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HOUSE SELECT COMMITTEE ON THE RECENT AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRES

INQUIRY INTO RECENT AUSTRALIAN BUSHFIRES


Report tabled on recent Australian bushfires
The House of Representatives Select Committee on the Recent Australian Bushfires has tabled the report of its seven-month inquiry into last summer’s bushfires.

The 465-page report, titled A Nation Charred, contains 59 recommendations. The report is available for download from the inquiry website (see below for address).

The report finds that the January 2003 fires would not have been so widespread if more had been done to reduce fuel loads, and if the management of the fires had been more aggressively directed at stopping them from spreading. It also says key local knowledge was ignored. Recommendations are made to redress these problems. There is also a key recommendation to recognise and assist volunteers through an employer reimbursement scheme and other means.
Releasing the report, the committee chair, Mr Gary Nairn MP, said the committee and the whole community were thankful to the volunteer fire fighters who worked so hard last summer to contain the fires.

“Everyone is very thankful that the loss of life and houses was nothing like we have seen in California,” Mr Nairn said. “The volunteer fire fighters of Australia did an admirable job against great odds. This report finds, however, that that job was made much more difficult than it needed to be because key steps such as reducing fuel loads and early, aggressive management of outbreaks were not adequately undertaken. Volunteers’ lives were also put at risk by the blocking and poor maintenance of fire trails.”
The key recommendations of the report call for:

· the implementation of prescribed burning targets and programs “to a degree that is recognised as adequate for the protection of life, property and the environment”;
· a review of bushfire management arrangements to ensure the principles of rapid and effective initial response are implemented; 

· a review of bushfire incident control systems to better incorporate local knowledge and expertise; 

· a national approach on matters such as standardisation of equipment and procedures, building and planning standards, and bushfire education programs; and

· the recognition of the vital contribution of volunteers to bushfire fighting operations through the implementation of an employer re-imbursement scheme (similar to the Army Reservist Employer Support Scheme), and the consideration of a range of rates, insurance and taxation relief for costs incurred by volunteers.

Mr Nairn said the fires were followed by considerable community disquiet about the lack of fuel reduction on public lands and the sometimes ineffective direction of fire control operations. Regrettably the governments of NSW, Victoria and the ACT did not allow their land management and fire fighting agencies to make submissions or give evidence to the Inquiry.
Nevertheless, the committee received more than 500 submissions, and spent a total of 22 days gathering evidence in NSW, Victoria the ACT, Tasmania and WA. In the main the evidence came from volunteer fire fighters, local landholders and fire management experts.
“This evidence more than offset the failure of some states to cooperate,” Mr Nairn said.
The report also contains some additional comments from ALP committee members, and a dissent on certain points from one committee member (Mr Organ).

For media comment, please contact Committee Chair, Mr Gary Nairn, via (02) 6277 4939
For other information, contact the committee secretariat via 
(02) 6277 4813 or visit the inquiry website at www.aph.gov.au/house/committee/bushfires/
