Wales crew said, “About time you arrived; where have you been?” We were not really aware of what was happening in their area at the time, even though we could see the smoke.
 
Asked if there was provision for interoperability between the ACT and NSW communication systems, the Registrar explained that under ‘the ACT’s TRN system there [was] a capability to do it’, but the Brigade ‘just do not seem to be able to access that capability’. 

Rather, Mr Reynolds stated that the Brigade had to ‘work around’ system incompatibilities:

We have to use alternative radios to communicate. We went to a fire at Cooma 18 months ago and it was very difficult to communicate with our New South Wales counterparts. We had to use different radios.

The President told the Committee that ‘thankfully’ the Brigade had ‘at its own expense’ installed UHF radios as it found that ‘we find that New South Wales sit on that bandwidth and we are able to talk to them’, but this was ‘an initiative from the Brigade’.

Fitness tests

The subject of fitness tests was discussed, as it had been with the President of the ACT Volunteer Brigades Association on 13 November 2014.

The Committee asked the President and Registrar of the Brigade whether there should be a fitness test and what form it should take.
  The Registrar commented:

No. We feel very strongly about this. We think that the current work capacity test is discriminatory. It is indirect discrimination because it discriminates against people with certain attributes. For example, with our president here, if she tried to do the test strictly under the guidelines, it would be impossible for her to do because of her stature. You cannot walk that far in the time required. And it is the same with older people. It does turn people off joining. There are functions that you can do on a tanker that do not require that level of fitness.

The Brigade President stated:

..do not get me wrong; the brigade is absolutely committed to fitness, but we do not believe that the work capacity test is a fitness test and we do not think it is actually a relevant judgement of your capability as a tanker-based volunteer. I would like to say that is a unique thought process, but the fire note from the CRC says exactly the same thing—that in fact the work capacity test or the hike pack test as administered in the ACT overestimates the type of work we do on tankers. We would always be concerned about that.

The Registrar went on to say that in his view:

There is plenty of work that you could be doing—good work for which we do not need that level of [fitness]. I refer, for example, to operating the pump on a truck. You do not have to carry full hoses and go around the fire ground. There is driving a truck. We have some great truck drivers who are not the fittest people in the world, but I would rather have them driving my truck than somebody who can run a marathon.

The Committee inquired whether there should be various fitness tests for different nominated roles and tasks.
  
The President of the Brigade commented that in her view:

If you are going to do it, you need to have a commitment to fitness, which is not training eight weeks before you do the test and then you do not do it for another year. That is not a commitment to fitness. I think it has to be an ongoing thing. I do think that is where brigades need assistance. We have a fitness thing we do before training, which is doing different step-ups, up and down the ladder. It certainly gives you a good workout. But we tend to do that as an ongoing thing, because it is an ongoing commitment to fitness, and not a matter of, eight weeks out, doing the test and then not worrying about it for the rest of the year. We need to be teaching our members that fitness is part of the whole cycle of being a volunteer firefighter. It is part of being out on the fire ground.

The Registrar added that his reservation:

...about having different levels of fitness is that you do not always know what you are going to do. For example, I have been a scribe for a div commander, and halfway through there has been an injury on another tanker and I have jumped on the tanker and that person has come across. So you do not always know what you are going to get on a fire ground, and you have to be conscious of that too.

Risks to firefighters from heart attack 

During discussion of fitness tests the President and Registrar noted risks of heart attack for firefighters.
The President told the Committee that ‘overwhelmingly it has been shown that heart attacks affect firefighters on grounds’, and she went on to say that:

This test will not pick that up. Going to your doctor regularly and making sure you have regular health checks actually will. When you do have a lot of young males in the brigade, which is what I had when I joined, I can tell you that, after 2003, mental health issues—no, they “did not have one of those”! And they “did not have health issues”. If I had suggested to them they should actually, as part of their own wellness, go and visit doctors regularly and have check-ups, they would have thought I had two heads. They would have said, “Thanks, mum, but no.” So I think it is a strategy about making sure you have opportunities to stay fit. It is about opportunities to understand crew management, making sure that we have stress and fatigue, hydration, covered, as well as keeping your crew rotated and managed through the whole process. You do not keep them on the same task all the time. No crew leader ever does that. That is a really important thing about keeping people fit on the fire ground.

The Registrar agreed, telling the Committee that there was ‘documented evidence, including in that report,
 that one of the greatest killers of firefighters is heart attack’.

He also noted, regarding availability of AEDs, that: 
While most urban vehicles have an AED [Automated External Defibrillator] device on them, our trucks do not at all. In fact, we have AEDs on our command vehicles and they were paid for by the volunteer brigade association, not by the RFS.

Asked whether more AED devices should be attached to firefighting vehicles, the President strongly agreed. The Registrar stated that ‘command vehicles are not always available at the scene, if somebody does have a heart attack’.

The President agreed stating:

If a command vehicle is doing what it should be doing on a fire line, you could be running a whole sector, which means it is nowhere near your tanker. When we did our AED training—and we are lucky because the guy who did the training happens to be one of our paramedics and sits in our brigade—he was saying that the window is very small. It is about two minutes. If you have somebody miles away on a fire line with the AED and he is nowhere near your tanker, your chances are not great.

The President and the Registrar agreed that ‘an AED device is far more effective at saving lives than… a work capacity test’. 

Governance and the relationship with the RFS

The Committee inquired about the Brigade’s relationship with the Rural Fire Service.
  In responding, the President stated that from the Brigade’s point of view there were perceptions of a ‘lack of responsiveness’ on the part of the RFS. This was illustrated in the context of proposals for equipment modification by the Brigade.

The Registrar added:

A lot of our volunteers are very highly qualified people. We have lawyers; we have high level public servants. We have tradespeople. We just get extremely frustrated with the RFS because they do not have the resources, they do not have the talent, the people skills, the administrative skills or the strategic management skills to run an organisation like this. When they use terms like “managing volunteers”, we do not want to be managed; we want to be supported. That is where you see that frustration in that document [the Brigade’s submission to the inquiry].

The Committee asked whether regular meetings were held between volunteer firefighter organisations and the RFS and was told:

There are regular meetings at operation levels. There is a thing called a captains group. But never in the history of the Rural Fire Service has there ever been one with the administrative heads of the brigade.

Moreover, the Brigade President stated that she had ‘never met with all the other fellow presidents, ever’.

Ms Riches added:

The only other avenue we have is through the Volunteer Brigades Association. I think Ian Harding presented in front of you. It is made up of eight brigades, as opposed to individual members and individual volunteers. I have to admit Hall is the only brigade that takes that delegation seriously enough that, by default, the president of the brigade is always the VBA delegate.

At this point the Registrar told the Committee that there were significant differences in models of governance between the RFS and the volunteer brigades:

The RFS insists on working through the captains group. They think that the captains are the head of the brigade. That might be so under the ESA … [but the] Hall Volunteer Rural Fire Brigade is an incorporated body. We are subject to the Incorporation Act; we have a constitution. The Captain is responsible to the Committee and the President.

Asked whether governance within the Brigade itself was strong, the President commented:

Yes. I think we have the largest committee of any of the brigades, because we see that as a real opportunity for inclusiveness and to get people’s opinion. I do think our brigade thinks outside the box. I think it is because we give people the opportunity to voice that.

The Registrar agreed, stating that the Brigade was ‘very democratic’ and that, as an illustration of that, the ‘document that you see before you contains ideas from the committee members themselves’, and that these were ‘things that our committee wanted to put up to yours’.

4. Committee comment
Introduction

In reviewing the findings and recommendations of the Auditor-General, government responses to the Audit findings and recommendations, and the contributions of other witnesses and submitters, the Committee wishes to make a number of overarching observations before setting out is findings and recommendations.
Firstly—the Committee considers that bushfire preparedness is a very important aspect of the fire risk managed in the ACT. The events of the 2003 ACT bushfires, and others experienced historically in the region, underscore just how important it is that the Territory should be properly prepared for eventualities. Contributors to the inquiry agreed, are very likely to occur again: possibly with increasing severity.
It is clear that bushfire is a recurring event that will continue to challenge the ACT. In the Committee’s view the Territory must maintain an ongoing and effective focus on managing this specific risk. 

As the events of 2003 in the ACT and comparatively recent events in other jurisdictions demonstrate—managing bushfire risks with anything but the highest level of readiness and effectiveness leads to very significant risks to both life and property.  In the Committee’s view, bushfire risks, in light of this, are as serious as any faced by jurisdictions in Australia.
Secondly—the Committee acknowledges the complexity of the task faced by those responsible for maintaining bushfire preparedness on behalf of the ACT. It is clear from the evidence presented to the Committee that there are considerable challenges in coordinating the bushfire plans on a range of a scales from the Territory as a whole perspective to individual land-holders; fuel load control; training; communications; firefighter fitness; and the maintenance and readiness of equipment. These elements, together, encompass a large and multi-faceted area of operation.

However, the Committee emphasises the need for all actions in these areas of activity to be harmonised to the single purpose of protecting the Territory against the worst effects of bushfire. This must be a key responsibility of government in view of the scale of the myriad of challenges involved and the seriousness of the consequences of not meeting the challenge.
Findings and recommendations

Noting the importance of a coordinated response as a basic condition for bushfire preparedness, the Committee is concerned at instances showing a lack of coordination emerged from the evidence as surprisingly common features of the ACT’s bushfire protection regime. 
These included:

· significant differences in method and approach between the different agencies and entities responsible for preventing and fighting bushfires in the ACT;

· inconsistencies in legislative provision which left responsibilities for protection against bushfire unclear, for example in connection with Land Management Agreements;

· legislative requirements for bushfire preparedness that were honoured in formal rather than substantive terms;

· an absence of clear systems for recording, tracking and checking training in volunteer fire brigades;
 
· uncertainties over the availability of sufficient Level 3 incident controllers, within the ACT public sector, that would allow the ACT to respond to bushfire scenarios at the severe end of the spectrum (that is, more than one fire at the highest level of seriousness);

· the absence of communication systems that would readily support communications between front line ACT and NSW firefighters;
 and
· different messages from government about the degree to which ACT residents could be assured of protections against bushfire in all circumstances.

In brief, the Committee is of the view that the TAMS land managers, the Parks Brigade, the ESA, the RFS and volunteer rural fire brigades all have parts to play in bushfire preparedness, but their roles and the relationship between could—and should—be far more effectively coordinated.
Perhaps the most glaring example of these problems, in the Committee’s opinion, lies in impediments to the MOU process on bushfire preparedness between the TAMS and the ESA.  

In spite of assurances to the contrary, the Committee considers that the most likely explanation for the failure of this process over a period of seven years is that there has been a significant breakdown in relationships between the two entities.
In the Committee’s view the current arrangements for the coordination of entities with responsibilities for bushfire management are not delivering a standard of preparedness which the ACT community might reasonably expect in the wake of its experience of the 2003 ACT bushfires.
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government detail to the Legislative Assembly how it will ensure better coordination of entities with responsibility for bushfire management in the ACT. 

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government confirm their commitment to the retention of the Fire Management Unit in TAMS.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that all operational positions are filled at Rural Fire Service Headquarters.

The Committee notes the continued approach by the Government of setting out key strategic documents in terms of resources available rather than identifying an objective and then ensuring that resources are in-place to achieve that model of service (as recommended by the Auditor-General).

In this context the continued use of the phrase ‘strategic bushfire capability’, rather than ‘model of service’ or ‘standard of fire cover’ as used in other jurisdictions, appears to stop short of adopting the spirit of the recommendation. 
The Committee is therefore of the view that the Government should adopt and define a ‘model of service’ or ‘standard of fire cover’ for bushfire management.  Further this should be informed by analytical modelling for various bushfire scenarios as a means of calculating appropriate resources required for bushfire readiness and response.
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government adopt and define a ‘model of service’ or ‘standard of fire cover’ for bushfire risks in the ACT in place of the current ‘strategic bushfire capability’.
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government predict a range of realistic bushfire scenarios; calculate the resources needed to protect the ACT in line with a model of service; and ensure that these resources are in place by the 2016 bushfire season.

The Committee notes the significant areas of inconsistency, overlap and lack of clarity identified in legislative arrangements. The Committee is concerned that current provisions have the potential to delay bushfire preventative strategies being carried out when required. 

The Auditor-General’s report identified three primary areas where legislation was unclear. The first was s78(2)(b) of the Emergencies Act 2004 which is ambiguous for rural leaseholders with land in the Bushfire Abatement Zone. The second is differing responsibilities among government agencies.
 The third relates to the granting of permits and the Emergencies Act 2004. The Committee notes these sentiments were also raised by witnesses including Mr Bartlett. 

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government clarify legislative provisions relating to bushfire preparedness which have been identified by the Auditor-General as unclear, inconsistent, or making insufficient provision for bushfire preparedness. 
The Committee is concerned to note the delays experienced with work undertaken on Mount Franklin Road. 
 It was an expensive and potentially dangerous circumstance which could have been avoided through better coordination of services. The Committee encourages the Government to undertake measures that will prevent similar situations occurring in the future.
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that all required approvals are in place to ensure the effective use of external resources sourced to carry out fuel reduction activities.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that strategic access is maintained to bushfire prone areas.

The Committee notes the Audit findings, and the submissions made in relation to Auditor-General’s recommendation 2 - Statement of resources in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and recommendation 23 – Fire readiness assurance. The Committee is concerned that the ACT may not have the equipment it requires if a catastrophic fire event were to occur. 
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government investigate the provision of an Automated External Defibrillator on all ACT Rural Fire Service tankers.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that aerial application of fire retardant is incorporated in it its response plans through both rotary and fixed wing application, including the use of large fixed wing tankers.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that arrangements are in place to provide a suitable number of heavy bulldozers should they be required.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government ensure that an adequate number of heavy tankers be available for duty in the ACT.

The Committee notes with concern testimony from witnesses to the Inquiry that bushfire preparation and coordination services tend to work in cycles, with complacency common in jurisdictions where is has been a substantial period of time since a catastrophic bushfire event. The Committee is concerned that the ACT Government is at risk of this occurring in the ACT. Not only does this undermine the improvements made post the 2003 bushfires, it opens the ACT to risk that is preventable.  The ACT is not the only jurisdiction at risk of falling into complacency in relation to bushfires.
The Committee agrees that working across jurisdictions has benefits for all States and Territories in Australia, and that the establishment of a National museum that creates a space for those who have suffered as a result of bushfires, and house stories of those who have fought fires, will serve to remind all decision-makers of the importance of being as best prepared as possible.  
The Committee recommends that the ACT Government guard against complacency given the extended period since a major bushfire incident has occurred in the ACT.

The Committee recommends that the ACT Government work with all other jurisdictions to establish a National Bushfire Museum in the ACT. 
Conclusion

The Committee wishes to thank all of the organisations that, and individuals who, have contributed to its inquiry, by making submissions, providing additional information, and/or appearing before it to give evidence. 

The Committee recognises the commitment of time and resources required to participate in an inquiry of this nature and is grateful that it was able to draw on a broad range of expertise and experience in its deliberations. 

The Committee considers that bushfire preparedness is a very important aspect of the risk managed in the Territory. The events of the 2003 ACT bushfires, and others experienced historically in the region, underscore just how important it is that the Territory should be properly prepared for bush fire events now and into the future.
It is clear that bushfire is a recurring event that will continue to challenge the ACT, without question.  In the Committee’s view this leads to the inescapable conclusion that the Territory must maintain an ongoing and effective focus on managing this specific risk.  This Audit has been a useful mechanism in checking whether this is so. 

The Committee would like to thank the Auditor-General, responsible Ministers, directorate and agency officials, for their time, expertise and cooperation during the course of this inquiry.

The Committee wishes to thank all of those who have contributed to this inquiry, by making submissions and/or appearing before it to give evidence.

The Committee has made 38 recommendations in relation to its inquiry into Auditor-General’s Report No. 5 of 2013: Bushfire Preparedness.
Brendan Smyth MLA

Chair

     November 2015
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Summary of initial government response to Audit recommendations 
	Audit theme
	Recommendation number and broad coverage
	Government position


	1. Bushfire management governance
	R1—ACT Government directorate strategic and accountability indicators
	Agreed

	2. Planning processes and plans guiding bushfire preparedness
	R2—Statement of resources in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
	Agreed

	
	R3—List of privately-owned assets in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
	Agreed

	
	R4—The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group
	Agreed

	
	R5—Annual progress reports on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan
	Agreed

	
	R6—Review of fire management zones and Regional Fire Management Plans
	Agreed

	
	R7—Preparation and approval of bushfire operational plans (High Priority)
	Agreed

	
	R8—Monitoring of ACT Government bushfire operational plans
	Agreed

	
	R9—National Land bushfire management framework
	Agreed

	
	R10—ACT Bushfire Council terms of reference
	Agreed

	3. Territory and Municipal Services Directorate bushfire management activities
	R11—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan
	Agreed

	
	R12—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan
	Agreed

	
	R13—Tracking and reporting on funds allocated and spent on the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan
	Agreed

	
	R14—Across-Government project management (High Priority)
	Agreed

	4. Community engagement
	R15—Land Management Agreements (High Priority)
	Agreed

	
	R16—Farm FireWise Program
	Agreed

	
	R17—Community Fire Unit Program
	Agreed

	5. Preparing for bushfire threats
	R18—ACT Rural Fire Services brigades (High Priority)
	Agreed

	
	R19—’Strategic bushfire capability’ (High Priority)
	Agreed

	
	R20—Competency, training and Incident Management Team capability (High Priority)
	Agreed

	
	R21—Information capture and sharing
	Agreed-in-part

	
	R22—Firefighters’ fitness
	Agreed

	
	R23—Fire readiness assurance
	Agreed

	
	R24—Testing of public information communication systems
	Agreed


Plans governing bushfire preparedness in the ACT
A number of plans govern bushfire preparedness in the ACT.  These include:  

· the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan; 

· Regional Fire Managements Plans; 

· Bushfire Operational Plans; 

· the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan; and 

· Bushfire Action Plans required under Land Management Agreements. 

The table following draws on information included in the Audit report to provide summary information about these various plans and also indicates the agency which has lead responsibility for each.

	Plan(s)
	Lead agency

	Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

Sections 72 to 85 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provide for the preparation, content, monitoring, annual reporting and review of a Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. The current version of the Plan was approved in October 2009.

The goal of the Plan is to identify the necessary strategies and actions which the ACT Government and community will implement to enhance the ability to suppress bushfires and reduce their consequences. The Plan is prepared for the ACT Government and the community i.e.: the ACT Rural Fire Service, ACT Fire and Rescue, support agencies and ACT Policing; ACT Government agencies that support the community and emergency services; land managers, including ACT Government agencies and rural leaseholders; and urban and rural residents.

The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan provides for inter alia: 

· objectives and strategies to reduce bushfire risk, including strategies for research and monitoring, prevention, preparedness, response and recovery; 

· fire management zoning – description of bushfire management zones that guide prevention and preparedness activities; 

· implementation plans for the ACT community and ACT Government, describing actions which the community should, and the Government must, implement; and 

· the resources required to implement the strategies in the Plan. 

The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan includes an ACT Government Implementation Plan, which contains 19 strategies and 73 actions under the five elements of the bushfire management framework: ie Research, information and analysis; Prevention; Preparedness; Response; and Recovery. The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan also includes an ACT Community Implementation Plan which has nine strategies and nineteen actions under the five elements of the bushfire management framework. Action items in both the ACT Government Implementation Plan and ACT Community Implementation Plan are categorised as either a High or Medium priority.
	Emergency Services Agency

A Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group includes the Emergency Services Agency Commissioner and officers from the Emergency Services Agency and the Parks and Conservation Service Branch of the TAMS Directorate

	Regional Fire Management Plans

Regional Fire Management Plans have been prepared as supporting documents to the 2009 Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. There are ten plans which cover all of the ACT and adjacent areas in New South Wales. 

These plans detail fuel management treatments, and existing and planned developments to strategic access and infrastructure in the form of a set of maps. The plans address bushfire preparedness needs and activities over a ten-year period to 2019-20. The plans show: 

• areas burnt and impacted by fire since 2003; 

• planned fuel load management activities (which may include hazard reduction burning, grazing, physical removal, slashing and chemical treatment); 

• how frequently hazard reduction burns need to be conducted, and areas where no hazard reduction burns should take place; 

• planned access management activities, including existing trails to be maintained at their current standard, fire trails to be upgraded, and new fire trails planned to be constructed; 

• existing fuel breaks planned to be upgraded, and new fire breaks planned to be constructed; 

• existing water points to be maintained, existing water points planned to be upgraded, and new water points planned to be constructed; and 

• existing helipads to be maintained, existing helipads planned to be upgraded, and new helipads planned to be constructed. 

The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan states that Regional Fire Management Plans should be reviewed annually to reflect changes that may have occurred in the preceding year. This has not happened.

	The plans were jointly developed by the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate. The Emergency Services Agency was also involved, particularly with respect to coordinating consultation with stakeholders.

	Bushfire Operational Plans

Section 78 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides for the development of bushfire operational plans by some rural leaseholders (subject to further requirements in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan). Subsection 78(5) of the Act provides that a bushfire operational plan must be reviewed and updated at least every two years. 

The Emergencies Act 2004 does not define the purpose of a bushfire operational plan or prescribe its content, other than to require that it is in accordance with the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. Guidance is provided in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, which requires that bushfire operational plans must set out fuel load and access management activities that are consistent with Regional Fire Management Plans.

Clarity is needed on which land managers should be preparing bushfire operational plans.

	Emergency Services Agency


	Territory and Municipal Services Directorate Bushfire Operations Plan

As the ACT Government’s land manager for approximately 72 per cent of the ACT, the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate has developed a Bushfire Operations Plan, as part of its obligations under section 78 of the Emergencies Act 2004. This plan sets out the annual activities that the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate aims to achieve to manage bushfire threats. The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan has nine sections covering a range of activities: 

• fuel management (slashing, controlled burning, grazing, physical removal and treatment of fuel by chemicals); 

• access management (construction, upgrade and maintenance of trails); 

• infrastructure (such as helipad development and building water tanks); 

• equipment purchase; 

• training; 

• auditing and monitoring; 

• planning and research; 

• education; and 

• response and standby.
	Territory and Municipal Services Directorate

	Bushfire Action Plans required under Land Management Agreements

Section 283 of the Planning and Development Act 2007 sets out inter alia the circumstances when a Land Management Agreement is required to be prepared in relation to rural leases. The main objective of the Land Management Agreement is to establish appropriate management controls and practices for a lease that achieve the land management goals of both the leaseholder and the ACT Government. 

Land Management Agreements were introduced as part of a new rural land policy introduced in March 2000. These Agreements were intended to achieve a more flexible arrangement for managing land, which recognised the need to balance environmental objectives with practical issues associated with maintaining a viable rural enterprise. Land Management Agreements are required to address specific fire management objectives and be reviewed at least every five years. 

Land Management Agreements include a section on bushfire risk management which includes requirements for those rural leaseholders in the Bushfire Abatement Zone and other specified areas to prepare and implement a Bushfire Action Plan.
  The agreement makes reference to the Land (Planning and Environment) Act 1991, the Taskforce on bushfire fuel management practices in the ACT, the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Planning and Development Act 2007 in support of this requirement.
	Territory and Municipal Services Directorate and the Emergency Services Agency.



Government agencies with a role and responsibility for bushfire governance
A number of government agencies/entities have a role in bushfire prevention and preparedness in the ACT. These include: the Emergency Services Agency (which includes the ACT Rural Fire Service and ACT Fire and Rescue), Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate, Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, and the ACT Bushfire Council.  The responsibilities of these agencies/entities regarding bushfire prevention and preparedness are summarised in the table below.

While the involvement of various agencies and entities enables each to contribute their own areas of knowledge and practice to bushfire prevention and preparedness, the effectiveness of the approach requires ongoing cooperation and collaboration between agencies. The Audit report noted the need for better cooperation between ACT Government agencies for infrastructure projects—e.g. in 2011 Mount Franklin Road was approved for construction work however there have been major delays and increased costs with the management of the development application and environmental approvals for the project.

The table on the following page sets out these responsibilities.
	Agency/entity
	Emergency Services Agency (ESA)
	Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate
	Territory and Municipal Services (TAMS) Directorate
	ACT Bushfire Council

	Roles and responsibilities
	The ESA is principally responsible for the ACT Government’s preparation and response to bushfires. It operates by virtue of the Emergencies Act 2004 and is an executive agency of the Justice and Community Safety Directorate.

The ESA includes the ACT Rural Fire Service and ACT Fire and Rescue. It leads in the development of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and currently informs the community through public awareness and information campaigns, and the implementation of the Community Fire Unit Program.

	Has policy and administrative responsibilities for nature conservation, land use and leases and licences.
	TAMS is responsible for managing bushfire fuels on its own land and for limiting the spread of fire on and from its lands. (TAMS is land manager for approximately 72% of the ACT). It produces an annual Bushfire Operations Plan and implements an ongoing program of bushfire management activities in the parts of the ACT for which it has responsibility.
	Section 130 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides that the ACT Bushfire Council is responsible for advising the Minister for Police and Emergency Services about matters relating to bushfires.

	
	Section 52 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides that the main function of the ACT Rural Fire Service is to protect and preserve life, property and the environment from fire in rural areas. It is responsible for operational planning, in consultation with ACT Fire and Rescue, for fire outside the city area, including fire preparedness; and fire response in rural areas, other than a fire that is in a building and at which a member of ACT Fire and Rescue is present.
	Section 44 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides that the main function of ACT Fire and Rescue is to protect and preserve life, property and the environment from fire in built-up areas. It is responsible for operational planning for fire in the built-up area, including fire preparedness; and operational planning, in consultation with the ACT Rural Fire Service, for fire in the bushfire abatement zone, including fire preparedness; and fire response in built-up areas. Section 47 of the Emergencies Act 2004 provides for the establishment of community fire units by ACT Fire and Rescue.

	
	
	


Audit recommendations in full
Recommendation 1 (Chapter 2)—ACT Government directorate strategic and accountability indicators

The Justice and Community Safety Directorate should continue to review its strategic and accountability indicators and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should commence a review of its strategic and accountability indicators. The directorates should consult to develop complementary measures which better assess their bushfire management activities.

Recommendation 2 (Chapter 3)—Statement of resources in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Emergency Services Agency should comply with the Emergencies Act 2004 requirements for the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan by including in this Plan an explicit statement of all resources needed to meet the objectives of the Plan.

Recommendation 3 (Chapter 3)—List of privately-owned assets in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Justice and Community Safety Directorate, in managing future amendments to the Emergencies Act 2004, should propose amendments which require the Emergency Services Agency to maintain information on privately-owned assets of public interest that are vulnerable to bushfire without the need to include this information in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.

Recommendation 4 (Chapter 3)—The Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group

The Emergency Services Agency should review the operations of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan Implementation Working Group to determine if it is the most appropriate mechanism for ‘monitoring the scope and effectiveness’ of the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan. If it is retained, ways to improve its effectiveness should be identified and implemented.

Recommendation 5 (Chapter 3)—Annual progress reports on the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan

The Emergency Services Agency should undertake audits to meet the requirements in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan for the preparation, sharing and publication of annual progress reports. Annual progress reports should be made available to the ACT Bushfire Council.

Recommendation 6 (Chapter 3)—Review of fire management zones and Regional Fire Management Plans

The Emergency Services Agency should annually review fire management zones and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should subsequently update the Regional Fire Management Plans.

Recommendation 7 (Chapter 3)—Preparation and approval of bushfire operational plans (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency should specify preparation and approval requirements for bushfire operational plans, particularly those for lands in the Bushfire Abatement Zone.

Recommendation 8 (Chapter 3)—Monitoring of ACT Government bushfire operational plans

The Emergency Services Agency should develop a strategy for monitoring the development and implementation of all Government land managers’ operational plans.

Recommendation 9 (Chapter 3)—National Land bushfire management framework

The Emergency Services Agency should continue to work with National Land managers and develop a National Land bushfire management framework to address bushfire risks on National Land.

Recommendation 10 (Chapter 3)—ACT Bushfire Council terms of reference

The Emergency Services Agency, in consultation with the ACT Bushfire Council, should conduct a review of the ACT Bushfire Council against its recently developed terms of reference (July 2013) within two years.

Recommendation 11 (Chapter 4)—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, as part of its Bushfire Operations Plan monitoring and reporting, should assess and publicly report on cumulative progress against broader outcomes identified in the Regional Fire Management Plans and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.

Recommendation 12 (Chapter 4)—Monitoring and reporting of Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should enhance internal monitoring of its implementation of bushfire management activities and spending under the Bushfire Operations Plan by routinely reconciling figures in this plan with those in the Directorate’s corporate financial system.

Recommendation 13 (Chapter 4)—Tracking and reporting on funds allocated and spent on the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should annually (and on a cumulative basis) track and report on funds allocated for, and spent on, its Bushfire Operations Plan to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services.

Recommendation 14 (Chapter 4)—Across-Government project management (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency, the Environment and Sustainable Development Directorate and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should strengthen across-Government delivery of major projects in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and Regional Fire Management Plans by collectively:

a) monitoring the effect of the 2011 amendments to Planning and Development Act 2007 and identifying additional changes, if appropriate;

b) improving information sharing;

c) finalising the pre-appraisal procedure; and

d) holding an annual forward planning session for capital works.

Recommendation 15 (Chapter 5)—Land Management Agreements (High Priority)

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, in consultation with the Emergency Services Agency, should improve its management of Land Management Agreements, with respect to rural leaseholders’ fire management responsibilities, by:

a) maintaining an up-to-date record of current Land Management Agreements;

b) undertaking timely reviews of Land Management Agreements, at least every five years;

c) clarifying responsibility for identifying and monitoring bushfire risk through Land Management Agreements; and

d) specifying bushfire management requirements in Land Management Agreements, as required by the Emergencies Act 2004 and the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, and aligning these with any requirements under the Farm FireWise Program (refer to Recommendation 16).

Recommendation 16 (Chapter 5)—Farm Firewise Program

The Emergency Services Agency, in consultation with the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, should review the Farm FireWise Program, including:

a) its purpose;

b) to whom it applies;

c) the relationship between this Program and Land Management Agreements; and

d) planning and implementation processes.

Recommendation 17 (Chapter 5)—Community Fire Unit Program

The Emergency Services Agency should improve its management of the Community Fire Unit Program by:

a) developing governance and administrative documentation for the planning, management, administration and evaluation of the Program;

b) reviewing and consolidating standard operating procedures and operational guidance for participants in the Program; and

c) maintaining accurate records of activities, including training undertaken by Program participants and the issuing of stores and equipment to program participants.

Recommendation 18 (Chapter 6)—ACT Rural Fire Service brigades (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should continue to improve working arrangements between the ACT Rural Fire Service Parks Brigade and the ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters, by:

a) documenting the responsibilities of the Parks and Conservation Service Branch in its land management role versus Parks Brigade role and conveying this to all brigades; and

b) updating or replacing the Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate 2007 Memorandum of Understanding to guide working arrangements for bushfire preparedness and suppression.

Recommendation 19 (Chapter 6)—‘Strategic bushfire capability’ (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should develop and routinely review a strategic bushfire capability for the ACT. The contribution of ACT Fire and Rescue (including the Community Fire Units) and the ACT Rural Fire Service (including Parks Brigade) should be explicitly stated.

Recommendation 20 (Chapter 6)—Competency, training and Incident Management Team capability (High Priority)

The Emergency Services Agency should:

a) review the ACT Rural Fire Service’s target for its members holding recognised units of competency, and the timeframe for achieving the target level of competency;

b) review its training and development activities in order to meet its model of service, and the Rural Fire Service’s contribution towards the ACT’s strategic bushfire capability (Recommendation 19), taking into account the level of cross crewing that is feasible;

c) continue liaising and collaborating where possible with the Parks Brigade over the Brigade planning and implementation of its training and development activity;

d) prepare and maintain medium-term training and development plans for the ACT Rural Fire Service; and

e) determine a target for incident management team capability and identify how this will be achieved.

Recommendation 21 (Chapter 6)—Information capture and sharing

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should improve information capture and sharing by:

a) recording accurately and efficiently personnel information and capabilities in relation to bushfire management; and

b) improving the coordination of the planning and use of bushfire preparedness maps between ACT Government agencies.

Recommendation 22 (Chapter 6)—Firefighters’ fitness

The Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate should clarify the timing of the requirement for meeting firefighter fitness requirements, as set out in ACT Rural Fire Service operating procedures and the Territory and Municipal Directorate’s Enterprise Agreement, and give priority to meeting that requirement.

Recommendation 23 (Chapter 6)—Fire readiness assurance

The Emergency Services Agency (ACT Rural Fire Service headquarters) should implement a system to provide assurance to the Chief Officer of the ACT Rural Fire Service that personnel and equipment readiness meets requirements.

Recommendation 24 (Chapter 6)—Testing of public information communication systems

The Emergency Services Agency should develop and test administrative procedures for the communications systems used for the distribution of public warning and emergency alerts.
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