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FIREFIGHTING IN AUSTRALIA

A PUBLIC
POLICY FAILURE

very Australian summer we are presented with

the unedifying sight of politicians fawning and
gushing over our “heroic” volunteer firefighters.
The truth of the matter is that these same
politicians are failing our community by running fire
services that are far too reliant on volunteers and by
failing to implement meaningful laws that properly
protect both residents and firefighters.

Every Australian State and Territory has enacted
legislation that stringently regulates fire protection in all
commercial and public buildings. When it comes to the
white picket fence, however, the courage of politicians
disappears. Modest budgets are applied to try and
encourage home owners to clear out their guttering and
remove fuel from around their properties.

Do these public information campaigns work? Obviously
they don't.

Every summer see dozens of properties burnt to the
ground somewhere in Australia. Periodically we see
hundreds of houses lost and the lives of resident along
with them.

This is the single most significant public policy
failure in the nation. Our politicians of all
persuasions are letting Australian residents die
directly as a result of their neglect of fire
management. In the process they are also putting
the lives of the volunteer firefighters they adore on
the line.

We do not suffer from volcanoes or tsunamis. Hurricanes
and cyclones rarely threaten our major population
centres. We did have an earthquake once but it was an
extremely rare event and relatively small in scale.

What we do have are bushfires and they regularly
threaten our population and governments and
authorities do not adequately manage this threat.

By any reasonable estimation there are somewhere
between 120,000 to 150,000 volunteer firefighters in
Australia. At the same time there are only around 11,000
paid professional firefighters and very few of them are
employed to manage bushfires. The overwhelming
majority of professional firefighters are employed to deal
with emergency incidents in urban areas.
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Uphill in difficult terrain

The simple fact of the matter is that volunteers are a
cheap form of labour. Many commentators admire
volunteer firefighters for their sense of public service to
their communities, and rightly so. The fact of the matter
is, however, that volunteers are being increasingly
used in strike teams and interstate deployments. That
is, they are increasingly being used to fight fires long
distances away from their local
communities. When seen in this
context they are being used by the
authorities as nothing more than a
cheap form of labour.

This must surely be part of the reason |
for the decline in volunteer numbers in
all fire brigades across the country.

WHAT ARE THE OTHER
REASONS?

Again we saw volunteer firefighters die this summer.
Although these deaths were associated with motor
vehicle accidents, they occurred during periods of high
bushfire activity. The obvious question the coroners will
have to ask is what role did fatigue play in these deaths?

The Australasian Fire Authorities Council (AFAC) has
failed over a number of years to reach a national
understanding on how many hours in a day firefighters
should spend fighting bushfires before they are
relieved. This simple task has not been addressed let
alone the question of how many successive days
firefighters should serve before being released for rest
and recline.

Stuck between a rock and a hard place

AFAC is the national employers’ group for the fire
industry. AFAC has been hiding for several years now
behind a research project on firefighting fatigue. Their
current agreement is that host fire services are
responsible for the safety and welfare of firefighters
who come to their aid from other jurisdictions. Why
can't AFAC adopt a simple set of national rules about
hours of work in a day and the number
of successive days that can be
worked by firefighters? Why is this
such a difficulty?

After all, fatigue is a major threat to the
lives of firefighters.

In some jurisdictions fire agencies
have moved away from allowing
volunteers to hold positions in incident management
teams. This has been in response to fire agency
managers realising that they may be held legally
accountable if they do not place the most competent
and experienced personnel in these roles. Yet other
agencies continue to fawn to volunteers by placing
them in roles in incident management teams they
should not be fulfilling. In so doing those agencies are
placing everyone at risk.

The biggest failure of all, however, is the general
attitude of politicians around the country. Why is it that
with houses and lives lost to bushfire almost every year,
politicians do not meaningfully question why this
happens? More importantly, they have little interest in
determining what can be done to prevent it. The
Bushfire Co-operative Research Centre is a step in the
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