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INTRODUCTION

The Fire Brigade Employees’ Union (FBEU) is an industrial organisation registered under
the Industrial Relations Act 1996.  It represents professional firefighters across NSW and
has members throughout all services including the NSW Fire Brigades, the Rural Fire
Service and private sector industrial brigades (eg. Shell Refinery).  Formed in 1910, the
Union is the most established and democratic firefighters’ organisation in this State.

This paper concentrates on Term of Reference (g): “The adequacy of changes made to
bushfire planning and fighting, development planning and other relevant matters since
the 1994 bushfires”. Under this term of reference, the FBEU asserts that changes to the RFS
and its interrelationship with the NSW Fire Brigades continue to fall short in providing to
the people of NSW with effective and coordinated fire services. Furthermore, we contend
that the RFS bureaucracy has lost focus of its core function, that of bushfire protection, and
frequently squanders and misdirects its resources in order to compete with the NSWFB.

THE ADEQUACY OF CHANGES MADE TO BUSHFIRE PLANNING
AND FIGHTING, DEVELOPMENT PLANNING AND OTHER
RELEVANT MATTERS SINCE THE 1994 BUSHFIRES

On 12 January 2002, The Australian’s  editorial observed:

“The 1996 NSW Coroner's Report into the 1994 NSW bushfires that claimed four lives and
caused $50 million in damage, recommended that communications between the emergency
services be improved, and that the two NSW fire services (metropolitan and rural) be
merged into one. The report also stated that: ‘The feeling coming to this court from the
witnesses is that despite this issue (of communications problems) being identified time and
time again, little has been done by governments to overcome it’.

The recommendation to merge what is now the volunteer NSW Rural Fire Service with the
professional NSW Fire Brigade was immediately rejected by the NSW Premier, Bob Carr.
Yet the problems highlighted five years ago have not gone away. It was reported during the
current crisis that despite some improvements in co-ordination, the two forces are engaged
in an ongoing turf war. This threatens to sap both the Rural Fire Service's spirit of mass
volunteerism and the fire brigade's professionalism. It must be questioned by the proposed
NSW parliamentary inquiry.”

It is the FBEU’s submission that this “ongoing turf war” is a matter of fact that is having a
direct impact on bushfire operations. It is therefore of direct relevance to the Joint
Committee’s deliberations.

Best Laid Plans - the Fire Services Joint Standing Committee (FSJSC)

The Fire Services Joint Standing Committee was established in 1996 (under the title Joint
Fire Services Standing Committee) as an outcome of the 1994 Bushfires. The Union has
actively participated in, and held membership upon the FSJSC since its inception.

At it’s 4th meeting of 13 December 1996, the FSJSC resolved:
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“..That a 5 year statewide strategic plan . . . be jointly developed to identify areas of
significant urban infrastructure for which the NSW Fire Brigades is the appropriate service,
and bushland (including villages) for which the NSW Bush Fire Service is the appropriate
service.”

“The focus of the investigations . . . identified for priority consideration, will be directed at:

Contiguous Areas, involving either:
- transfer of bushland contiguous with a Bush Fire District
- from Fire District to Bush Fire District and/or
- transfer of urban infrastructure contiguous with a Fire District from Bush

Fire District into the Fire District; and
New Fire Districts:

- Identification of towns with a level of urban infrastructure requiring
establishment of a new NSWFB Fire District.”

These themes were reinforced by the NSW Parliament in the form of the Fire Services Joint
Standing Committee Act, 1998. The Act assigned the Committee with the following
functions :

(a) to develop and submit to the Minister strategic plans for the delivery of
comprehensive, balanced and co-ordinated urban and rural fire services at the
interface of fire district boundaries and rural fire district boundaries,

(b) to review periodically the boundaries of fire districts and rural fire districts and, if it
considers it appropriate, to make recommendations to the Minister concerning those
boundaries,

(c) to develop and submit to the Minister implementation strategies to minimise
duplication and maximise compatibility between the services of New South Wales
Fire Brigades and the services of the NSW Rural Fire Service, with particular
reference to the following areas:

(i) infrastructure planning,

(ii) training activities,

(iii) community education programs,

(iv) equipment design,

(d) to report to the Minister on any matter referred to the Committee by the Minister
and, if it considers it appropriate, to make recommendations to the Minister
concerning that matter,

(e) such other functions as are conferred or imposed on the Committee by or under this
or any other Act.

The underlying philosophy of both the Parliament and the Committee itself was clear in
that both services should complement one another, but not compete. This was reinforced
with the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding between the RFS and the NSWFB
which states that:
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“The understanding recognises that the NSW Rural Fire Service is primarily a rural fire
service, the NSW Fire Brigades is primarily an urban fire service (with additional
responsibilities for hazmat and rescue) and that the two services complement each other in
meeting community needs.”

After six years of operation, the FSJSC has proven itself incapable of delivering on many of
its stated objectives. With the arguable exception of the Central Coast (Gosford and
Wyong local government areas), its “5 year statewide strategic plan” has failed to
materialise.

Despite the obvious growth being experienced throughout NSW, not one new Fire District
has been identified, agreed upon or established. More disturbing is the fact that there is no
sign of this impasse changing in the foreseeable future, with the result being that citizens
within many high-growth urban centres are destined to continue to be denied fire
protection commensurate with that afforded to other similarly sized yet “older” urban
centres.

The failure of the FSJSC to coordinate the two services in light of the Act and the MOU is
readily exampled in how it has dealt with: firstly, defining urban and rural spatial
delimiters; secondly, the recent Communications Service Level Agreement, and; thirdly,
growth in urban areas.

Reinventing the Wheel - defining the concepts of Urban and Rural

In 2001 the FSJSC invited tenders from interested bodies to “identify on what grounds
jurisdiction for a two fire services system in NSW should be based”. Unbelievably, six
years after its formation the FSJSC and its main constituents (NSWFB and RFS) still cannot
agree on an issue as fundamental as what defines an urban area, a rural area or a village.

However, the two services already have delineated roles as outlined in legislation, policy
and historical practice. Furthermore, where commonsense fails then readily available
spatial delimitation systems developed by independent and well respected bodies exist for
the FSJSC’s use in settling jurisdictional issues between the Services. One example is the
Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ASGC) that has been independently
developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics1, a system well researched and
independent of the bureaucratic politics of the FSJSC.

The 2000 Upper House Inquiry into the RFS actually touched upon the turf war question,
although it appeared to have barely recognised having done so. On 24 March 2000, the
Chair asked RFS Commissioner Koperberg to comment on the ongoing RFS/NSWFB turf
war over Terrey Hills in Sydney’s north. Commissioner Koperberg replied:

Mr KOPERBERG: Yes, I would be delighted to. I might refer firstly to the Terrey Hills
position. It is intriguing that the Fire Brigade Employees Union would cite Terrey Hills as
an area of duplication, when the Fire Brigade does not currently have any jurisdiction at
Terrey Hills, nor is there a station at Terrey Hills. The Rural Fire Service is responsible for
the whole of the suburb of Terrey Hills, as it is in some surrounding areas. […]. The Rural
Fire Service has a response time to structure house fires which is the equivalent, if not better
in many circumstances, than the alternative can provide. As I have told another forum, the
Minister, as you know, has established the fire services joint standing committee for the very

                                          
1 ABS Cat. 1216.0 Statistical Geography: Volume 1 -- Australian Standard Geographical Classification
(ASGC)
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purpose of ensuring that there is not duplication and that there is a healthy relationship
between the State's primary fire services, and that is working very well. But to suggest that
there will be duplication there is not the case. The Fire Brigade is in fact desirous of siting a
station at Terrey Hills—not to cover the suburb of Terrey Hills but its other strategic
responsibilities in that general region, which we have supported.

The RFS Commissioner’s reliance on outdated boundaries (when Terrey Hills was an
outlying village & bushland area, rather than a developed suburb of Sydney) indicates the
attitudinal problems that hinder the development of rational jurisdictional delimiters
between the Services. The Commissioner also deliberately limited any examination of
duplication to small spatial areas rather than across the State/Service.

Commissioner Koperberg is not alone in his defence of ancient boundaries. The section
titled “’That’s always been our area’ - urban growth outstrips protection” reinforces our
claim that this intractability severely hinders rational policy making in the FSJSC’s
deliberations.

The recent correspondence between the two services with regard to Eurobodalla Shire fire
district boundaries (see Attachment 1) demonstrates that the absurdity of these boundary
disputes knows no bounds.

Keeping Everyone in the Dark - the Operational Communications Service Level
Agreement

Despite claims that the FSJSC is facilitating the coordination of RFS and NSWFB efforts,
the negotiations around and operation of the Operational Communications Service Level
Agreement proves otherwise.

The intended aim of the Service Level Agreement was (and remains) “to avoid
misunderstandings between the services and to more effectively and efficiently co-ordinate
responses to ensure that the community is provided with the best possible responses to [emergency]
incidents.”

Attached is correspondence from the Union to the Executive Officer, FSJSC dated 23
October 2000 detailing serious and fundamental flaws in the exchange of operational
communications between the two services (see Attachment 2).

Despite the Union’s objections, the FSJSC went on to endorse a new Service Level
Agreement which failed to address our particular and fundamental concerns. This has
allowed the RFS to continue to operate without any scrutiny or accountability for their real
response performance, and by so doing has severely compromised the safety of both
firefighters and the community.

When NSWFB communications operators relayed emergency calls to RFS during the
recent bushfire crisis, they were frequently advised that no NSWFB assistance was
required because “we’ve got units in the area”. It was when 30 minutes or more had
passed, and multiple further telephone calls for assistance had been received, that the
communications operators acted on their own initiative by dispatching NSWFB units.
When NSWFB crews did arrive, no RFS units were in attendance.

As recently as Monday, 8 April 2002, the dangerously dysfunctional communications
arrangements between the two services again failed the people of NSW. It was reported to
NSWFB communications that the Blakebrook Public School (7 kms north of Lismore) had
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caught fire. Being in a Rural Fire District, the NSWFB communications operator
immediately passed the call to the local RFS contact officer. The NSWFB’s offer of
assistance was declined, and the only further information to be provided by the RFS came
hours later when the RFS advised NSWFB communications that the fire had been
extinguished.

It transpired that the Blakebrook Public School had indeed been alight and further, that
over 70 children needed to be evacuated. Numerous children were transported by
ambulance to hospital suffering smoke inhalation. The NSWFB learnt of this not from the
RFS, but rather from the next day’s local newspaper. It was reported that three RFS units
had responded to this fire, the furthest of which had come from Nimbin more than 20 kms
away. Meanwhile, the NSWFB’s full time professional firefighters at Lismore remained
available at their Station, but unaware of the emergency, less than 8km away.

“That’s always been our area” - urban growth outstrips protection

The Union’s experience as an FSJSC participant in debates over jurisdiction of particular
areas has been disturbing. Rational policymaking has been supplanted by a dysfunctional
focus on current boundaries, the service combatants horse trading over minor shifts in
boundaries, fighting over a hundred metres here or there at the expense of clear
operational needs.

A classic example is the recent FSJSC deliberations in the Kiama/Shellharbour areas.
Gerringong, a sizeable (and expanding) urban area with a population of over 3000 people,
was not even contemplated for jurisdictional review. Why? Because it stands within a
Rural Fire District - notwithstanding the FSJSC’s headland decision of 13/12/96
concerning “towns with a level of urban infrastructure requiring establishment of a new NSWFB
Fire District”.

Prior to the March 1999 election, the-then ALP candidate for the seat of Kiama, Matthew
Brown, announced a returned Carr Government’s commitment to the establishment of a
NSWFB Fire Station within Gerringong. RFS interests responded to this announcement by
protesting through both the media and directly to the Minister for Emergency Services,
who immediately shelved all plans for the NSWFB in Gerringong.

The same problem is evident in other rapidly developing urban areas of the State, such as
St Georges Basin-Sanctuary Point (South Coast) and Salamander Bay - Soldiers Point (Port
Stephens). Other areas identified by the NSWFB as requiring new Fire Districts and new
NSWFB Fire Stations, but which continue to meet RFS resistance, include Pottsville /
Cabarita (Tweed), Bulahdelah (Myall Lakes), Medowie (Port Stephens), Anna Bay (Port
Stephens), Salamander Bay (Port Stephens), Lemon Tree Passage (Port Stephens), North
Nowra / Bomaderry (South Coast), Culburra (South Coast), Huskisson/ Vincentia (South
Coast), Sussex Inlet (South Coast), Mossy Point (Bega) and Tura Beach (Bega).

These areas are denied even the possibility of improved fire services by virtue of this
dangerous and dysfunctional refusal to undertake jurisdictional reviews of these areas.

It is abundantly clear that the fundamental jurisdictional question of which service should
cover which area is currently determined not by the requirements of these communities,
nor by the ‘complementary” capabilities of the respective fire services, but rather by
historical coverage and politics. At the same time, more scientific and objective Standards
of Fire Cover are being ignored, as are the stated aims of the FSJSC.
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OTHER TERMS OF REFERENCE

Causal factors of the bushfires

Clearly the causal factors of bushfires in NSW are varied depending on land use,
topography and climate. The Premier and the RFS Commissioner explored every aspect of
one causal factor of bushfires, that of arson. However, much less attention has been given
to evidence of poorly organised and orchestrated back burn operations.

Of particular concern is where such operations are at best ill-judged, as the dangers to life
and property from many back burns frequently outweigh those of fires started by other
means.

The fires of December 2001 & January 2002 are a case in point: On 3 January 2002, The
Daily Telegraph asked on its front page “Did a backburn gone wrong destroy up to 20 homes
and force 5000 people to flee?” (see Attachment 3) in reference to a back burn in the Sussex
Inlet area. The problems experienced in Sussex Inlet were not, however, isolated.

Attachment 4 is correspondence received from an RFS communications operator who was
active in the Shoalhaven Fire Control Centre during the bushfire emergency earlier this
year. Attachment 5 is a report from a NSWFB officer expressing his very real concerns
over the conduct of bushfire operations on the Central Coast. Both attachments highlight
the problems of ill-managed back burning operations.

Use of aircraft in firefighting

The Hiatt Coronial Report supported the use of aircraft in bush firefighting operations.2  In
its analysis of Hiatt’s discussion on this matter, the NSW Fire Brigades’  Operations
Research Unit noted the “impressive” performance of the Canadair water-scooping
aircraft with dry sclerophyll and pine forest fuels.  They also stated:

“It should be noted that all of the major fires in January 1994 where major property loss
occurred were within NSWFB Fire Districts, and were within 5 – 10 minutes flying time of
major water sources suitable for scooping aircraft, or airfields.”3

Very early in the course of the last bushfire emergency, the Union called for the
introduction of Canadair ‘Super Scooper’ firefighting aircraft. A Rural Fire Service
spokesman publicly rejected this call within the hour. The Union wrote to the Minister on
30 December 2001 (see Attachment 6) setting out our reasoning for that call, and
requesting that the matter be acted upon urgently. No response was ever received.

The demonstrable success of the Erikson SkyCrane helicopters in the recent bushfire crisis
must clearly be factored into this State’s future bushfire planning. A combination of
SkyCrane helicopters and ‘Super Scooper’ firefighting aircraft would provide the State’s
fire services with a flexible and rapid response capability to future bushfires that does not
currently exist. It cannot in future be left until after a major bushfire emergency has
developed to bring these aircraft into operation.

                                          
2  Hiatt (1996), pp356-357
3  NSWFB (1996)p.20
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FURTHER CONSULTATION

In February 2000 the Union was advised by the Committee Secretariat Director that we
had been requested to make representations to the Upper House Inquiry into the RFS.
However, on the motion of the Hon. Tony Kelly (ALP) on 20 March 2000, the Committee
voted to instruct the Director to cancel these arrangements without any rationale or
explanation offered.4 Whilst the Committee heard from RFS Association representatives no
less than six times throughout that  Inquiry, it consciously and without reason chose to
suppress any verbal representations from State’s only registered industrial body
representing firefighters. Attachment 7 is a copy of correspondence sent to that
Committee.

Should the Joint Select Committee on Bushfires decide to similarly deny us the
opportunity to make such representations, then we would respectfully request that the
reasons for such a decision be given.
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4 see Legislative Council GP Standing Committee No.5 (2000) p.191.
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