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The bushfires of Black Saturday, 7 February 2009, caused the death of 173 people. Black Saturday wrote itself into 
Victoria’s history with record-breaking weather conditions and bushfires of a scale and ferocity that tested human 
endurance. The lives of many Victorians were changed forever, and many showed they are capable of deeds of great 
courage and compassion. although some communities were physically destroyed, their members also displayed 
ingenuity, strength and resolve in the face of this calamity. There was also widespread devastation of considerable 
areas of the scenic forests and woodlands that form part of Victoria’s natural heritage.

Eighteen months later, the landscape is healing, flora and fauna are returning, and individuals and communities 
are getting on with rebuilding their homes and lives. We acknowledge the losses—of family, friends, fellow citizens, 
homes, gardens, animals, and the many other things that people hold dear. We have seen the pain people have 
endured and continue to bear, and we know it will be a long road to full recovery for many. Bushfire is an intrinsic  
part of Victoria’s landscape, and if time dims our memory we risk repeating the mistakes of the past. We need to 
learn from the experiences of Black Saturday and improve the way we prepare for and respond to bushfires.

The 2009 Victorian Bushfires royal Commission was an important part of ensuring that those lessons are clearly defined 
and learnt. The Commission conducted an extensive investigation into the causes of, the preparation for, the response 
to and the impact of the fires that burned throughout Victoria in late January and February 2009. as Commissioners, 
we concentrated on gaining an understanding of precisely what took place and how the risks of such a tragedy 
recurring might be reduced. 

in our deliberations we ensured that the voices of affected community members were heard. Our priority was to 
listen to people directly affected by the fires. We also ensured that the Commission’s processes were firmly based in 
the community through open hearings (including in regional towns), web streaming so that people could listen to the 
hearings over the internet, public submissions, the participation of lay witnesses, the creation of the Black Saturday 
Gallery, and the participation of family and friends in hearings about people who died as a result of the fires. This 
access will continue: the Commission’s website will remain active, and all the Commission’s documentation will be 
available at the Public records Office of Victoria.

This report is an important part of securing the memory of the fires. The first volume describes the origins and course 
of the 15 fires that wrought the greatest harm on 7 February and the response to them. it also tells the stories of the 
173 people who died. Volume ii looks at what lessons can be learnt from these experiences—how we can reduce 
the risk and impacts of fire and minimise fire-related loss of life in future. Volume iii reports on the Commission’s 
administration and processes. Volume iV reproduces the statements of the 100 lay witnesses who gave personal 
accounts of their experiences in the fires in late January and February and in their aftermath. The stories told by 
these people grounded our work. They continually reminded all at the Commission that bushfires deeply affect 
people and communities and that their needs and safety must be at the forefront of government policy.

The recommendations we make give priority to protecting human life, and they are designed to reflect the shared 
responsibility that governments, fire agencies, communities and individuals have for minimising the prospect of a 
tragedy of this scale ever happening again. 

We offer this report to the Governor and the people of Victoria.

The hon. Bernard Teague ao ronald Mcleod aM Susan Pascoe aM 
Chairperson Commissioner Commissioner
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The Commission is conscious of the wide interest in its report—not only in Victoria but elsewhere in australia and 
internationally. its readership will be broad and readers’ interests will vary. Some chapters will be of keen interest to 
many, including people affected by the late January and February 2009 bushfires. Other chapters are directed at a 
more technical readership and might be of interest to academics or practitioners. Governments and their agencies 
will probably examine the entire report in detail, seeking to understand its implications for policy, operational practices 
and service delivery. 

in view of this broad audience, the Commission tried to make its report as accessible as possible, without undue 
technicalities, and thus more easily read by the general public. Each chapter is designed to stand alone to help 
readers who might have more discrete interests. Such an approach inevitably results in some repetition. Each 
chapter’s introductory remarks provide brief background information, describe the chapter’s purpose, and summarise 
the essential position the Commission is advocating.

The report is available in hard-copy and digital form. The digital version contains links to the evidence for those 
interested in seeing additional detail about the material discussed (the transcript and exhibits) and submissions. 
The report was written with electronic production in mind, and this influenced decisions about matters such as the 
presentation of endnotes.

Following are some of the terms used in the report in the interests of consistency and simplicity:

bunkers—when referring to personal bushfire shelters■■

community refuges—rather than designated refuges ■■

bushfire shelters—rather than neighbourhood safer places, except where the current policy framework ■■

is being discussed

roadblocks—rather than traffic management points■■

code red days—rather than Code red/Catastrophic days■■

stay or go—to refer to Victoria’s bushfire safety policy■■

vulnerable people—incorporating groups such as young people, older people, the ill and the infirm.■■

Technical terms are, however, used if a direct reference is made to existing government policy or in a direct quote, to 
ensure that the meaning is conveyed accurately. Further, some of the terms used in this report differ from those used 
in the Commission’s interim report. The decision to use different terminology is based on new evidence and a desire 
to simplify and clarify the language used.

The Commission recognises that a number of different terms are used to describe bushfires—for example, wildfire 
and megafire, as used in the United States. To ensure consistency and minimise confusion, this report uses the term 
‘bushfire’ in all instances other than when referring to the name of a policy or report. The Commission also tends to 
use the words ‘ferocious’ and ‘severe’ to describe the type of fire that occurred on 7 February. 

For simplicity, the Commission also uses the term ‘wind change’ generically when referring to the complex interaction 
between changes in the wind’s direction and fire behaviour. Chapter 1 in Volume i discusses the impact of wind on 
fire behaviour and the nature of the wind change on Black Saturday.

Overall, the Commission did not reach a firm view about the appropriateness of using any of these terms beyond its 
final report, but it does note a preference for plain language. in Chapter 11 in Volume ii the Commission expresses 
support for further work being done in order to identify the best words to use in public communications about bushfire. 

Three other conventions applied in this report warrant mention. First, for consistency with fire agencies’ use in 
bushfire warnings and other measurements of time, the 24-hour clock is used in the discussion of the fires in  
Part One of Volume i. Throughout the rest of the report the 12-hour clock is used to refer to time. Second, although 
metric measures are generally used in the report, imperial measures are used if they reflect more commonly 
understood terminology—for example, a quarter-acre block.

Third, readers should bear in mind that the Commission draws a distinction between ‘State’ and ‘state’. The State 
refers generically to the mechanisms of the Victorian Government, including the departments and agencies that were 
collectively represented as parties before the Commission. in contrast, the state is used in reference to Victoria as a 
place or geographic entity.

A notE FoR REAdERs
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i knew the fire front was coming. You could hear it, you could smell it, you could feel the heat coming up 
out of the valley … i could hear a rushing, not a wind; it was different from a wind. it was a white noise you 
could call it almost … like a pressure. if pressure could make a noise that is what it would sound like …

The flames were right there. They would have been about 50 metres away. The flames were so high. 
They were the height of the trees and that again … 300 feet high plus. There were big, swirling vortexes, 
just big, swirling masses of flames that would just burst and explode out of the … tree tops.1

These are the words of mr Greg Weir from Churchill, who sheltered in a dam with his son while a firefront traversed 
his property on 7 February 2009.2 his words echo the experiences and highlight the severity of the situations that 
confronted many of the people who faced the bushfires that burned in Victoria in late January and February 2009. 
Saturday 7 February, Black Saturday, has become part of australian history—the day fire caused such grave harm  
to life, the environment, community and property in Victoria.

immediately before 7 February people were warned that one of the most extreme fire danger days in Victoria’s history 
was predicted, but many were still not prepared for the ferocity of the fires that eventuated.3 in the lead-up to the day the 
Premier of Victoria, the hon. John Brumby mP, described the state as ‘tinder dry’, and the Country Fire authority and 
the Department of Sustainability and Environment warned that forests and grasslands were considered to be the driest 
they had been since the ash Wednesday fires of 1983.4 

To exacerbate the situation, Victoria had endured one of its most severe and prolonged heatwaves during the final 
week of January 2009. The temperature in melbourne was above 43°C for three consecutive days for the first time 
since records had been kept.5 The day of 7 February was forecast to reach temperatures in the low 40s, accompanied 
by strong winds. The weather pattern led the Chief Fire Officer of DSE to warn area fire managers that conditions lent 
themselves to a catastrophic event that could involve multiple fires.6

The situation forecast for 7 February was realised. Temperatures were nearing 40°C by 11.00 am in many areas and 
later climbed to the mid-40s. many parts of the state endured record-breaking maximums—including melbourne, 
which reached 46.4°C. Strong winds in the morning grew to storm force as the day progressed, and a wind change 
moved across the state during the afternoon, greatly intensifying the fires and the danger.7 

thE ConsEquEnCEs oF thE FiREs

The drought and weather conditions in Victoria during January and February 2009 magnified the potential 
consequences of any fires, particularly on very hot, dry, windy days, as demonstrated by the destruction wrought 
on 7 February, when the state’s fire agencies and resources were stretched to their utmost.8 The Commission was 
informed that the CFa and DSE attended or patrolled 316 grass, scrub or forest fires on that day.9

The most shocking consequence of the fires was the death of 173 people. Left behind are families, friends and 
communities still trying to accept their loss. accompanying this loss of life is the fires’ impact on property and the 
infrastructure that supports communities. more than 2,000 homes were destroyed or damaged; thousands of 
structures and over 10,000 kilometres of fencing were destroyed; townships such as marysville and Kinglake were 
almost obliterated. 

The natural environment was heavily impacted. about 430,000 hectares of land were burnt in early 2009.10 
although the flora have begun to recover and fauna have begun to return, the environmental impact of the fires will 
take years to fully reveal itself—let alone be tempered. 

it is extremely difficult to quantify the cost of a disaster like this, but the Commission considers the cost to probably 
be more than $4 billion (see appendix a).

This was one of australia’s worst natural disasters, and it will be many years before its effects dim. Governments, fire and 
emergency agencies, and all individuals can learn valuable lessons from those days, so that we might limit the chances 
of such destruction occurring again. ms Jill Scherman’s son, his girlfriend and his girlfriend’s brother all died in the fire at 
Steels Creek. in a statement she read to the Commission ms Scherman spoke of the need to learn from this experience:

intRoduCtion
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The truth is that experience is costly. in the usual course of life you cannot gain experience without 
paying a price but in the experience of the many bushfire-affected families of this state and those 
in charge of the systems … the price has been immeasurable … it is tragic to pay the price for the 
experience and not learn the lesson.11 

BushFiRE in thE ContExt oF AustRAliAn disAstERs

Bushfire is one of several types of natural catastrophe that affect australia. Cyclones, hail, severe storms and inland 
floods are also enormously damaging. The insurance industry’s database of insured events associated with natural 
catastrophes—a database going back to 1967—has bushfire accounting for about 16 per cent of natural catastrophe 
losses in australia and about 29 per cent of those in Victoria before 2009.12 Looking beyond property losses, bushfires 
are the most hazardous type of disaster in australia in terms of death and injury, accounting for almost 40 per cent of 
deaths and 57 per cent of injuries between 1967 and 1999.13 They are also likely to cost the community most dearly  
in resources devoted to their prevention and suppression. 

The high bushfire risk in Victoria is the consequence of a combination of factors:

Vegetation and topography.■■  Victoria has substantial areas of highly flammable dry eucalypt forest, setting it apart 
from many other parts of australia. although there are ‘more similarities than differences’ between the forested 
regions of Victoria and the karri and jarrah forests of Western australia, south-western australia’s topography is 
less extreme than that of Victoria.14 

Climate.■■  Victoria’s climatic pattern of a mild, moist winter and a dry, hot summer creates conditions conducive  
to bushfire, and this was exacerbated by protracted drought in the years preceding the 2009 fires.15 hot, dry 
north-westerly winds produced by a high-pressure system over the Tasman Sea and a cold front approaching 
from the south-west have long characterised dangerous fire situations in south-eastern australia.

Population patterns.■■  Population density is increasing in Victoria’s bushfire-prone areas. The fastest growth in 
melbourne’s population is, and is likely to continue to be, in the six ‘growth area’ municipalities of Wyndham, 
melton, hume, Whittlesea, Cardinia and Casey, all of which are on the rural edge of the city. The population  
of regional Victoria is also growing and will continue to do so, especially in regional centres, coastal areas and  
‘tree change’ locations, where people (often older members of the population) are moving out of the cities to live  
in attractive rural settings. additionally, most of those who are migrating from melbourne to regional areas have 
little experience of living with fire.16 

Victoria shares some of these characteristics with fire-prone areas abroad. Greece and the United States experienced 
sustained drought before their most recent fires. Southern California is subject to recurring drought and explosive winds. 
Professor Stephen Pyne, an international expert on wildfire, told the Commission of a pattern in developed countries of 
recolonising rural landscapes with urban ‘out-migration’, resulting in changes in the flammability of those landscapes 
and the capacity to deal with the resulting fires. (California, for example, has 11.8 million homes located in the Wildland 
Urban interface.) in Professor Pyne’s opinion the south-eastern quadrant of australia is a ‘kind of fire flume. it is a unique 
sort of meteorological … and biophysical arrangement in which very large fires are going to happen’.17 

On the basis of the evidence presented, the Commission concluded that Victoria has a range of characteristics that 
predispose it to bushfires generally and to the occasional ferocious bushfire in particular. There are few other locations 
in the world with similar characteristics.

a number of observations can be made about the nature of fire in Victoria. although each bushfire has its own 
characteristics, the majority of bushfire deaths have occurred in a small number of ferocious fires. These fires burn on 
days of high temperature and low relative humidity that are marked by strong and gusty winds from the north-west—
that is, from the hot, arid inland of australia. The strong winds spread the fire quickly, carry burning embers ahead of 
it, and cause the fire to become hotter by pushing the flames into unburnt fuel. at some point during the day a rapid 
change in wind direction often occurs. The wind remains strong but turns to come from the south-west, which alters 
the path of the fire and creates a much larger firefront, pushing the original flank sideways. Deaths occur in the fierce 
period before the wind change, but it is in the even fiercer period following the wind change that most deaths occur.18
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thE RoyAl Commission

in the days immediately following the 7 February 2009 fires the Victorian Government took action to respond to the 
disaster. a relief effort to deal with immediate needs was the first priority. But it was also plain that in the long term 
the community needed to understand how this tragedy had arisen and how to minimise the risk of a similar tragedy 
occurring in the future. On 9 February 2009 the Premier announced the State Government’s intention to establish a 
royal commission. One week later the hon. Bernard Teague aO, Susan Pascoe am and ronald mcLeod am were 
appointed as the royal Commissioners. 

The Governor of Victoria, Professor David de Kretser, issued the letters patent setting out the royal Commission’s 
terms of reference on 16 February 2009. The Commission began its work that day, giving priority to community 
engagement: between 18 march and 8 april it held 26 community consultations in fire-ravaged areas, seeking to 
learn about the experiences and concerns of individuals affected by the fires. a preliminary directions hearing was 
held on 20 april 2009, and the hearing of evidence began on 11 may 2009 and concluded on 27 may 2010.

The TerMS of reference

The Commission was given extremely broad terms of reference. it was asked to inquire into and report on the causes 
and circumstances of the fires that burned in late January and February 2009, the preparation and planning before 
the fires, all aspects of the response to the fires, measures taken relating to utilities, and any other matters considered 
appropriate. The letters patent directed the Commission to make such recommendations as it deemed appropriate 
relating to preparation and planning for further fire threats and risks, land-use planning and management, fireproofing 
of structures, emergency response, communication, training, infrastructure, and overall resourcing.

coMPleTIng The TaSk on TIMe

The task set for the Commission was substantial. With a time frame of 18 months and very broad terms of reference, 
reporting on time was always going to be difficult. The Commission resolved early on that its efforts should be 
directed at completing its task with the highest integrity and quality, on time and within budget, and with a strong 
focus on community engagement. 

The protection of human life, the safety of communities, and mitigating the destruction caused by future bushfires 
received greatest attention. These priorities guided the Commission in its analysis, in the collection of evidence, and 
in the writing of its reports and recommendations.

The ouTPuTS of The coMMISSIon

The Commission produced two interim reports and a final report:

The first interim report was released on 17 august 2009. it contained 51 recommendations focused on immediate ■■

actions that could be taken before the 2009–10 fire season. 

On 24 November 2009 the Commission released a second interim report. That report contained seven ■■

recommendations focused on urgent matters to do with the construction of buildings (including bunkers) in 
bushfire-prone areas. 

This final report represents the culmination of the Commission’s work. it describes what happened during late ■■

January and February 2009; analyses and makes recommendations in relation to the changes needed if we are 
to reduce the risk, and the consequences, of similar disasters in the future; and describes how the Commission 
performed its task.

The interim reports and the final report should be regarded as one body of work. 
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The Commission also produced a number of papers:

a discussion paper on insurance and the fire services levy, for which it sought industry and community submissions■■

a paper on the costs of the fires, for the parties’ comment■■

several internal papers that were tendered into evidence, covering bunkers, shelter in situ and evacuation policies ■■

in the United States and Canada, and building and planning policies in australia.

One indirect result of the Commission’s work has been the continuing public commentary. Discussion of the events of 
late January and February 2009 has been an important part of understanding what happened and what needs to be 
done. The continuing debate was facilitated by the Commission’s principle of accessibility, whereby most transcripts, 
exhibits and submissions were made publicly available, open hearings were usually held, and the hearings were usually 
webstreamed. The media also covered the public hearings extensively and helped the community remain well informed. 
The 26 community consultations the Commission held in march and april 2009 are an example of this engagement.

dRAwing togEthER thE inFoRmAtion

Owing to the considerable size of its task, the array of subjects that warranted consideration, and the varying 
experiences that needed to be incorporated, the Commission drew evidence from a wide range of sources.  
During the 18-month term of its work it did the following:

heard from 434 witnesses, including 100 lay witnesses, over 155 days■■

held regional hearings in three locations■■

convened and directed two expert panels■■

accepted the tender of more than 1,000 exhibits ■■

produced 20,767 pages of transcript.■■

Further, the Commission gathered background information from several sources:

almost 1,700 public submissions■■

information provided in 26 community consultations in 14 communities and with 1,250 people attending ■■

internal research.■■

The Commission’s task of drawing together conclusions and developing recommendations on the basis of this 
evidence was facilitated by many. The Commission thanks all who were involved for their cooperation, assistance  
and diligence. Particular gratitude goes to the witnesses, who often had to recall terrible events, and to those who 
took the time to prepare and send in submissions. 

in preparing its final report the Commission chose not to constrain government with unduly prescriptive 
recommendations. This approach differs from the very detailed one adopted in submissions by counsel assisting and 
the parties.19 Those submissions were a valuable resource for the Commission and will remain an excellent reference 
for people interested in greater detail. The Commission chose a less prescriptive approach, however, in order to 
reduce the risk of narrowing policy makers’ vision, and it framed its recommendations in terms of clear outcomes. 
Despite most of the recommendations being cast in broad terms, in some cases, where more technical matters 
are discussed, a degree of specificity was necessary. The Commission has proposed that its recommendations 
be monitored in two ways: as part of the regular reports of departments in the annual budget papers, and as an 
independent audit of attainment reported to the people of Victoria after two years on 31 July 2012. This approach 
has the potential to give rise to more enduring change.
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To complement the recommendations, the Commission also makes many observations in the text of the report, 
suggesting the type of action the State Government (and others) should take to deal with matters that warrant further 
attention. The Commission hopes that, in responding to the report, the Government attaches to these suggestions 
the same weight it accords the primary recommendations.

Similarly, the State should continue to develop and improve bushfire policy, proceeding with other initiatives the 
Commission might not have considered but that are consistent with the new directions embodied in the main themes  
of this report.

thE FinAl REPoRt

The Commission’s final report consists of a summary document and four volumes. Volume i describes the weather 
conditions and fire behaviour on 7 February and the organisational arrangements that applied on the day. Following that 
is a detailed discussion of each fire the Commission analysed. These chapters describe the run of the fire in question, 
the immediate response to the fire, and the fire’s effects. Volume i also contains accounts of the circumstances of the 
deaths of the 173 people who died as a result of the fires on 7 February. The overall conclusions to be drawn from the 
fire chapters and the lessons learned from the fire-related deaths are discussed in Chapters 15 and 21 respectively. 

Volume ii contains the Commission’s recommendations and provides detailed discussion of the areas where reform 
is needed if performance and safety are to improve. reducing the risk and impact of bushfire calls for much more 
than simply responding to fires when they occur. adequate preparation and planning are essential. The Commission 
makes recommendations about how government and the community should better prepare for bushfires. There is also 
consideration of the policy and institutional factors that need to apply if Victoria is to be well equipped to deal with future 
bushfires—including the structure of fire agencies, building and land-use planning, land and fuel management, and the 
adequacy of research and review, so that operational policies and practices are based on the best possible information.

Volume iii describes the conduct of the Commission—its establishment, administration, organisational structure, 
administrative and legal processes, management of finances and information systems, and how it went about 
its work. The Commission was guided by the principles of openness and accessibility, transparency and probity, 
efficiency and value for money, and innovation and high standards of professional practice. Volume iii describes how 
these principles were upheld by the Commission being innovative in the way it did its work and engaging extensively 
with the community. also discussed is how the Commission managed its work in order to ensure its reports were 
delivered on time.

Volume iV is an electronic volume that collates the statements of the lay witnesses who described their experience 
of the fires during the Commission’s public hearings. These witnesses were an important part of the Commission’s 
work, giving an ‘on the ground’ perspective and real-life examples of how fire policies and emergency procedures 
affect individuals and communities. it provides insights into people’s preparation for fire and how they reacted to the 
conditions of Black Saturday and serves as a constant reminder of the impacts of the fires on individuals, families  
and communities.

guiding PRinCiPlEs

in its inquiries and when formulating its recommendations the Commission was guided by two overarching 
principles—the protection of human life and shared responsibility. Government’s primary objective should be to 
maximise the safety and wellbeing of the citizens it represents, so the Commission placed the protection of human 
life at the forefront of its deliberations. in addition, no single group can ensure that communities are safe from the 
ravages of bushfires in all circumstances: this responsibility is shared by all levels of government and by fire agencies, 
communities and individuals, all of whom need to be very well informed and do more to prepare for and respond to 
fire in their environment.
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The ProTecTIon of huMan lIfe

The great loss of life and the widespread destruction of property were what prompted Premier Brumby to establish 
the Commission. it is fitting therefore that the protection of human life is paramount in all the Commission’s 
recommendations. This notion of protection of human life being paramount has implications for the balance that is 
struck between competing community objectives. in the context of bushfires, ensuring the protection of human life 
means that sometimes compromises will need to be made with people’s freedom to choose where they want to live 
or the existence of pristine environments close to townships. 

it is not always possible to maintain an untouched environment whilst ensuring safety. Decisions must be made  
about whether a defendable space should be cleared around homes and communities in areas of high bushfire risk 
or whether the environmental values in these areas are such that prohibitions on dwellings should be applied in order 
to maintain adequate levels of public safety. 

recognising the obligation to protect human life has implications for the trade-offs that are made in areas such  
as planning and building regulation, fuel management, environmental conservation, and other government policies 
provided to support communities at risk of bushfire. This principle is reflected in the Commission’s approach to  
its recommendations.

Shared reSPonSIBIlITy

The concept of shared responsibility recognises that individuals, fire authorities and all levels of government are 
responsible for preparing for fire and improving people’s safety. The Commission recognises the role authorities and 
the state play in minimising the risk of and damage caused by bushfires, as well as the role of government leadership 
in determining policy and legislative settings. individuals also play an important part in protecting their own lives 
through keeping themselves well informed and well prepared.

a long-term goal of Victorian bushfire policy and legislative frameworks should be to build strong, proactive 
communities that understand bushfire risk and make sound decisions about how they will manage and respond  
to those risks. This goal brings with it roles for individuals, agencies and the government. 

individuals should be encouraged, to the extent of their capabilities, to make their own preparations to protect 
themselves and their communities from bushfire. For example, before the bushfire season all capable individuals 
should ensure that the defendable space around their home is well maintained, and on days of high bushfire risk  
they should closely monitor the media and other sources of information for reports of fire.

agencies should educate, prepare and help protect individuals by ensuring that they have access to the information 
needed to make sound decisions—particularly in relation to their suitability. it is also vital that agencies provide 
accurate and prompt warnings that are easy for the public to understand. 

The role of government is to create the legislative foundation, fund fire services, facilitate community education  
and support, and provide essential infrastructure and local support to help communities stay safe.

in developing its recommendations the Commission kept these principles foremost in its thinking.
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OVERVIEW

Australia is the driest vegetated continent and, along with Southern California and France, one of the most bushfire 
prone regions in the world.1 Bushfires have shaped, and continue to shape, all aspects of the environment—landscape, 
ecosystems, biological diversity and culture. They occur both naturally and as a result of human actions. Indigenous 
Australians used fire for a variety of reasons, among them hunting and land management and for ceremonial purposes. 2

Bushfires have both positive and negative effects on the Australian environment. They can be vital to the continued 
rejuvenation of the landscape but can also be fatal to some plant species. Where they encroach on inhabited rural 
areas and the urban fringe the risk of damage, cost and trauma to communities—including loss of life—increases. 
Although early European settlers were wary of fire, many quickly began to understand its uses and benefits in 
modifying the landscape for farming and grazing. Fire was often used as a means of clearing land.3

The personal and social costs of bushfires are enormous. According to Emergency Management Australia, there 
were 815 recorded fatalities resulting from bushfires before 7 February 2009. There is no doubt that the number of 
people affected is far greater. The financial costs are also significant. Between 1967 and 1999 alone the cost of major 
bushfires in Australia was $2.5 billion. For the period 1960 to 2001 one source estimated that more than half of the 
fire-related deaths and injuries, and more than half the damage, occurred in Victoria. 4

PREVIOUS SIgnIfIcant fIRES 

Although comprehensive records were not kept until the 1900s, it is known that a number of major bushfires have 
occurred in south-eastern Australia since European settlement. (Appendix B lists significant major bushfires in New 
South Wales, South Australia, Tasmania and the Australian Capital Territory between December 1938 and December 
2007. Appendix C lists previous significant Victorian bushfires and their impacts. The term ‘significant’ is used to refer to 
a fire that has resulted in at least one of three things: deaths being recorded; substantial [in comparison with other fires 
in the area] property loss or damage; and the burning of substantial [in comparison with other fires in the area] areas 
of public land.) Fifty-two significant bushfires have been recorded in Victoria since 1851, two-thirds of them in the past 
60 years. Of the two-thirds, those that occurred on Black Friday (1939) and Ash Wednesday (1983) are the two most 
commonly compared with the fires of 7 February 2009.5

Image 1

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.

tHE JanUaRY–fEBRUaRY 2009 fIRES
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The January–February 2009 fires

JanUaRY and fEBRUaRY 2009
Despite Victoria’s history of fire, the fires in late January and early February 2009—and in particular on 7 February—
deeply scarred the people and the landscape of the state. The Commission therefore begins its report with a detailed 
discussion of 15 of the major fires that burned on 7 February. It describes preparations before 7 February, how the 
fires started, the areas affected, the progress of the fires, and the management of firefighting, community warnings, 
roadblocks and emergency relief. Figure 1 shows the extent of the fires.

Figure 1 The January–February 2009 bushfires

Source: Exhibit 11 – Statement of Esplin, Attachment 1.6

The fires discussed, however, were not the only ones that occurred during the 2008–09 bushfire season: Department 
of Sustainability and Environment and Country Fire Authority staff, as well as volunteers, fought hundreds of fires. The 
fire season was long and demanding, placing considerable pressure on firefighters even before the worst fires began 
in early February. 
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The number oF FIres

The CFA attended 39,987 incidents in 2008–09; this included 16,103 fires, ranging from fires in rubbish bins to  
major bushfires such as the Kilmore East conflagration. During the same period DSE attended 825 bushfires.7 

For DSE, the number of fires in public parks and forests climbed steadily during January 2009 and peaked in  
early February. The number of fires that had not been extinguished rose from seven on New Year’s Day to 29 on  
14 January. Then it doubled to 58 by 25 January and continued to steadily increase to 125 in the week before  
7 February. By this time firefighting resources had been committed for a fortnight responding to new fires and  
attending to fires already contained or controlled.8

In October 2008 the CFA’s Chief Officer, Mr Russell Rees, had warned that the bushfire season was ‘rapidly 
deteriorating’. DSE described the season as ‘one of the longest and most demanding firefighting periods in  
Victoria’s history’.9

On 7 February Victoria’s fire agencies faced enormous difficulties. The CFA responded to 632 incidents; of these,  
199 were reported as grass, scrub, tree, vegetation or plantation fires, and 68 of them were controlled within an hour 
of the original notification. At the same time there were 117 active DSE fires (fires reported as having started on public 
land), 93 of them having started before 7 February. Not all of these DSE fires were major ones: of the 24 fires reported 
to DSE on 7 February, four could not be found and 12 were contained to less than 5 hectares.10

Because of the sheer number of calls and reports received, it is not clear how many of the calls concerned separate 
fires, spot fires that developed from other major fires, multiple reports of the same fire, or duplicated responses to 
the same fire. At least 20 of the 199 grass, scrub, tree, vegetation or plantation fires the CFA responded to were in 
the vicinity of the Kilmore East fire and probably originated from either the main fire or spot fires.11

FIres The CommIssIon examIned

As noted, the Commission examined the circumstances associated with 15 fires; these were fires that caused the 
death of people or major damage to property or that had the potential to cause considerable loss. Many of the fires 
were chosen largely on the basis of their size and impact; some of the smaller ones, however, were chosen in order to 
provide an insight into the differing circumstances and demands of the day. Broad themes were reviewed for all 15 fires 
examined, but the Commission concentrated on different detail for different fires. 

The Commission examined the following fires:

Delburn■■

Bunyip■■

Kilmore East■■

Horsham■■

Coleraine■■

Pomborneit–Weerite■■

Churchill■■

Murrindindi■■

Redesdale■■

Narre Warren: Harkaway■■

Narre Warren: Lynbrook—Coral Drive■■

Narre Warren: Lynbrook—Golf Club Road■■

Upper Ferntree Gully■■

Bendigo■■

Beechworth–Mudgegonga.■■
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The January–February 2009 fires

oTher FIres

Table 1 summarises other ‘significant’ fires that burned during January and February 2009 but were not examined by 
the Commission.12 

Table 1 other significant fires – January–February 2009

Incident Start date
Control 
agency

Total area burnt
(hectares)

Seaford 20.01.09 CFA 5

Langwarrin 21.01.09 CFA 12

Drummond North 22.01.09 CFA 300

Woodend 22.01.09 CFA 193

Merton 27.01.09 CFA 40

Branxholme 29.01.09 CFA 475

Lysterfield 30.01.09 CFA 40

East Tyers – Thomson 07.02.09 DSE 1,778

Wilsons Promontory 08.02.09 DSE 25,200

Muskvale 23.02.09 CFA 2,813

Upwey 23.02.09 CFA 350

Source: Exhibit 192 – DSE and CFA – Operational Debrief Report – 2008/09 Fire Season.13

Apart from the fires the Commission considered in detail, the Wilsons Promontory fire, which began on 8 February, 
was by far the largest that confronted Victoria’s firefighting agencies during the period in question. The Commission 
heard some evidence in relation to that fire.

At 18:00 on 8 February a lighting strike caused a fire to start near Sealers Cove, in the Cathedral Range, which is in the 
eastern part of Wilsons Promontory. South-easterly winds initially pushed the fire to the north. During the next seven to 
eight days, however, strong easterly winds pushed the fire towards western parts of the promontory.14

The fire was finally declared under control on 14 March. In 36 days the fire burnt about half the national park, 
including much of the habitat that provides food, shelter and protection from predators for small mammals.15 

The wind and climate and the promontory’s unique terrain made for hazardous firefighting conditions.16 

The response To The FIres

On 7 February more than 7,000 CFA, Networked Emergency Organisation (including DSE) and Metropolitan Fire and 
Emergency Services Board firefighters contributed to the firefighting effort. For some, this was the beginning of a 
much larger effort. During the ensuing month there were more than 80,000 days of firefighter attendance among them 
more than 60,000 NEO staff and almost 20,000 CFA career staff and volunteers. Figure 2 shows the CFA and NEO 
contributions to a selection of the fires.17
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Figure 2 The CFa and neo commitment to the fires – a summary

Note: Totals include multiple responses by an individual. For example, if a CFA or NEO firefighter attended a fire on more than one day, they are 
counted for each day they attended.

Source: Exhibit 939 – Details Regarding Emergency Response.18
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The January–February 2009 fires

In addition to the efforts of CFA, DSE, NEO and MFB firefighters, a number of other individuals and agencies 
contributed to fighting the fires and to the recovery effort:

private firefighting crews made up of local farmers and graziers ■■

interstate firefighters■■

industry brigades■■

Victoria State Emergency Service■■

Victoria Police ■■

Ambulance Victoria ■■

local councils■■

public and privately owned utilities■■

the Australian Defence Force■■

numerous individuals and residents.■■

Without the collective efforts of all individuals, communities and organisations, the damage and disruption caused by 
the fires would have been more extensive and the risks to life and property even greater.

presenTaTIon oF InFormaTIon

The chapters that follow provide evidence about conditions on 7 February and fire behaviour on the day, concepts 
relevant to an understanding of the fires, and emergency and incident management arrangements. After that a 
narrative is presented for each of the fires the Commission considered; it discusses in particular preparation for, the 
cause of and the response to the fire. Finally, Chapter 15 looks at conclusions that can be drawn from the narratives.

In this part of Volume I all times are presented using the 24-hour clock: this is because the material deals with 
operational matters, which are usually described using this method, and the material contains quotes and other 
references that use the 24-hour clock. 

The time lines

The time lines for the fires summarise important events. They are not intended to be a complete record of everything 
that occurred on the day; rather, they list the main elements of each fire and the pressures facing agencies at the 
time. In some cases the time line is incomplete because there are gaps in the evidence available to the Commission.

maps

The maps show the final fire perimeter and, where applicable, the fire’s progress before and after the wind change. 
They are intended simply to facilitate understanding of the events associated with each fire and are based on the best 
available data and observations at the time. 

The overview panels

The overview panels summarise some of the main aspects of the fires relating to weather, fatalities, casualties, 
damage, and the use of firefighting resources. They were compiled using the best available evidence. 

Victoria Police provided evidence on fatalities and casualties, the evidence having been gleaned from its 
investigations into the bushfires. Casualty figures refer to the number of hospital admissions. In the case of fires 
that were not subject to police investigation, casualty figures were not available; the figures were derived from other 
sources. Evidence on temperature, humidity and wind conditions on 7 February comes from Bureau of Meteorology’s 
automatic weather stations across the state; figures for each fire come from the station closest to the fire ground. 

narratives 

The narratives for each of the 15 fires the Commission focused on constitute a synopsis of the main events, 
supported by more detailed consideration of matters the Commission considered relevant to its analysis and 
recommendations, as presented in Volume II. The narratives are not intended to provide a complete record of every 
action taken on 7 February 2009. To aid understanding, a glossary of bushfire terms and concepts is provided at the 
end of this volume, and a brief description of the elements of a bushfire is provided in Appendix D.
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In the months leading up to 7 February 2009 a large amount of information about bushfires was made available to the 
Victorian public. Media releases, events and press conferences aimed at increasing public awareness of the extreme fire 
risk were released from November 2008 to January 2009. The coverage intensified in late January and early February.1

Between 30 January and 5 February the Premier made a number of statements and gave public briefings asking 
Victorians to be vigilant in the light of the ‘tinder dry’ conditions throughout most of the state. A joint press release 
issued by the Country Fire Authority, the Department of Sustainability and Environment and the Metropolitan Fire and 
Emergency Services Board on 4 February warned of the continuing fire threat and the forecast extreme conditions  
for 6 and 7 February. At a press conference on 5 February the CFA and DSE issued a number of press releases 
warning of the severe conditions expected for 7 February. A plan DSE prepared for the period described the state  
as ‘predisposed to a catastrophic event’.2 

In anticipation of the extreme weather conditions, the CFA and DSE Chief Fire Officers held a teleconference with  
key operational staff on 5 February. They emphasised the need for pre-formed task forces and pre-positioned 
incident management teams. The CFA Chief Officer envisaged that ‘the predesignated [incident control centres]  
would be ready to operate in what [the CFA] call a warm start or a hot start—that is, there are people there, all the 
facilities, the equipment is up and running and tested’.3 

1.1	 Factors	aFFecting	Fire	behaviour

A fire’s behaviour is determined by a combination of topography, fuel load, climate and weather.4 

Climate and weather1.1.1 

The Commission discussed climate and weather conditions in detail in its interim report. In summary, it noted  
the following:

Central Australia has warmed by between 1.5 and 2.0°C during the past century.■■
5

In the 12 years to 2009 Victoria experienced warmer than average temperatures. The decade 1999–2009  ■■

was the warmest recorded in the 154 years of record keeping.6 

During the same period there was very little above-average rainfall: most of Victoria received either  ■■

below-average or well-below-average rainfall. Some areas—notably those around Melbourne and in  
western Victoria—had received their lowest rainfall on record.7

The early part of 2009 was exceptionally dry, the rainfall for January being below average to record low,  ■■

especially in central and western Victoria.8 

During the final week of January Victorians experienced one of the most severe and prolonged heatwaves in ■■

south-east Australia’s recorded history. In much of central, southern and western Victoria, maximum temperatures 
reached their highest levels since at least 1939. Melbourne had three consecutive days over 43°C—a record.9 

The dry weather continued during February, and most of the western half of Victoria continued to experience  ■■

well-below-average rainfall.10 

Dr Mark Williams, Director of the Victorian Regional Office of the Bureau of Meteorology, concluded that ‘the whole  
of south-east Australia [had] suffered a severe and protracted drought which [was] without historical precedent’.11  
Figure 1.1 shows the extent of rainfall decline in Victoria between 1 February 1997 and 31 January 2009.

1 conditions	on	7	February
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Figure 1.1 rainfall deciles – Victoria, 1 February 1997 to 31 January 2009

Source: Exhibit 22 – Statement of Williams, Annexure 1.12

Prolonged drought combined with heatwave conditions are strong predictors of severe bushfire risk, the former 
leading to increases in plant deaths and the thinning of plant materials and the latter increasing the combustibility 
of plants. Warming temperatures and reduced rainfall diminish the available moisture and place greater stress on 
vegetation. When fires do occur these conditions generally mean that burning will be more severe.13

Weather is a major factor affecting the spread of a fire. The four basic elements of fire weather are air temperature, 
relative humidity, wind speed and direction, and atmospheric stability.14 Just before 7 February these elements  
were at their most extreme in Victoria, some setting records for the state.

Wind is one of the critical factors affecting the shape, direction, rate of spread and behaviour of a fire. It supplies 
oxygen to encourage burning; removes ash, smoke and moisture from fuels in the area; and angles the flames, hot air 
and gases over the unburnt fuel ahead of the fire, pre-heating the fuel and helping the fire spread more rapidly. Wind can 
also lift burning materials such as bark and other embers and carry them ahead of the main fire, where spot fires can 
start. The stronger the wind, the faster and further a fire will spread.15

Hot northerly or north-westerly winds are an indicator of the potential for critical fire weather. These winds originate from 
high pressure systems that enter the east of the Australian continent and travel across Australia, through the Central 
Australian desert. Here they dry out and eventually lead to a south-westerly wind change.16 Figure 1.2 shows the effect 
of wind strength on a fire’s shape.
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Figure 1.2 the effect of wind strength on fire shape
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Source: Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1.17

A wind change is a common feature of bushfire disasters in Victoria. It usually turns the flank of a long, narrow,  
cigar-shaped fire pushed by strong northerly winds into a fire front several kilometres wide. Dr Kevin Tolhurst, a senior 
lecturer in fire ecology and management, noted that typically about 80 per cent of the total area burnt is burnt after  
a south-westerly wind change.18 Mr Russell Rees, CFA Chief Officer, explained: 

Wind direction propels the growth of a fire. Changes in wind direction can rapidly increase the size of [a] 
fire, and the risks to firefighters and the general community. In Victoria hot dry winds often come from the 
north and northwest and are often followed by a southwest wind change. In this situation … the side of a 
fire can quickly become a much larger fire front.19 

Figure 1.3 shows the effect on a fire of a change in wind direction.

Figure 1.3 the effect of a change in wind direction on fire shape

Source: Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1.20
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b) southwesterly wind change
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Figure 1.4 shows the effect on the Kilmore East fire of the change in wind direction on 7 February.

Figure 1.4 the effect on the Kilmore east fire of the change in wind direction on 7 February

Source: Exhibit 994 – Kilmore East Fire – Fire Spread Map.21
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The passage of a cold front was a feature of the Ash Wednesday fires in 1983.22 As detailed in the next section, 
conditions were similar on 7 February 2009, when a south-westerly wind change passing across the state led to 
enormous destruction.

7 February

On the evening of 6 February a high-pressure system in the Tasman Sea was causing very hot air flows from the 
north-west over much of Victoria. A cold front that extended across southern Western Australia to the south of the 
Great Australian Bight was moving east, towards Victoria.23

On 7 February temperatures rose quickly, and gale-force north-westerly winds began to reach ground level. By 11:00 
temperatures in much of the state were near 40°C and relative humidity was already below 20 per cent. Both the Forest 
Fire Danger Index and the Grassland Fire Danger Index were above 50 by 11:00 in western and central Victoria and 
were approaching 50 in the rest of Victoria. In the afternoon temperatures rose to well above 40°C in many parts of the 
state and relative humidity dropped to below 10 per cent.24

In the far south-west a strong, gusty south-westerly wind change arrived at about 12:30, causing temperatures to 
drop and relative humidity to increase. By this stage many places had reported if not their hottest day on record then 
their hottest for February. Numerous all-time site records were set—including in Melbourne, where the temperature 
reached 46.4°C, exceeding the previous record of 45.6°C set on Black Friday (13 January 1939). The new record 
was also 3.2°C above the previous February record, which had been set in 1983.25

The fires in Victoria’s Western District—albeit on a smaller scale—heralded the arrival of forecast wind changes:

At Pomborneit–Weerite the south-westerly change arrived at approximately 14:15.■■
26 

At Coleraine a south-westerly change arrived at the fire ground at 14:32.■■
 27

At Horsham the fire on the town’s eastern flank had largely been contained by the time the south-westerly  ■■

change arrived, at 16:29, but it was recognised that had the flank of this fire not been secured the township  
could well have been threatened.28 

The strong, gusty south-westerly change moved eastwards at about 30 kilometres an hour.29 Its impact was felt 
progressively across the state:

at Mt Porndon, near Pomborneit, at 14:15■■
30

at Coleraine at 14:32■■
31

at Horsham at 16:29■■
32

at Yarra Glen and Whittlesea between 17:40 and 18:10■■
33

at Jeeralang between 17:45 and 18:15■■
34

at Kinglake and Kinglake West between 17:50 and 18:20■■
35

at Callignee between 17:55 and 18:25■■
36

at Carrajung Lower between 18:00 and 18:30■■
37

at Glenburn between 18:15 and 18:45■■
38

at Narbethong between 18:15 and 18:45■■
39

at Redesdale at 18:35■■
40

at Flowerdale between 18:30 and 19:00■■
41

at Bendigo about 18:45■■
42

at Marysville between 18:35 and 19:05■■
43

at Taggerty between 19:15 and 19:45■■
44

at Myrtleford between 23:25 and 23:55■■
45

at Mudgegonga and Stanley between 23:45 and 00:15■■
46

at Bruarong between 23:55 and 00:25.■■
47
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Figure 1.5 shows the wind change’s progress.

Figure 1.5 Progress of the wind change, 7 February 2009

Source: Exhibit 22 – Statement of Williams, Annexure 1.48

Fire danger ratings were extreme ahead of the wind change, and in central parts of the state they did not drop 
significantly until up to an hour after the change.49 For some fires the fire intensity increased substantially after the 
wind change, and fire behaviour became erratic, particularly in eastern parts of the state. The fires changed direction 
rapidly, taking many residents and firefighters by surprise.50 

It was after the wind change that the Beechworth–Mudgegonga, Kilmore East, Murrindindi and Churchill fires 
were at their most savage. In each case the north-eastern flank of the fire became a much wider firefront of much 
greater intensity. For example, the Beechworth–Mudgegonga flank became a 32-kilometre front heading north-east 
towards cleared agricultural land, forest and Mudgegonga; the Kilmore East firefront moved north and north-east in 
a series of running ‘tongues’, up slopes and gullies and through the settlements of Kinglake, Pheasant Creek and 
Kinglake West; the full force of the Murrindindi fire was unleashed on the township of Marysville; and the Churchill 
fire burned progressively through Hazelwood North, Hazelwood South, Koornalla, Traralgon South, Callignee, 
Callignee South, Callignee North, Jeeralang, Jeeralang North, Devon, Yarram and Carrajung South and on to the 
Won Wron State Forest.51 

Noon 3pm 6pm

9pm

12am

Ballarat
Melbourne Airport

LavertonWestmere

Kilmore Gap

Stawell
Eildon

Geelong Airport

Aireys Inlet

Cape Otway

Mt Dandenong
Coldstream

Frankston
South Channel Is

Rhyll

Pound Creek

Cerberus

Hamilton

Mortlake

Mt Gellibrand
Avalon

Sheoakes

Warrnambool
Port Fairy

Portland Airport

Cape Nelson

Casterton

Edenhope

Kanagulk

Mt William

Horsham Airport
Longerenong

Shepparton

Albury

Omeo

Combienbar

Mallacoota

Gelantipy

Mt Hotham Airport

Falls Creek

Mt Buller

Mt Hotham

Rutherglen
Yarrawonga

Bairnsdale

Mt Nowa NowaMt Baw Baw
Orbost

East Sale
Latrobe Valley

Yarram Airport

Wilsons Promontory
Hogan Island

Wangaratta

Mangalore

Hopetoun

Mildura

Walpeup

Swan Hill

Charlton
Nhill Airport

Redesdale

Bendigo



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

16

toPograPhy1.1.2 

For every 10 degrees of slope, the speed of a fire travelling uphill doubles. In south-eastern Australia areas facing 
north and north-west are generally drier, aiding fire spread. Hills and gullies can channel fire and promote spotting 
over considerable distances.52

Much of Victoria’s natural environment is hilly or mountainous. Many parts of the state contain mountain ranges, 
among them the Otway Ranges in the south, the Grampians in the west and the Great Dividing Range in the east. 
In these areas much of the land is forested, and the high fuel loads can sustain ferocious fires. Some of the fires of 
7 February burned over grassland and stubble, but those that were most intense burned through forest, including in 
areas that usually remain moist year round. 

the Fuel load1.1.3 

In this context ‘fuel’ is a generic term used to describe anything that combusts and provides energy for a fire. In a 
bushfire the available fuel is generally vegetation—leaves, bark, twigs, branches and trees—and it influences the way  
a fire behaves and travels. It varies in its type, size, quantity, arrangement and moisture content.53

On 7 February the characteristics of the fuel—in particular its extreme dryness, the total amount available, and its 
presentation on the forest floor—favoured ignition and promoted fires’ initial spread.54

The Beechworth–Mudgegonga, Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires all burned through areas rich in mountain ash; 
such forests are characterised by tall trees and an often dense understorey of other species. This forest, with its very 
high fuel load, is usually moist but, because of the exceptionally dry conditions leading up to 7 February, it had a very 
low moisture content. Additionally, ash trees have long ribbons of bark that hang loosely from the trunk and branches; 
they ignite easily during a fire and can be transported long distances by convection columns.55

The rate of spread and final perimeter of the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire were significantly moderated by previous 
prescribed burning. The rate of spread of the Kilmore East fire in some places was appreciably slowed by previous 
prescribed burning. Fuel-reduction burns are also thought to have inhibited the run of the Bendigo fire.56 

Fire behaViour1.1.4 

‘Fire behaviour’ covers everything a fire does—the way the fire ignites, develops and grows; the characteristics  
of the flame front; and all other phenomena associated with a moving fire.57 

The Commission discussed fire behaviour in some detail in its interim report. In summary, it noted the following:

The weather conditions leading up to 7 February, and the combination of drought and heatwave conditions,  ■■

led to greater fuel combustibility and volatile fire behaviour.58 

The fires varied in type and behaviour■■

classic grass and scrub fires in western Victoria – 59

 conventional bushfires progressing from surface fires to crowning in tree tops, with flame heights   –
of 30 metres and more60

 fires igniting as a result of spotting, with directly sighted spot fires 13–14 kilometres ahead of   –
firefronts and some spot fires estimated to be up to 35 kilometres ahead61

 some spot fires close to the main firefront burning back towards the fire against the prevailing wind because  –
of the convection forces.62

Some fires did not progress in a neat, linear movement across the countryside. Instead there was a chaotic series ■■

of surging fires, with spontaneous spotting kilometres ahead of the firefronts. The spot fires started further fires, 
which in turn burnt some areas well ahead of the main firefront. The main firefront subsequently passed over the 
areas affected by the spot fires, burning any remaining fuel. This process led to the fires progressing even faster 
than they otherwise would have.63 
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Although the flanks of some fires could be identified and in some cases secured, the heads of the fires were ■■

largely hidden by smoke and generated a very loud roar. Their location was not readily known until the fires were 
seen burning houses, properties and other parts of the landscape.64 

The day was expected to be—and in every respect turned out to be—a day of destructive and intense fire conditions.

Conditions were conducive to long-distance spotting. Very dry fuels and strong surface winds resulted in intense fire 
behaviour and the development of very strong convective activity capable of lifting firebrands such as burning bark 
very high in the convection column. Strong upper air winds provided the mechanism for transporting burning bark 
downwind for many kilometres.65

Spotting was an important factor in the spread of the Kilmore East fire. It facilitated fire spread from one ridge top to 
the next in areas of broken terrain and carried the fire across sparse eaten-out pasture or, at higher elevations, across 
areas where grass was less than fully cured and might otherwise have arrested the fire’s spread.66

Although they varied in their size and impacts, the most severe of the 7 February fires the Commission examined 
shared the following features: 

rapid fire spread following ignition, which responding crews could not contain in rural and forested areas■■

fires crowning in forested areas, meaning they became impossible for ground crews to control■■

convection columns being generated above the fires■■

extensive spotting as a result of fuel type, weather conditions and topography■■

the wind change altering the direction of fire spread, causing a flank of the fire to become an extended fire front. ■■

1.2	 Was	the	day	unprecedented?	Were	the	Fires?

A number of witnesses sought to excuse failings on 7 February by saying that the fires or the day, or both, were 
‘unprecedented’.67 For the reasons that follow the Commission considers neither the day nor the fires to have  
been unprecedented.

A panel of six experts in land and fuel management gave evidence before the Commission, in part discussing 
whether the fires of 7 February 2009 were unprecedented. At the time none agreed with the proposition that the fires 
themselves were unprecedented; some acknowledged, however, that the weather conditions, or the fires’ subsequent 
impact, had not previously been equalled.68 Mr Phil Cheney, an honorary research fellow with CSIRO, said:

I certainly don’t think they are unprecedented in even our recent history over the last 50 years. What we 
are doing better is making more measurements and making more observations … So I think there is very 
little evidence to say these were unprecedented.69

Professor Ross Bradstock, another member of the panel and professor at the Centre for Environmental Risk 
Management of Bushfires at the University of Wollongong, said:

I don’t think these fires are unprecedented, at least in historical time, in terms of size and intensity and 
pattern in the landscape. I guess the thing you could add to that, though, is we must appreciate that 
land use and people and property are very different now than they were in 1939 or even 1983 and so 
you have to take that into account in understanding consequence of this event.70

Having told the Commission ‘the conditions that we saw on 7 February were as extreme as we have ever seen them’, 
Dr Tolhurst went on to say, as part of the panel discussion, ‘I don’t consider it unprecedented’.71

Dr Malcolm Gill, a visiting fellow at the Australian National University, said that use of the term ‘unprecedented’ 
depended on the criteria adopted and that, although some weather indicators reached record levels, the size of  
the fire did not.72 
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When asked whether the fires were unprecedented, Mr Jerry Williams, former US Forest Service National Director  
of Fire and Aviation, who has extensively researched ‘megafires’ in the United States, replied:

In terms of size of fire, we [United States] have always had big fires and Australia has always had big 
fires. In terms of impact, though, this was unprecedented. I think you have to use that word when you 
talk about one of the largest, if not the largest, civil disaster in the country’s history.73

Mr Richard Alder, an experienced fire manager who is now General Manager of the National Aerial Firefighting  
Centre, travelled by plane over the fires on 7 February. He commented on seeing the Kilmore East fire from the  
air near Wandong:

I’d regard the fire behaviour as certainly the upper edge of what I’ve observed before. I can’t say it was 
unprecedented. I think I’ve probably observed fire spread as rapidly as that but not for as sustained a 
period—for shorter periods.74

Separately, the Commission also heard evidence from Professor John McAneney, from Risk Frontiers at Macquarie 
University, who has been associated with recent research arising from major fires in the past. He was asked for his 
opinion as to whether the 2009 fires were unprecedented: ‘In my view they weren’t. Every time we have these big 
fires there will be a report saying the conditions were unprecedented, and they probably are in the lifetime of the 
person making the observations!’75

The study he was collaborating on had normalised statistics on housing density and population and loss of homes and 
deaths since 1926. This study had revealed that the 2009 fires were fourth on the list of property loss and second in 
terms of the ratio of lives lost to property lost. The highest ratio for property loss was in 1939 and the highest ratio for 
fatalities to property loss was in 1926. He mentioned reports of 2,000 structures burnt in the 1898 fires and that the 
1851 fires burnt about 5 million hectares—‘a huge part of Victoria’.76

While acknowledging these expert opinions, the Commission can readily understand the observations of people 
actually on the ground fighting the fires on the day. Nearly all witnesses who had seen the fires first hand said the 
fires’ behaviour was beyond their experience. Even experienced firefighters who had been active on Ash Wednesday, 
in 1983, said they had not seen anything that compared with the fires of 7 February 2009. People did not expect the 
severity of the fire they witnessed.77

Witnesses—both firefighters and lay witnesses—compared the sound of the approaching fire to that of jumbo jets 
or steam trains. One even likened the sound to that of an artillery battle. Mr Andrew Lawrence, a CFA volunteer who 
fought the Churchill fire, described the sound as being ‘so loud it was impossible to hear anyone speaking’.78

Witnesses described the fires as ‘swirling vortexes’, with flame heights of up to 100 metres. The fires seemed to 
create their own wind, which some described as ‘cyclonic’. Mr Leigh Jowett said it was as though ‘the wind [was] 
pulling the trees right out of the ground around my house’.79 

The fires advanced quickly. As Mr Ken Rogers described it, ‘My wife went from happily preparing dinner ... to survival 
mode in virtually an instant’.80 Mr Peter Olorenshaw described the initial ember attack as ‘like being in torrential rain, 
but it was burning’, while Ms Vicki Ruhr described it as ‘like a monsoon of fire’.81

Many witnesses’ descriptions touched on the terror the fires inspired. Each person had their own way of telling their 
story, and the Commission does not dispute the accuracy of their recollection. As a measure of the ferocity of these fires 
compared with fires of past years, however, the descriptions lack the ability to provide a satisfactory frame of reference.

The Commission notes that many witnesses, including some veterans of Ash Wednesday in 1983, had never 
experienced a day of similar violence and were taken completely by surprise. It also acknowledges, however, 
descriptions of past fire events that accord well with people’s experience of 7 February. Writing of the 13 January 1939 
fires, Justice Leonard Stretton described them as ‘the most disastrous forest calamity the State of Victoria has known’.82 

The fires of 7 February were indeed catastrophic, but the Commission does not accept that they were without 
precedent. Among other fires that have devastated Victoria in living memory are the 1939 (Black Friday), 1983  
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(Ash Wednesday), 2003 (north-east Victoria and Gippsland) and 2007 (Alpine) fires. The two most recent of these 
fires each burnt four times as much of the state as the 7 February 2009 fires, although there was minimal loss of  
life because they burnt largely uninhabited or only lightly settled rural areas.83

Because of their close proximity to major population centres, the 2009 fires were critically dangerous and placed 
large numbers of people at risk. Perhaps in terms of the resultant high death toll, the fires could be described as 
unprecedented, but that is only part of the story.

The panel of experts who gave evidence to the Commission on fuel management largely concurred in the view 
that, as bushfires go, the 2009 fires were not without precedent in an area of Australia long regarded as being one 
of the most, if not the most, bushfire prone parts of the world—an area described by Professor Stephen Pyne, the 
celebrated US commentator on high-intensity bushland fires as reflecting ‘… a unique sort of meteorological … and 
biophysical arrangements in which large fires are going to happen’.84 The research Professor McAneney is associated 
with provides a comparative picture that accords with this point of view.85

The Commission is in no doubt that the influence of the long drought years, which broke a number of meteorological 
records, and the impact of the heatwave immediately preceding the fires helped create the conditions for a major 
conflagration to occur once the fires started. Nevertheless, although this served to highlight the extreme level of 
risk that existed, the Commission does not consider that the resultant fires could be judged as representing a shift 
change that sets them apart from what Victoria has experienced from time to time in the past.
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Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.
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Emergency management generally and fire management in particular require the cooperation of a large number 
of government and private organisations and individuals. This chapter outlines the institutional arrangements that 
applied on 7 February 2009, covering the structure of Victoria’s various fire agencies, private firefighting units,  
and emergency and incident management arrangements. 

2.1	 Government	fire	aGencies	in	victoria

Three agencies are responsible for preventing and suppressing fires in Victoria—the Country Fire Authority,  
the Department of Sustainability and Environment, and the Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board.  
Their organisational structures are discussed in detail in Chapter 10 of Volume II.

The CounTry Fire AuThoriTy2.1.1 

The CFA is responsible for prevention and suppression of fires, protection of life and property in case of fire, and 
general control of all stations and brigades in the ‘country area of Victoria’, which is defined in the Country Fire 
Authority Act 1958 as any area of Victoria that is outside the metropolitan fire district, excluding areas of forest, 
national park and protected land. The country area of Victoria covers more than 15,018,200 hectares and is home  
to about 2.5 million people, roughly 50 per cent of the state’s population; it includes outer Melbourne suburbs such 
as Frankston and Dandenong.1 

As at 7 February the CFA had approximately 1,228 urban and rural fire brigades throughout Victoria; for administrative 
purposes these brigades are organised into 143 groups. Of the 1,228 brigades, 31 are integrated brigades, meaning 
they have both career (paid) and volunteer (unpaid) members, located in outer Melbourne or in larger regional centres. 
In 2009 the brigades were supported by nine area headquarters that provided direct operational support through 
20 regions. The number of regions is to be reduced to eight, to align with the Victorian Government’s Fairer Victoria 
boundaries.2 Figure 2.1 shows the regions as they existed in 2009.

2 arranGements	on	7	february
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Figure 2.1 CFA regions, 2009

Source: Exhibit 855 – CFA Annual Report 2008–09.3

As at 28 January 2010 the CFA had comprised 1,953 employees. Of these, 1,461 were employed full time, 150 part 
time and 342 casually. Of the full-time staff, 797 were current serving CFA volunteers and about 520 were career 
firefighters. As at 31 March 2010 there were almost 60,000 volunteers—47,836 male and 11,836 female. The position 
of group officer is the most senior volunteer rank.4
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The DepArTmenT oF SuSTAinAbiliTy AnD environmenT2.1.2 

DSE is responsible for prevention and suppression of fires on Crown land and in areas for which DSE has legislative 
responsibility, such as parks, forests, some reserved land and all unreserved public land. This represents more than 
one-third of the area of Victoria—some 7.7 million hectares.5 

Land and Fire Management is the branch of DSE that is responsible for implementing the department’s land and fire 
management functions. It manages a range of bushfire prevention and preparedness activities, bushfire suppression 
and recovery activities, and biodiversity and ecosystem protection.6

DSE has entered into agreements with other state agencies—predominantly those with land and fire management 
skills and responsibilities—to provide resources to help DSE in its fire prevention and suppression role. This has 
resulted in the formation of the Networked Emergency Organisation, or NEO, which consists of staff from agencies 
such as Parks Victoria, the Department of Primary Industries, VicForests, Melbourne Water and the Department of 
Planning and Community Development.7

DSE’s fire management equipment and resources are primarily designed for forest firefighting. Immediately before  
7 February 2009 the department had 2,347 personnel available, 569 being ready for immediate deployment  
and the balance being held for surge capacity during the day, for night shift or for the days immediately following.  
Melbourne Water has a further 100 firefighters. DSE operates in five fire regions and 18 fire districts—see Figure 2.2.8 

Figure 2.2 DSe land and fire area and district boundaries

Source: Exhibit 958 – DSE Map of Land and Fire Area and District Boundaries.9 
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Throughout this part of the report, reference is made only to control agencies. Typically, if a fire starts or is burning  
on private land the CFA is the control agency; if a fire states or is burning on public land DSE is the control agency.  
DSE incident management teams and firefighting crews can consist of both DSE and NEO staff.10 

The meTropoliTAn Fire AnD emergenCy ServiCeS boArD2.1.3 

The MFB is responsible for the provision of fire safety, fire suppression and fire prevention services and emergency 
response services in the ‘metropolitan fire district’. This district uses as its starting point all areas within 16.09 kilometres 
of the Melbourne GPO. The metropolitan fire district currently covers about 1,200 square kilometres; it has a resident 
population of more than 2 million, increasing to more than 3 million during business hours.11

There are 47 fire stations in the metropolitan fire district. In 2008–09 the MFB employed 1,731 operational staff,  
270 corporate employees, 60 temporary staff, and 14 trainees and apprentices. In Melbourne, 269 firefighters are  
on duty at any one time, although additional off-duty staff can be rostered on for high-risk bushfire days.12 

2.2	 Private	firefiGhtinG	units

Individual landholders’ responsibility for fires on their own land has always been a part of Victoria’s fire-related 
arrangements. In 2009 this service was provided through industry brigades and private farm units. 

industry brigades

Forest plantation companies are required by law to maintain local forest industry brigades. The primary purpose  
of these brigades is to provide the appliances and personnel necessary for managing and protecting the company’s 
forest resources; as a result, brigade members have specific skills in managing forest fire. In 2009 there were  
24 forest industry brigades, with 717 members, registered in Victoria. The brigades can have a broader role in fire 
suppression in their local communities, and when this occurs they come under the operational control of the CFA.13 

For example, Hancock Victorian Plantations, which has seven forest industry brigades registered with the CFA,  
made an important contribution to the firefighting effort on 7 February. On that day HVP had fire tower observers  
in position, a first-attack helicopter on standby at Latrobe Valley Airport, 12 firefighters patrolling for arson activity,  
and a surveillance plane flying a circuit around the Latrobe Valley. Personnel were located at a number of HVP depots, 
and heavy machinery (including bulldozers and a grader) was on standby. HVP’s Churchill office had coordinators,  
a logistics officer, a mapping officer and support staff ready for deployment to any fire that might break out.14 

The HVP surveillance plane assisted the CFA in reconnaissance work during much of the afternoon of 7 February, 
and the first-attack helicopter was involved in protecting homes in the path of the Churchill fire. HVP resources were 
also deployed to the fireground; initially this entailed a fire commander with a support person, 19 firefighters, three 
tankers, five slip-on units and two bulldozers. Resources were sent to Yarram later in the day, and throughout the  
day an HVP liaison officer was located at the Traralgon Incident Control Centre.15

private farm units

It is customary in Victoria for members of the community to attend fires with their own equipment to help protect  
their property and that of others. Often it is farmers and graziers who do this; they keep firefighting equipment on  
their property.16 

Private farm units are usually not formally organised but operate in support of the local CFA. They often arrive 
at fires before the CFA because they are responding from nearby farms. They are an integral element of the fire 
response, particularly in western and central Victoria. The Guidelines for Operating Private Equipment at Fires provide 
information for private individuals so that they can broaden their knowledge of fire behaviour, hazards and suppression 
techniques. Guidance on the use of equipment, communications and protective clothing is also provided.17
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2.3	 emerGency	manaGement

Comprehensive emergency management involves safety strategies to reduce personal injury and loss of life, property 
and the environment, and to help people recover and continue with their lives. These activities involve the combined 
expertise and resources of emergency services organisations, government agencies, private organisations, municipal 
councils and the community.18

CommonWeAlTh ArrAngemenTS2.3.1 

The Commonwealth Government has a limited operational role in emergency management in Australia: 
constitutionally, primary responsibility for protecting life, property and the environment lies with the states and 
territories. The Commonwealth does, however, support the states and territories in developing their capacity for 
dealing with emergencies, including providing some funding and performing a coordination role.19 

The Commonwealth provides physical assistance only when asked to do so by the states or territories.  
Historically, the Australian Defence Force has played an important role in providing such assistance.20

viCToriAn ArrAngemenTS2.3.2 

The state’s emergency management arrangements are the basis for the response by Victoria’s fire agencies.  
The legislation provides for planning and preparation by state and municipal authorities in order to prevent,  
respond to and recover from emergencies. 

The arrangements discussed in the remainder of this section are those that applied on 7 February 2009. 

The emergency management Act

The Emergency Management Act 1986 was enacted after the Ash Wednesday bushfires in 1983. It is Victoria’s 
primary piece of emergency management legislation, providing the foundation for the state’s emergency management 
arrangements. These arrangements are based on an ‘all hazards, all agencies’ approach, ensuring that the central 
elements of prevention, response and recovery are effectively organised and coordinated by the relevant agencies.21

‘All hazards’ recognises that all emergencies cause similar problems and that many of the measures required to deal 
with them are generic to all such events. The approach also recognises that many risks require specific prevention, 
response and recovery measures: 

Prevention seeks to eliminate or reduce the incidence and severity of emergencies and to mitigate their effects.■■
22 

Response relates to combating emergencies and the provision of rescue and immediate relief.■■
23 

Recovery aims to help affected communities and people in the aftermath of an emergency. It focuses on returning ■■

these communities and people to an effective level of functioning.24

‘Emergency’ is defined broadly by the Emergency Management Act and extends to an emergency that endangers 
the safety of any person, the environment or property in Victoria. Emergencies include fires, road accidents, wind 
storms and disruption to essential services.25

Under the Act the Minister for Police and Emergency Services is the Coordinator in Chief of Emergency Management. 

The Coordinator in Chief is required to ensure that adequate emergency management steps are taken to coordinate 
the activities of government agencies. The Coordinator in Chief must appoint the Chief Commissioner of Police as the 
Deputy Coordinator in Chief.26

The Act also details the following:

the roles and responsibilities of DISPLAN, or, as it is more commonly known, the State Emergency Response Plan■■
27

the roles and responsibilities of recovery planning and management■■
28

the responsibilities of local councils, including provisions relating to municipal emergency management plans■■
29

the standards for prevention and management of emergencies■■
30
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provisions for and the effect of declaring a state of disaster■■
31

the declaration of emergency areas and powers in relation to this—areas of an emergency from which it is ■■

necessary to exclude people to ensure public safety, the security of the premises or the safety of people  
engaging in emergency-related tasks.32

The Emergency Management Manual Victoria

The Emergency Management Manual Victoria guides implementation of aspects of the Emergency Management Act. 
It is maintained by the Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner in collaboration with various agencies.33

The manual integrates the main policy and planning documents for emergency management in Victoria. It provides 
information and guidance on Victorian emergency management arrangements, outlines the roles of various 
organisations, and details the planning and management arrangements that bring all the different elements together.34

The State emergency response plan

The Emergency Management Act provides for the development and maintenance of the State Emergency Response 
Plan. As Coordinator in Chief of Emergency Management, the Minister for Police and Emergency Services must 
arrange for preparation and review of the plan.35 

The SERP describes the organisational arrangements for coordinating the response to any emergency affecting, or 
with the potential to affect, Victoria.36 Its response management arrangements operate on the basis of three principal 
management tasks: 

command—directing the members and resources of an agency in the performance of the agency’s role and tasks■■

control—the overall direction of response activities in an emergency■■

coordination—bringing together agencies and resources to ensure an effective response to an emergency.■■
37

The SERP identifies the agencies primarily responsible for managing specific types of emergencies and describes 
how the activities of agencies supporting that primary agency will be coordinated in an emergency.38

Facilities, roles, functions and plans

Figure 2.3 shows the various reporting relationships between the agencies involved in emergency management on  
7 February 2009.

Figure 2.3 emergency management – agency reporting relationships, 7 February 2009

Source: Exhibit 254 – Statement of Farrell, Annexure 4.39
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The STATe level2.3.3 

The State Emergency Response Coordination Centre

The State Emergency Response Coordination Centre is activated when an emergency affects more than one police 
region; it operates from the Victoria Police Centre. From within the SERCC, police and liaison officers of control and 
support agencies receive, collate, analyse and disseminate intelligence to other emergency response agencies, the 
general public and the media. On 7 February the SERCC focused on police operations.40

The State Emergency Response Coordinator

The State Emergency Response Coordinator is the Chief Commissioner of Police. This person is responsible for 
coordinating the activities of all agencies that have a role in responding to an emergency.41

The Emergency Services Commissioner

During a major emergency the Emergency Services Commissioner, as the expert emergency management advisor 
to the Victorian Government, facilitates the activities of the Victoria Emergency Management Council Coordination 
Group, as well as attends meetings of the Central Government Response Committee and the Security and 
Emergencies Committee of Cabinet.42 

The integrated Emergency Coordination Centre

In February 2008, as a result of a recommendation made in the report of the Inquiry into the 2002–03 Victorian 
Bushfires, the CFA and DSE began a trial of integrating their state coordination functions in the newly created integrated 
Emergency Coordination Centre. This trial was still in progress on 7 February 2009. On that day the role of the iECC was 
‘to support information sharing, enable intelligence gathering and joint situation analysis between agencies, to inform fire 
control and coordination, and agency command actions related to the management of the fire event’.43 

Chief officers

Each of DSE and the MFB has as its senior operational head a Chief Fire Officer. The CFA’s senior operational head 
is a Chief Officer. During a fire these officers are responsible for the command of all their firefighting resources, both 
permanent career staff and volunteers.44

The regionAl level2.3.4 

emergency services

Integrated fire agency coordination centres 

An integrated fire agency coordination centre is a centre where strategic preparedness for and management of 
incident responses, together with allocation of agency resources, are resolved and agreed in accordance with 
the partnership arrangements between the CFA and DSE. The objective of the IFACC is to support integrated 
coordination and responses between the CFA and DSE. The location of such a centre is determined by the Chief 
Officers of the CFA and DSE on the basis of the requirements of the fire area in question. IFACCs were established  
for some but not all fires on 7 February.45

Incident Controllers

An Incident Controller is the senior member of an incident management team and can be based in the field at an 
incident control point or at an incident control centre. They are responsible for all action taken to control an incident 
and are required to manage relationships with organisations and personnel outside the AIIMS structure  
(see ‘Incident management’, later in this chapter, for information about AIIMS) and with organisations, communities 
and individuals affected or likely to be affected by the incident.46 

Being responsible for overall management of the fire response, the Incident Controller has three main functions:

establishing effective liaison and cooperation with all relevant people■■

managing the incident effectively and efficiently including setting and achieving incident objectives■■

establishing systems and procedures designed to maximise the safety and wellbeing of all personnel working  ■■

at the incident.47
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Incident control centres 

Incident control centres are pre-planned static locations where the Incident Controller for a particular emergency 
situation and the appointed members of the incident management team provide overall direction of the response 
to the situation. An incident control centre can be established for any incident, regardless of size. There should be 
only one incident control centre per incident, no matter how many agencies are involved. Its location will usually be 
determined by the control agency.48

Regional emergency coordination centres

Each of the 20 CFA regions and five DSE regions in Victoria has a regional emergency coordination centre. RECCs 
monitor and support incident management teams and incident control centres in their management of incidents, 
obtain and coordinate resources for incidents in the region and support others in the state, liaise with other agencies as 
necessary, and provide information and updates to the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre. This can include 
issuing fire information releases. One crucial function of a RECC is to ensure that resources are available to respond 
to any new incidents in its region.49

The police: facilities, roles, functions and plans 

Divisional emergency coordination centres 

Divisional emergency coordination centres operate in the same way as the State Emergency Response Coordination 
Centre but at the police divisional level rather than the state level. Emergency response coordinators and liaison officers 
of the relevant agencies coordinate the provision of resources; receive, collate, analyse and disseminate intelligence; 
and conduct operations ancillary to those of an emergency operations centre. An emergency operations centre can be 
established to perform the command functions of a response agency or the control functions of a control agency—for 
example, a police operations centre.50

Divisional emergency response coordinators

In the event of an emergency a senior police officer is appointed the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator  
and is responsible for coordination of resources or services in a division and for providing situation reports to the 
State Emergency Response Coordinator.51 

local government

Municipal emergency management plans 

Under the Emergency Management Act, each council is required to prepare a municipal emergency management 
plan. MEMPs should take into account each type of potential emergency and develop generic principles and 
arrangements that can be activated on any occasion.52

An integral part of a council’s strategic planning framework, the MEMP is a record of emergency management 
arrangements. It records matters such as the following:

important geographic and demographic information about the municipality■■

the results of emergency risk analyses ■■

outlines of risk-reduction strategies■■

information about public awareness and education campaigns and other actions taken to increase  ■■

community resilience

arrangements for the management of response and recovery activities■■

contact details for council staff and other personnel needed during an emergency■■

information about access to resources that are owned or controlled by the council and are available  ■■

for prevention, response and recovery activities—including the contact details for suppliers.53
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Municipal emergency response coordinators

Municipal emergency response coordinators are local police officers. They coordinate support resources by attending 
the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre, ensuring that the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer is in a 
position to provide access to municipal resources. They report to the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator.54

Municipal emergency resource officers

Municipal Emergency Resource Officers provide access to municipal resources and, with the Municipal Emergency 
Response Coordinator, advise the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator on the potential outcome of  
the emergency.55

Municipal emergency coordination centres

A municipal emergency coordination centre is not the control centre for an emergency response; rather, it is the focus  
for organising any support that might be needed. It is from the MECC that personnel coordinate and organise emergency 
provision of council and community resources in the municipality or, by agreement, to a neighbouring district.56

The MECC also does the following:

monitors all operational activities for recording, debriefing and planning purposes■■

operates during larger response operations■■

operates for the relief and early recovery activities in which the council’s actions require coordination.■■
57

The main members of the MECC are typically the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, the Municipal Recovery 
Manager and liaison officers from agencies such as the CFA, DSE, Victoria State Emergency Service and the 
Australian Red Cross, depending on the nature of the emergency.58

Authority to activate the MECC rests with the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, who might consult  
the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator, municipal staff or control agency staff when making the decision  
to activate.59

Emergency relief centres

An emergency relief centre is a place established in a safe area, away from the emergency, to support people 
affected by or involved in the management of an emergency. Such centres can provide first aid, catering and 
counselling services, as well as information and temporary accommodation.60

2.4	 incident	manaGement

Most of the emergency management bodies and structures just described do not have a continuing role but are 
activated in response to an emergency. The approach taken to activating and operating these bodies in Victoria 
is guided by AIIMS, the Australasian Inter-Service Incident Management System.

AiimS2.4.1 

AIIMS was developed in Australia in the mid-1980s. It was modelled on the US National Inter-Agency Incident 
Management System, which in turn was modelled on military operational systems.61 

In the early 1990s AIIMS was introduced into Australian emergency services organisations in an effort to provide 
more effective command, control and coordination within and between agencies. The introduction occurred because 
it had been recognised that incidents such as complex, fast-moving fire events require more coordinated control 
arrangements beyond local volunteers at the brigade and group level.62 

AIIMS has mainly been used by fire and land management agencies and is currently used by the majority of 
emergency service organisations throughout Australia—among them the CFA, DSE, Victoria State Emergency 
Service and the MFB. Victoria Police uses a different incident management system, and in recent years integration
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of the two systems has been discussed. An integrated system was not, however, operating on 7 February.63  
The AIIMS system in operation at the time of the January–February fires is described in the following paragraphs.  
It has since been adjusted by Victoria’s fire agencies: these changes are discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II. 

The principles of AIIMS are as follows: 

management of incidents by objective—a process whereby the Incident Controller, in consultation with the ■■

incident management team, determines the desired outcomes of the incident 

one controller of the incident—the Incident Controller■■

delegation of functions according to the complexity of the incident■■

span of control—generally one person directly responsible for no more than five reporting points at any time■■

development of a plan outlining strategies and tactics for dealing with the incident.■■
64

AIIMS centres on the management functions associated with dealing with a fire or other incident. These functions  
are control, planning, operations and logistics. For simple incidents it is expected that one person can manage  
all functions concurrently. As the incident becomes more complex, however, additional personnel are engaged  
to perform the specialist functions and incidents are managed by an incident management team.65 

Individuals gain formal competencies in one or more functions and ultimately as Incident Controllers. The level of 
management needed for a fire is determined after an assessment of the fire’s complexity. Less complex fires are 
referred to as level 1; the most complex fires are level 3 fires, and they usually involve large numbers of personnel, 
other resources and agencies and high levels of risk.66 Figure 2.4 shows an incident control structure for a large or 
complex incident.

Figure 2.4 existing AiimS structure – an example

Source: Exhibit 475 – AIIMS Manual.67
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incident control

Once a fire breaks out and is reported, local brigades are notified and respond. This is referred to as the ‘first response’ 
and it occurs without orchestration from an incident management team. The officer-in-charge is the initial Incident 
Controller. If the first response to contain and extinguish the fire is unsuccessful, the local Incident Controller either 
asks for additional resources or passes control of the fire response to an Incident Controller who is better positioned 
to manage the fire because of the facilities available, the ability to gain access to and coordinate resources, or the 
presence of improved communications capacity. On a day of high bushfire risk a pre-positioned Incident Controller, 
with a pre-designated incident management team, might be designated to take over responsibility.68

The Incident Controller determines the control objectives—specific operational objectives—which become the 
foundation for the development of strategies and the subsequent incident action plan.69

Managing an incident involves a range of functions that are identified in AIIMS.

Incident action planning

The purpose of an incident action plan is to provide a basis for the management of an incident and communication  
of incident objectives. The plan should do several things:

describe the overall incident objectives and strategies■■

identify the main risk exposures—including the potential impact on the community and the environment■■

ensure continuity of control operations■■

provide for effective use of resources■■

identify total anticipated resources.■■
70

DSE and the CFA use a common template for developing an incident action plan. Among the details required are  
the following:

a description of the situation ■■

the incident objectives ■■

the strategies to be adopted ■■

detailed coordination information on structures, mapping, communications, timing and logistical arrangements.■■
71

A number of locations might be established to effectively manage an incident. The size and complexity of the incident 
will determine which facilities will be required, such as:

an incident control centre—from which efforts to deal with the incident are controlled■■

an operations point—where field operations can be commanded by the operations officer■■

a staging area—where personnel and equipment are mustered and available for deployment to the fireground.■■
72

Safety

The Incident Controller has ultimate responsibility ‘for maintaining the safety and welfare of operational crews’. The 
AIIMS manual provides that an Incident Controller may appoint a safety adviser to ‘oversee the occupational health 
and safety function at an incident’. Under a joint CFA–DSE standard operating procedure this discretion is elevated to 
a mandatory requirement for all level 3 incidents. According to the CFA–DSE SOP, a person who is appointed a safety 
advisor ‘shall have no other responsibilities within the IMT’. This requirement was introduced following the coronial 
inquest into the deaths of five firefighters at Linton in 1998. Agencies specify the level of competency and experience 
required of those who are appointed safety advisers. Their role is to assess risk and advise the Incident Controller on 
all aspects of potential and current safety and risk management at the incident.73
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Red flag warnings

Both the CFA and DSE have standard operating procedures governing red flag warnings. The CFA SOP states that 
a red flag warning ‘shall be issued when there is a significant change to any actual conditions or forecast conditions 
that may adversely affect the safety of personnel and this information has or cannot be forwarded by normal means’. 

The equivalent DSE procedure states that the triggers for a red flag warning may be ‘previously un-notified changes’ 
in relation to matters such as ‘weather conditions’, ‘fire behaviour’ and ‘hazards on the fire control line’.74 

The CFA SOP provides that members who receive a red flag warning must immediately acknowledge receipt, notify 
all CFA and support agency members they are supervising or who are reporting to them of the warning, and obtain 
acknowledgment of receipt of the warning.75

Record keeping

Ensuring that accurate recording and reporting systems are in operation is a responsibility of the Incident Controller 
and incident management team staff. This allows for effective incident management, briefings, information transfer 
and handovers to incoming staff. Record keeping is also important for the subsequent analysis of major incidents,  
to facilitate debriefings and for the identification of opportunities for improvement.76 

planning

The Planning Section is responsible for collecting, analysing and disseminating incident information, predicting 
incident behaviour, recording the location and tasking of resources, and preparing alternative strategies for dealing 
with the incident.77

The complexity of an incident might dictate that the Planning Section be made up of units and specialist resources 
dedicated to particular tasks or functions, such as the following:

the Situation Unit, which monitors and predicts the incident’s behaviour, prepares alternative strategies,  ■■

and identifies the risks and likely outcomes

the Resources Unit, which gathers, maintains and presents information on incident resources and contributes  ■■

to plans for demobilisation

the Communications Planning Unit, which prepares communications plans■■

the Management Support Unit, which provides administrative services and operates communications  ■■

equipment in the incident control centre

the Information Unit, which prepares and disseminates information within agencies and government, to communities, ■■

to other organisations involved in the incident, and within the incident management team structure.78

operations

The Operations Section controls operations and directs resources, including equipment and people.79

Sectors or divisions may be established according to the geographic or functional requirements of an incident.  

A division is a defined geographic area or a specific functional responsibility, whereas a sector is part of a division.80

Although single resources (usually tankers) are often allocated to an incident, in large incidents groups of resources 
organised into strike teams or task forces are often deployed.81

logistics

The Logistics Section acquires, provides and maintains the human and physical resources, facilities, services and 
materials required to deal with an incident.82 
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Specific incident control actions 

Evacuation

Evacuation is the planned relocation of people from a dangerous or potentially dangerous area to a safer area and 
their eventual return. It is a safety strategy that uses distance to separate the people from the danger created by 
the emergency.83

Unless police have declared an emergency area under the Emergency Management Act, the decision to evacuate is 
an individual one. On 7 February the role of fire agencies was to make an informed decision about whether or not to 
recommend evacuation.84 Chapter 1 in Volume II discusses evacuation during bushfire.

Roadblocks

Control of traffic during a fire or other type of emergency is the responsibility of Victoria Police. The Incident Controller, 
however, might also determine that roadblocks are needed and ask Victoria Police to manage traffic where required.85 
Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses roadblocks.

Warnings

Responsibility for overseeing the provision of warnings to the community rests with Victoria Police. The Incident 
Controller is responsible for ensuring that warnings are generated. On 7 February this largely included formal 
warnings from the CFA and DSE that generally were released through the iECC and interviews with local media 
conducted by the Incident Controller.86
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The Delburn fires—which consisted of three separate fires that started on 28 and 29 January 2009 and ultimately 
joined up—occurred about 150 kilometres south-east of Melbourne, in an area that forms part of the Strzelecki 
Ranges and has extensive blue-gum and pine plantations. Among the towns in the vicinity are Mirboo North, 
Boolarra, Yinnar and Churchill. There are important infrastructure assets in the area, including the Morwell open-cut 
mine and power station and the main high-tension power line servicing Melbourne.

The fires burned mainly between 28 January and 3 February, being at their most destructive on 30 January in and 
around Boolarra. On 7 February there was an increase in fire activity, but this was managed and there were no  
major outbreaks. 

Forty-four houses were destroyed, most of them on the western and southern outskirts of Boolarra. Figure 3.1 shows 
the extent of the fires.

overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperatures recorded were 44.5°C on 29 January and 45.1°C  
on 30 January at Latrobe Valley automatic weather station.1 

Fire danger index The maximum Forest Fire Danger Index was 52 on 30 January.2

Cause Suspicious.3

Fatalities No fatalities.4

Casualties None reported.

Houses destroyed Forty-four houses.5

Overall area burnt 6,534 hectares.6

Firefighting resources On 30 January, 597 CFA and 699 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 112 CFA appliances, 103 NEO appliances and 14 aircraft.7

3 THe Delburn FireS
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Figure 3.1 The Delburn fires

Source: Exhibit 994 – Delburn Fire – Fire Spread Map.8
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17:13
Level 2 ICC 
established 
at Hancock 
Victorian 
Plantations 
office in 
Churchill 

Hancock 
Victorian 
Plantations 
ICC closed 
temporarily 

Joint level 3 
ICC established 
at Traralgon 

Creamery Road 
fire reported 

Both fires 
threatening to 
cross Strzelecki 
Highway 

Creamery Road 
and Ashfords 
Road fires join

 

 

13:30
Ashfords Road 
fire intensifies 
and crosses 
containment 
lines 

Ashfords Road 
fire reported 

18:00
First awareness 
message 
issued, warning 
of smoke in 
Delburn area 

15:30
Lyrebird Walk 
– Darlimurla fire 
reported

19:48
Fire area 760 
hectares 

15:45
First urgent 
threat message 
issued 

Delburn

The following time line summarises events associated with the Delburn fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

28 January – 3 February

16:00 13:00 19:5723:3028 January 29 January
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Fire area 2,150 
hectares 

Thirty to 40 
spot fires near 
Boolarra 

Spot fires near Yinnar

Creamery Road – Ashfords 
Road fire breaks away on 
eastern flank 

12:06
Fire area 6,370 
hectares 

13:00
Fires breach 
control lines on 
eastern flank 

Spotting 
towards 
outskirts of 
Boolarra and 
Yinnar 

21:00
Fires join 

15:00
Fire 
contained 

21:42
Fire within half a 
kilometre of Boolarra 

Large spot fire to the 
south of Boolarra 

Fire area 5,750 
hectares 

04:43 14:13 17:00 21:4230 January 31 January 3 February
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3.1 Sequence oF evenTS

28 TO 30 January3.1.1 

Origin and cause

‘The Delburn fires’ refers to three separate fires that ultimately joined up. They began in the area surrounding Delburn 
on 28 and 29 January and came together on 29 and 30 January, developing into a major fire.9

A number of other fires also began in the Delburn area between 29 January and 2 February, although these did not 
pose a serious threat. Among the fires extinguished by local Country Fire Authority and Hancock Victorian Plantations 
forest industry brigades soon after ignition and those that burned themselves out were the following:

a fire at the Delburn–Yinnar refuse transfer station, which ignited at about 13:18 on 29 January but was ■■

extinguished almost immediately 

a fire at Ten Mile Creek Road in an HVP plantation about 1 kilometre south-west of Delburn, which ignited at about ■■

07:00 on 30 January and was contained by HVP crews almost immediately

a fire discovered at 08:30 on 2 February at Brewsters Road, Yinnar, which had already burned itself out without ■■

intervention.10

The following were the three main fires that ultimately joined and became known as the Delburn fires:

the Ashfords Road fire, which was discovered 2.5 kilometres north-north-west of Boolarra at about 16:00 on  ■■

28 January 

the Creamery Road fire, which was discovered 2.5 kilometres east of Delburn at about 13:00 on 29 January ■■

the Lyrebird Walk – Darlimurla fire, which was discovered 4 kilometres north of Mirboo North, near Darlimurla,  ■■

at about 15:30 on 29 January.11

Victoria Police and fire agency investigators determined the cause of the Creamery Road and Lyrbird Walk – 
Darlimurla fires to be suspicious. In order that criminal investigations and proceedings not be prejudiced, limited 
evidence relating to the cause of these two fires was presented to the Commission. The probable cause of the 
Ashfords Road fire was insufficient blacking out of a fire that had started earlier in the day.12 

Fire run, response and management

As noted, the Ashfords Road fire was detected at about 16:00. The initial response came from local CFA and HVP 
brigades. CFA Group Officer Lou Sigmund was the operations officer and officer in charge of the initial response. 
Crews had already responded to a fire in the same location that morning; it had been extinguished, and it was left 
to HVP crews to black out the area. Mr Sigmund described the scene when he arrived in the afternoon as a ‘wall of 
flame’. Crews called for extra resources and worked throughout the night to manage the fire.13 

The initial incident control centre for the fires was established by 17:13 at the HVP office in Churchill because HVP 
assets had become involved in the fire. Mr Kevin Pettit, a CFA operations officer, assumed the role of Incident 
Controller on the afternoon of 28 January. He was qualified to be a level 3 Incident Controller if he had a mentor.  
At this stage, however, the incident was only a level 2 incident. The first awareness message was issued at about  
18:00, warning road users of smoke in the Delburn area.14 

At 23:30 the incident control centre was closed temporarily, pending a review the following morning of the Ashfords 
Road fire. When re-assessed on the morning of 29 January, the fire was found to be very small and manageable from 
the operations point located in Boolarra, near the fire ground, without an ICC. The Incident Controller then operated 
from a communications vehicle.15

At about 13:00 on 29 January the Creamery Road fire was detected. Because of the location of this second fire, 
there was considerable potential for it to burn in native forest and eucalyptus plantation areas. Mr Pettit released 
resources from the Ashfords Road fire to assist at Creamery Road.16
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Shortly afterwards, at about 13:30, the Ashfords Road fire intensified and crossed containment lines at its north-east 
corner, spotting into grassland.17

As a result of the increased fire activity and a concern that the Ashfords Road and Creamery Road fires could join, 
it was decided by CFA and Department of Sustainability and Environment management to establish a joint CFA and 
DSE level 3 incident control centre at the DSE offices in Traralgon, about 33 kilometres to the north-east. Although  
Mr Pettit was endorsed to be a level 3 Incident Controller only with a mentor and no mentor was present, he 
continued as Incident Controller.18

At about 15:30 the Lyrebird Walk – Darlimurla fire was detected. It had significant potential to threaten nearby 
houses.19 At 15:45 on 29 January the first urgent threat message was issued, warning that Darlimurla and 
surrounding areas might be affected by fire and advising residents of roadblocks that had been set up.20

Communications in the Boolarra area were problematic because of black spots. Crews were, however, assisted 
by the mobile communications vehicle; in addition, firefighters resorted to using their mobile phones, although with 
limited success.21

While the fires were being fought during the afternoon of 29 January, the mobile communications vehicle ran out of 
fuel twice, even though ground crews had sent requests for fuel to the ICC ‘on three separate occasions’. The vehicle 
had to be towed out of danger by a tanker.22

On the afternoon of 29 January a divisional emergency coordination centre and divisional operations centre were 
established at Morwell police station and staffed with police and support staff. The Latrobe Municipal Emergency 
Coordination Centre was also activated on 29 January. By 17:00 all three fires were burning towards the south-east. 
The weather was very hot and the wind was mild. The fires were burning freely and intensely, and the total area 
of all three fires was about 200 hectares. An incident report entered at 17:17 noted that crews had constructed 
containment lines for about 30 per cent of the Creamery Road fire and were continuing to focus on extending 
containment lines and blacking out.23

At 19:48 the area estimated to have been burnt by all three fires was about 760 hectares. By 19:57 the Creamery 
Road and Ashfords Road fires had joined up and the wind had changed to a south-south-easterly. The joined fires 
had broken containment lines at Ten Mile Creek Road and both the joined fires and the Lyrebird Walk – Darlimurla fire 
were threatening to cross the Strzelecki Highway.24

At last light, when aircraft could not continue to fly, the incident management team knew it would not be possible to 
put the fires out that day. As a result, the team started to implement longer term strategies.25

The wind changed to the south at 21:00. The fires continued to spread to the east and north during the night, and 
by 04:43 on 30 January they had burnt 2,150 hectares. The Incident Controller decided it was necessary to increase 
media and community engagement in order to alert residents in the path of the fire to the danger. Preparations were 
made for community meetings to be held on the morning of 30 January.26

Mr Michael Owen, a CFA operations officer and endorsed level 3 Incident Controller, became the day-shift Incident 
Controller for the Delburn fires on 30 January. He arrived at the Traralgon ICC at about 06:45, in anticipation of a 
07:00 start. Mr Pettit briefed Mr Owen and gave him an incident action plan for the day shift. The plan noted that  
the weather forecast was for a maximum temperature of 42 degrees, with low humidity and moderate winds.27

About 1,000 people attended the community meetings held by the CFA in Boolarra, Mirboo North, Yinnar and 
Churchill on the morning of 30 January.28 

The Commission received a DVD recording of the Boolarra meeting and heard evidence about the meeting from  
Mr Sigmund, who attended in his capacity as a community member. Residents were told that, given the conditions, 
early departures were critical and it was likely that they would not see fire appliances and might not even receive 
a warning of fire entering the township. The DVD shows that both the CFA and DSE warned people about the fire 
threat they were facing and provided information designed to enable them to make an informed decision about 
whether to stay or go.29 
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After being invited to do so by the CFA and DSE, Mr Sigmund addressed the meeting: ‘I said that the town was in 
imminent danger of being overrun by the fire if the wind changed to the southwest and that the town would burn if 
this were to occur’. He also told the meeting the local CFA brigade would sound the siren at the Boolarra fire station 
when ember attack began, in order to let people know when they should evacuate.30

As a result of a further wind change the fires breached the control lines on the eastern flank at about 13:00 on  
30 January, spreading quickly to the east towards the outskirts of Boolarra and Yinnar. Spot fires were reported 
nearby. The wind change led to more erratic and severe fire behaviour. Also at about this time, as the fires closed  
in on Yinnar and Boolarra, urgent threat messages were issued, warning residents that spot fires were burning  
close by and that residents might be directly affected by fire.31

Mr Sigmund gave the order for the siren to be sounded in Boolarra at about 13:30. He told the Commission that after 
the sounding of the siren a large number of people evacuated the township. He was later told by a CFA operations 
officer that ‘use of the siren … was inappropriate’.32 The Commission disagrees. The role of local warning measures 
is discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

Between 13:46 and 14:13 the fires spread rapidly. Thirty to 40 spot fires were reported by aircraft near Boolarra, and 
during the afternoon the Incident Controller asked for more resources. Additional strike teams were provided and 
directed towards Boolarra and Yinnar.33 

At 15:00, following a further deterioration in conditions, the crew of Traralgon East Tanker 1 became trapped by a 
fallen tree and power lines as they tried to leave a property on the Boolarra – Mirboo North road, close to Boolarra 
township. Members of the crew were forced to shelter in the tanker as the fire burned over them. No-one received 
injuries or burns, and the tanker sustained only minor heat damage.34

By 17:00 fires had broken away on the eastern flank and were again running freely. Fires were reported to the north, 
south and east of Boolarra. Spot fires were burning in the area of Yinnar. Boolarra was subjected to heavy ember 
attack, and four strike teams (20 tankers) worked to protect assets in the town.35

By 17:31 the incident control centre had received reports of houses being destroyed in the areas of McIntosh Road, 
Boolarra; Creamery Road near Yinnar; and Samson Road in Mirboo North.36

It was between 20:00 and 21:00 on 30 January that the fires merged. By 21:42 the eastern flank of the fire was 
within half a kilometre of Boolarra, and a large spot fire was burning to the south of the township. By this time the  
fire covered 5,750 hectares.37

Firefighting continued throughout the remainder of 30 January. After nightfall, fire activity began to subside, and 
during the evening and overnight firefighting efforts were directed towards asset protection, blacking out and 
establishing new control lines to limit the fire’s run.38

The CFA and DSE released a large number of warnings during the Delburn fires. In the afternoon of 29 January 
and throughout 30 January urgent threat messages were issued for the communities of Darlimurla, Mirboo North, 
Boolarra and Yinnar, telling people of the progress of the fires in their areas. These messages provided details of fires’ 
distance from townships.39

31 January TO 3 February3.1.2 

At 00:50 on 31 January firefighters assessed the vegetation under the high-voltage power lines to the north of the 
fires, and SP AusNet was informed it should clear vegetation under the lines that day.40

The fire continued to burn slowly, largely within control lines, during the ensuing days. Crews were mopping up, 
monitoring and maintaining containment lines around the fire’s edge. There were a number of flare-ups and spot fires, 
but all were controlled by ground and air crews.41
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Image 3.1

Source: Courtesy of Herald & Weekly Times.

For much of 30 and 31 January there was no safety adviser in the incident management team structure. Despite 
numerous requests made through the Resources Unit, no safety adviser was provided. Eventually the Deputy Incident 
Controller was nominated safety adviser, although this was contrary to CFA procedures, which require that the safety 
adviser not be simultaneously performing any other IMT function. Despite the lack of a safety adviser, Mr Owen,  
the Incident Controller, told the Commission that he monitored trends in firefighter injuries and incidents to ensure  
that safety messages were conveyed to crews.42

By 12:06 on 31 January the total fire area was 6,370 hectares. From the evening of 1 February onwards, as the fire 
became controlled, resources and operations were progressively withdrawn. The Divisional Emergency Coordination 
Centre at Morwell police station was closed on 2 February.43

On 3 February Mr Peter Lockwood assumed the role of day-shift Incident Controller. The fires were declared 
contained at 15:00 that day. Between 3 and 7 February planning was done with the predicted extreme weather 
conditions in mind, and work on establishing and maintaining control lines continued. Low winds between 2 and 
6 February helped the firefighters.44

The Latrobe Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre operated until 3 February and was then reactivated on  
7 February in response to the Churchill fire. Relief centres were established at Boolarra and Churchill. When the 
MECC was operational for the Delburn fires there was a video link between the MECC and the ICC. Ms Sheryl 
English, Latrobe Valley Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, considered this a valuable facility. Senior Sergeant 
Brendan Scully described communications between the MECC and the ICC as ‘very effective’.45 
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Table 3.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Delburn fires.

Table 3.1 The Delburn fires – IMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 ICC Traralgon ICC was used when the incident reached level 3 status  
on 29 January 200946

Pre-formed IMT at ICC Already in place on 7 February 200947

Pre-identified level 3 IC Already in place on 7 February 200948

Pre-identified IMT members Already in place on 7 February 200949

Time fire started 16:00 on 28 January 200950

Time full IMT in place Already in place on 7 February 200951

7 February3.1.3 

Although crews’ activities had been scaled down, the incident control centre remained active 24 hours a day in the 
lead-up to 7 February in order to maintain a state of preparedness for the predicted conditions. Efforts focused on 
patrolling and the detection of hot spots. Contingency plans were put in place for a major flare-up of the fire on  
7 February, including the identification of a full IMT for that day.52

The CFA and DSE resources allocated to the Delburn fires for 7 February amounted to two task forces and a number 
of slip-on units. Three strike teams were on call. Hancock Victorian Plantations also provided 16 personnel, as well as 
14 firefighters in two tankers and four slip-on units.53

The morning of 7 February was reasonably quiet. As the day warmed and the wind picked up, however, there was an 
increase in fire activity. The fire did not break the containment lines despite the extreme weather experienced on the 
day. Fire activity was managed by the crews and resources on the ground, and later in the day a number of crews 
were released to attend outbreaks at Churchill, Kilmore East and Murrindindi.54 

On 7 February the Traralgon ICC also became responsible for the Churchill fire. The following day the Delburn 
element of the Traralgon IMT was demobilised; only the section responsible for Churchill remained operational.55 

The final fire area for the Delburn fires was about 6,534 hectares, with a perimeter of more than 70 kilometres.56 

In contrast with the fires that ravaged Victoria on 7 February, the Delburn fires were fought with a great deal of aerial 
support. Mr Owen told the Commission he ‘pretty well had his own air force’. On both 30 and 31 January a large 
number of the state’s firefighting aircraft were working on the Delburn fires—an opportunity that was not available 
to firefighters on 7 February because of the many concurrent fires and the severe weather, which restricted flying 
operations. In addition to plentiful aerial support, there was an abundance of water from the nearby power stations 
and a good air base at Traralgon. Mr Owen agreed that the plentiful supply of air resources greatly assisted in 
combating the fire.57

Although no-one died or was seriously injured as a result of the Delburn fires, there was much damage, particularly  
in Boolarra. Forty-four houses were destroyed, most of them on the western and southern outskirts of the township. 
In addition, about 60 per cent of the area burnt consisted of commercial tree plantations, resulting in significant loss 
for Hancock Victorian Plantations.58 
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3.2 concluSionS

The apparent re-ignition of the Ashfords Road fire highlights the importance of blacking out thoroughly after a fire.  
The value of this often tedious and time-consuming activity cannot be underestimated during periods of high fire danger.

Problems with communications between crews on the fire ground and in the various incident control centres 
hampered coordination of the firefighting effort. Communications are discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

The lack of response to requests for fuel for the mobile communications van suggests that insufficient attention was 
given to logistical support for those on the fire ground. Supporting people on the fire ground must remain a focus of 
incident management teams.

The community meetings held on 30 January helped residents of the affected towns understand the threat the fires 
posed and make good decisions in the face of danger. They also demonstrate the need for plain speaking and clarity 
of meaning, to ensure that messages are clearly and concisely conveyed to the public. The Commission supports the 
use of agreed and well-understood local warning measures, such as sirens, to alert communities to imminent danger. 

The Commission was impressed by the training of the Traralgon East Tanker 1 crew, who successfully sheltered 
during a burnover. Their survival is indicative of effective crew training in personal protection procedures and 
good tanker design. Both of these elements highlight the progress made since the Linton tragedy in 1998. The 
Commission notes, however, that there were problems with incident communications and that the crew had a poor 
understanding of rapidly changing fire behaviour, both of which contributed to the crew being exposed.59

Mr Owen explained that his overall objective as Incident Controller on 30 January was to create strong control lines 
around the fire, to ensure that it would not break out when the forecast bad fire weather arrived the following week. 
Similarly, in anticipation of the forecast weather for 7 February, Mr Lockwood had as his objective ‘to secure [the fire’s] 
perimeter … and black out as much of the fire as possible’.60 These objectives were largely achieved.

Although the Commission notes the Incident Controller’s attention to safety, it considers this to be part of his overall 
responsibility for the safety of the firefighters who were under his control. Such attention cannot be a substitute for 
the appointment of a dedicated safety adviser whose sole duty is monitoring and advising on safety-related matters. 
The Commission notes that Mr Owen’s requests for a safety adviser were not met. Firefighter safety is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

All firefighters, including the incident management team, involved in suppression of the Delburn fires between  
28 January and 3 February are to be commended on the outcome they achieved on 7 February: the fires were  
kept within control lines despite the extreme weather.

The Commission notes the effective relief arrangements that were instituted and the effective communications, including 
a video link, between the municipal emergency coordination centre and the incident control centre. This is in contrast to 
some other fires.
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Bunyip State Park is in West Gippsland, in the Shires of Cardinia and Baw Baw and about 95 kilometres south-east 
of Melbourne. Among the nearby towns are Labertouche, Jindivick, Jindivick West, Jindivick North, Drouin West, 
Longwarry North and Robin Hood.

Seventeen fires were reported in Bunyip State Park in early February 2009. The Commission focused on the fire 
known as the ‘Bunyip Ridge Track fire’, which was reported at about 17:21 on 4 February. The fire burned in two 
distinct phases. Between 4 February and the morning of 7 February it progressed relatively slowly through the park 
and was treated as a ‘campaign’ fire, being managed with a view to containment because access to the park was 
limited. In the second phase, beginning on 7 February, the fire escaped from the park and burned like many other 
fires on the day, moving rapidly over large tracts of land and destroying houses, property and other assets. The fire 
was eventually contained on 4 March, having burnt approximately 26,200 hectares. Thirty-one houses had been 
destroyed. Figure 4.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded on 7 February was 44.6°C at Coldstream 
automatic weather station at 17:34.1 

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded on 7 February was 8 per cent at 
Coldstream AWS at 17:34.2

Wind The winds recorded before the wind change on 7 February were from the  
north-north-east, with a maximum speed of 46 kilometres an hour at Coldstream 
AWS at 13:00.3

The wind change was recorded at Coldstream AWS at 17:48, at 52 kilometres  
an hour.4

The winds recorded after the change were from the west-south-west, with a 
maximum speed of 57 kilometres an hour at Coldstream AWS at 17:51.5

Fire danger index The maximum Forest Fire Danger Index on 7 February was 110 at Coldstream  
AWS at 13:00.6

Cause Suspected lightning.7

Fatalities No fatalities.8

Casualties Two casualties.9

Houses destroyed Thirty-one houses.10

Overall area burnt 26,200 hectares.11

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 313 CFA, 23 MFB and 542 NEO personnel attended the fire.  
They were supported by 72 CFA appliances, 42 NEO appliances, 6 MFB appliances 
and 10 aircraft.12

4 THe BUNYiP Fire
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Figure 4.1 The Bunyip fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Bunyip Fire – Fire Spread Map.13 
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All fires 
contained 

13:45
Bunyip Ridge 
Track fire jumps 
control lines 

Fire 
breaches 
control lines 

08:10
Seven water 
bombers 
working on fire 

14:30
Air crew and 
bulldozer 
deployed 

07:58
ICC transferred 
from Belgrave to 
Pakenham 

05:00
Media release 
warns fire is 
likely to breach 
control lines on 
7 February 

04:30
Media release 
warns fire 
has breached 
control lines 

11:20
IT system at 
Pakenham ICC 
fails 

12:00
Water bombers 
grounded 
because of wind 

12:45
First urgent 
threat 
message 
issued 

Decision to 
evacuate 
Hillview 

Seventeen fires 
reported in 
Bunyip State 
Park; three not 
found

03:30 12:45

Bunyip

The following time line summarises events associated with the Bunyip fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

2 February – 15 May

06:00 14:302–4 February 5 February 6 February 7 February
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Decision to 
evacuate 
Neerim 

Fire affects 
private 
property 

Ambulances 
arrive at 
Hillview to 
evacuate 
patients 

Red flag 
warning issued

Control of fire 
handed back 
to DSE 

17:30
Fire contained 

14:35 
Fire declared 
safe 

13:25
V/Line train line 
and eastbound 
Princes Freeway 
closed 

South-westerly 
wind change 
has reached 
fireground 

ICC relocated 
from Pakenham 
to Noojee

13:30
Ambulances 
arrive at Neerim 
hospital to 
evacuate 
patients 

13:44
Control of fire 
handed to CFA 

13:00 14:00 17:4516:30 8 February 10 February 4 March 15 May
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4.1 SeqUeNce OF eveNTS

2 TO 6 FeBruary4.1.1 

Origin and cause

On 2 February there was lightning throughout the Dandenong Ranges and in Bunyip State Park. The Egg Rock fire 
tower reported 12 fires in the park. Three of these subsequently could not be found; the remaining nine were quickly 
located and successfully contained by firefighters and water-bombing aircraft.14

An incident management team made up of Department of Sustainability and Environment and Parks Victoria 
personnel controlled the Bunyip fire from the time of its ignition on 2 February until formal handover to the Country 
Fire Authority at 13:45 on 7 February. Mr David Nugent from Parks Victoria was the day-shift Incident Controller 
between 5 and 7 February, when DSE was the control agency. Mr Christopher Hardman was the night-shift Incident 
Controller on 4, 5 and 6 February.15 

By 09:30 on 3 February DSE and Parks Victoria had contained the multiple small fires in the park. Two further fires 
were, however, reported on the DSE website that day, at 14:48 and 16:10.16

On the morning of 4 February the DSE website stated that all the fires in Bunyip State Park were contained or under 
control. Three further fires ignited during the day, one of them being the Bunyip Ridge Track fire, which was reported 
to DSE at about 17:21. This fire’s point of origin was 5 kilometres north-north-east of Tonimbuk.17

The cause of the three fires reported on 4 February has not been firmly established. It is possible they were the result 
of lightning strikes on 2 February, but fire investigators have been unable to definitively reach this conclusion.18 

Mr Nugent was originally concerned that a ‘burning-out’ operation on the Bunyip Ridge Track fire, conducted by 
DSE and Parks Victoria on 5 February, might have caused a spotover outside containment lines, but after further 
investigation and analysis he concluded this was extremely unlikely.19

Fire run, response and management

A DSE and Parks Victoria crew attended the Bunyip Ridge Track fire within 40 minutes of it being reported. The fire 
was burning vigorously on both sides of the Bunyip Ridge Track, in a swamp dominated by paperbarks and tea tree; 
flame heights were about 4 to 5 metres.20

Crews were supported by two water-bombing helicopters. This limited the fire’s spread on its eastern flank but did 
not stop the fire ‘making a rapid crowning run through the paperbark vegetation in that swampy area’. Earth-moving 
equipment and bulldozers were deployed at about 20:30 and 21:00 to establish a mineral-earth control line around 
the fire perimeter.21 

Senior Sergeant Trevor Teer was the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for Cardinia Shire. He learned  
of the Bunyip fires on 4 February. Although an incident control centre had been established at Belgrave on 2 February  
to manage the fires in Bunyip State Park, local police had not previously been told of the centre’s existence.  
Once Senior Sergeant Teer became aware of the ICC, he sent a senior constable there to act as liaison officer.22

Crews worked through the night of 4 February to establish a control line. By 06:00 on 5 February all fires burning in 
the park had been contained.23 

The DSE Incident Management Team worked initially from the Belgrave ICC but relocated to the Pakenham ICC on 
the morning of 5 February because the latter was ‘better located and better equipped to manage the active fire and 
plan for a potential run of the fire into communities south of Bunyip State Park’. Even though the IT system at the 
Pakenham ICC ‘crashed’ for several hours on 7 February, this does not appear to have hampered the IMT’s efforts  
in managing the fire.24 

The CFA also began making preparations during the morning of 5 February. Mr Trevor Owen, CFA Operations 
Manager for Region 8, started organising community information meetings and informed himself about the fire while 
liaising with the DSE IMT. He did this because he thought the fire might escape from the park and burn through 
privately owned land.25
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Mr Owen appointed Mr Ivan Smith, an experienced CFA level 3 Incident Controller, to the role of team leader for the 
operational contingency planning team. Mr Smith was also told to prepare to take on the role of Incident Controller if 
the fire moved onto private property.26 

During this time members of the DSE Incident Management Team concentrated on suppression efforts in the park 
while being kept abreast of the CFA’s preparatory work and plans for action should the fire escape onto private land. 
The Commission was informed that this parallel approach to incident management—which allowed the CFA to focus 
on planning for protection of communities in the path of the fire while DSE focused on the current operations—was 
favoured because it clearly identified responsibilities and kept the CFA Incident Management Team relatively fresh 
ahead of the firefight on 7 February.27

Because of the fire activity on 5 February, and after having met with Mr Nugent and become worried that the fire would 
reach private property in the next two days, Mr Owen organised meetings to inform those communities most likely 
to be affected by the predicted events. Among the towns thought to be in the potential path of the fire on 7 February 
were Tonimbuk, Jindivick, Drouin West, Labertouche, Nar Nar Goon and Maryknoll. Meetings were held in Labertouche, 
Jindivick, Tonimbuk and Drouin West.28 

The meetings were well publicised and well attended. They generally appear to have helped residents understand the 
threat they faced and given them information on which to base decisions about their safety and the safety of others.29

On the morning of 5 February DSE and Parks Victoria started a burning-out operation between the north-western 
edge of the fire and the control line. While the operation was under way, at about 13:45, an area of fire reignited and, 
under the influence of south-south-westerly winds, jumped the control line. This spotover occurred about 160 metres 
from the location of the burning-out operation but, after investigation, was deemed not to have been caused by 
that operation. Once outside the control line, the fire crowned quickly, moving to the north through dense paperbark 
vegetation and into eucalypt forest. It began running uphill to the north-east, towards the Bunyip Ridge Track.30 

Crews working on the Bunyip Ridge Track fire were redeployed to suppress the spot fire that had jumped the control 
line, and the assistance of water-bombing aircraft was sought. Air crews and a bulldozer were working on the fire 
by 14:30. By 16:00 the spot fire covered about 7 or 8 hectares, and by 16:30 it was clear that aircraft were having 
trouble holding its northern edge.31 

By the evening of 5 February the total fire area had grown to about 140 hectares. It was burning towards a gully near 
the Bunyip Ridge Track and had an uncontained eastern flank of about 1.5 kilometres. The western flank had grown to 
a similar length and was also uncontained. The average rate of the fire’s spread during that afternoon was 0.5 kilometres 
an hour. A media release was approved at 05:00 on 6 February; it warned residents that the fire was likely to breach the 
control lines on 7 February.32 

Throughout 6 February the fire continued its run through Bunyip State Park. Firefighters faced major challenges in 
consolidating, constructing and trying to keep the fire within control lines. Spotting occurred over the lines, forcing 
crews to re-establish further control lines. Plans to lay retardant on the eastern side of the fire to reinforce the control 
lines in anticipation of the severe weather forecast for 7 February were delayed until the afternoon because retardant 
supplies had not been ordered.33

The delay in laying retardant was unfortunate: had the air crew been able to begin early in the morning of 6 February, 
suppression efforts on that day would have been more successful.34 There is, however, insufficient evidence to 
attribute the escape of the fire on 7 February to this shortcoming.

Despite the 05:00 warning that the fire would probably breach the control lines, at 17:30 on 6 February the DSE 
website stated that it was expected the fire would be contained that evening. Confusingly, though, the website still 
referred to the potential threat to communities the following day.35

By 18:00, 250 metres of control line still needed to be constructed and other parts of the line needed much work. 
During the evening firefighters, supported by bulldozers, continued to widen the control lines and engage in blacking-
out operations. Fire suppression efforts were hampered by the steep and rocky terrain, the weather, erratic fire 
behaviour, high fuel loads, and dry and flammable vegetation.36
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On 5 and 6 February the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre’s Fire Behaviour Team prepared and issued  
‘Fire spread prediction reports for Bunyip Ridge Track fire’ with an accompanying map. These documents assessed 
the potential for fire spread the following day. On 6 February Mr Michael Sutton from the iECC’s Fire Behaviour Team 
was sent to the Pakenham ICC to provide to personnel fire prediction maps that identified towns that might be 
affected and when and noted the potential for spotting ahead of the main fire.37

Further support from the iECC was provided by Ms Caroline Douglass, the DSE State Duty Officer, who contacted  
Mr Nugent during the morning of 6 February to confirm that adequate plans had been made for protecting assets 
and the community and to discuss whether further resources were needed. Mr Nugent said he would like two 
additional strike teams.38

Inspector Charles Allen was the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator. On 6 February Senior Sergeant Teer 
provided to him information from the Pakenham ICC that suggested the fire was unlikely to be extinguished quickly. 
This confirmed Inspector Allen’s view that the fire would probably breach the control lines during the weekend.39

On 6 February Mr Paul Dickson, the Cardinia Shire Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, attended the Pakenham 
ICC for a briefing on the fire situation predicted for 7 February. The meeting had been convened by Senior Sergeant 
Teer and was attended by representatives of the CFA, Victoria State Emergency Service, VicRoads, SP AusNet, 
Parks Victoria and Victoria Police. Following the briefing Mr Dickson took action to ensure that municipal resources 
would be ready for 7 February; this included advising council emergency response personnel to be on standby, 
ensuring that Red Cross personnel would be ready to attend emergency relief centres, and liaising with his 
counterpart in neighbouring Baw Baw Shire.40

Additionally, police and members of Baw Baw Shire’s council emergency management teams were briefed about 
predicted conditions on 7 February and the fire situation in Bunyip State Park.41

Another DSE website update, at 21:00, reiterated the 17:30 message that it was expected the fire would be 
contained that evening, and at 23:30 the public was advised that crews were making good progress on the fire’s 
control lines.42

The 23:30 DSE website update also warned that residents of Labertouche were likely to be affected by fire during  
7 February and that nearby communities would probably experience smoke and embers and possibly fire.43

7 FeBruary4.1.2 

Preparation

Because the Bunyip fire had started before 7 February, there was less need for specific preparation leading up to that 
day. Firefighting was already occurring, and the DSE Incident Management Team was overseeing suppression efforts 
and carrying out local planning and incident management preparations in conjunction with the CFA.44

The CFA Incident Management Team had been on standby since 5 February. Team members were involved in 
detailed planning before 7 February in collaboration with the DSE Incident Management Team—sharing information 
and strategies while preparing for the fire’s probable escape from Bunyip State Park should the weather forecast 
prove accurate for 7 February.45 This concurrent preparatory activity proved effective.

Table 4.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Bunyip fire.
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Table 4.1 The Bunyip fire – IMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 ICC Already in place on 7 February 200946

Pre-formed IMT at ICC Already in place on 7 February 200947

Pre-identified level 3 IC Already in place on 7 February 200948

Pre-identified IMT members Already in place on 7 February 200949

Time fire started 15:00 on 4 February. Fire escaped park and moved onto private land at about  
13:00 on 7 February50

Time full IMT in place Already in place on 7 February 200951

Safety adviser appointed Yes52

Fire run, response and management

Between 03:00 and 04:00 on 7 February north-westerly wind gusts resulted in multiple spotovers towards the east.  
The fire’s behaviour became increasingly erratic, and flames at heights of 5 to 10 metres were reported. Fire crews  
were withdrawn from the fire ground. By about 03:30 on 7 February the fire had crossed the control line to the east.53 

On 6 February Mr Smith had advised the CFA IMT and local brigades by pager that they would be required the 
following day. On the morning of 7 February, at about 04:00, before he had arrived at the ICC, he was told the fire had 
breached control lines on the eastern flank. The CFA IMT arrived at the ICC between 05:00 and 05:30. When Mr Smith 
arrived he was briefed by Mr Christopher Hardman, Deputy Incident Controller, DSE. Because the fire was still in the 
park, DSE remained the control agency.54 

The first warning to communities on 7 February was issued at 04:20, only an hour after the fire had breached the 
control lines. The joint DSE–CFA alert message said the fire had broken containment lines and was spotting in many 
areas. Residents of Labertouche, Jindivick West and Tonimbuk were warned that the fire had the potential to directly 
affect them and that they might start to see embers within two hours.55 

At 04:30 Senior Sergeant Teer was informed that the fire had breached containment lines. By 04:50 he had arrived  
at the Pakenham ICC, where he was briefed by Mr Hardman, who was anxious that it might take as little as three 
hours for the fire to reach populated areas. Senior Sergeant Teer immediately called Mr Dickson and the police 
officers rostered to work for the day.56

The details contained in the joint alert message were reflected in a media update given by Mr Hardman to ABC radio 
at about 04:00 and a further joint media release issued at 05:00. This latter media release warned that embers could 
begin falling on Labertouche, Tonimbuk and Jindivick West as early as 06:00. Just after 05:00 the State Air Desk was 
contacted to ensure that aircraft would be available at first light.57 

At about 05:30 a small reconnaissance group re-entered the fire ground to determine whether crews could safely 
return to fight the fire. They concluded that there would be insufficient time to complete the necessary containment 
work before the predicted early morning wind change. This assessment was relayed to the DSE IMT. By 06:25 the 
reconnaissance team had left the fire ground and all crews were directed not to return.58

At 06:30 Mr Stephen Venville, the Baw Baw Municipal Fire Prevention Officer and Municipal Emergency Coordination 
Centre Manager, was advised by the deputy Municipal Emergency Resource Officer that the Bunyip fire had broken 
its containment lines and was asked to immediately activate the MECC. The Baw Baw MECC became operational 
at 07:00 and was attended during the day by representatives of Victoria Police, the CFA, Victoria State Emergency 
Service, VicRoads, the Red Cross and the Department of Primary Industries. During the day the MECC received 
numerous general updates from emergency services. Mr Venville told the Commission, however, that it was not clear 
how much of this information was accurate, current or important. He particularly noted the lack of accurate and up-
to-date details about road closures.59
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Mr Dickson activated the Cardinia MECC in portable mode at 06:45 in response to a request from Senior Sergeant Teer.60

At 08:10 Mr Hardman briefed Mr Nugent, the DSE day-shift Incident Controller, on the previous night’s activities. 
Seven aircraft were water bombing by 08:10 in an effort to hold the fire for as long as possible and so delay its move 
to private property.61 

By 08:40 the Cardinia MECC was operating from the Pakenham Police and Emergency Services complex. During the 
day it was attended by representatives of the Department of Human Services, VicRoads, Victoria State Emergency 
Service, the Department of Primary Industries, VicTrak and Victoria Police. It received a request to help with the 
evacuation of Hillview Aged Care Facility (see Box 4.1) and arranged for a low-floor bus to transport ambulant 
residents from Bunyip to Koo Wee Rup hospital. Mr Dickson also arranged for an emergency relief centre to be 
opened at the Cardinia Cultural Centre in Pakenham.62

During the IMT meeting held at 09:00 Mr Nugent emphasised the priorities for the day, among them community 
protection and implementation of the operations plan developed by Mr Smith.63

At 09:45 Neerim was added to the media releases’ list of communities that should be prepared for direct impact 
by the fire. A number of smoke alert messages were then released throughout the morning. By 10:15 the predicted 
strong winds had not reached the fire ground and fire behaviour was recorded as moderate. After a full safety analysis 
and preparation of a safety plan, ground crews went back to the fire ground at about 11:00 to try to contain the fire’s 
spread to the east.64 

Aggressive air attack proceeded throughout the morning. This helped retard the fire’s forward progress by about two 
hours and mitigated its subsequent impact on communities.65

By noon the weather had deteriorated: the north-westerly wind was blowing at up to 30–40 kilometres an hour and 
gusting to 60 kilometres an hour. The fire spread rapidly, and spotting was occurring up to 4 kilometres ahead of the 
front. Unpredictable and erratic fire behaviour meant that it was now too dangerous to continue directly attacking 
the fire. The ground crews pulled back. The fixed-wing water bombers that had been providing aerial support were 
forced to land.66

At about noon Inspector Allen received a request from the Pakenham ICC to authorise a SEWS (Standard Emergency 
Warning Signal) alert for the towns of Labertouche and Tonimbuk. He received the relevant documents and prepared 
the authorisation. The request was, however, later withdrawn. Neither Mr Nugent nor Mr Smith was aware of the 
request being made and later withdrawn. Mr Smith said he was surprised the SEWS was not used; he thought its 
use would have given the many warnings being issued maximum impact.67 

The first urgent threat message for the Bunyip fire was issued at 12:45, warning of ember attack and heavy spotting 
in Labertouche and Labertouche North. At 13:30 another urgent threat message was issued—this time for Garfield 
North, Tonimbuk, Labertouche, Robin Hood, Drouin West, Buln Buln, Tarago, Jindivick, Jindivick North, Longwarry, 
Longwarry North and Bunyip, noting that these townships were already experiencing ember attack. The outskirts of 
Drouin were added to the list at 14:00.68
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Image 4.1

Source: Courtesy of Herald & Weekly Times.

At about 13:00 the fire escaped from Bunyip State Park, spotting into private property in Tonimbuk. Because of 
the continued erratic fire behaviour, the focus turned to community protection with the assistance of those water-
bombing aircraft that were still able to operate.69 

The fire’s movement to private property had previously been identified as a trigger point in the operations plan, when 
DSE would formally hand over control of the fire to the CFA. When the handover occurred, at 13:45, Mr Smith became 
the Incident Controller and Mr Nugent became the Deputy Incident Controller.70

The CFA Incident Management Team was then responsible for a rapidly moving and very destructive fire. CFA Sector 
Commander Mr Steve Lamble was prepositioned at Tonimbuk to meet the fire as it emerged from Bunyip State Park. 
He described the fire to Mr Smith: ‘… columns of flame [falling] forward out of the trees … [It] looked like someone 
was throwing a flamethrower out of the trees’.71

Eleven strike teams were deployed to the Tonimbuk airport area at 13:25. An additional seven strike teams were later 
requested. The V/Line train line and the eastbound Princes Freeway were closed at this time. A few minutes later 
numerous residential properties came under threat. Major spot fires affecting Longwarry North, Robin Hood and Drouin 
were reported at 14:00, and by 14:30 waves of spot fires were occurring up to 16 kilometres ahead of the firefront.72 
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Box 4.1 evacuation: a case study

Two health care facilities in the Bunyip area were evacuated on 7 February—the Hillview Bunyip Aged Care 
Facility and the Neerim Hospital. The two facilities have a shared management team that includes Mr Frank Hoff, 
CEO, and Ms Jacqui Brown, Director of Nursing.73

Hillview has 48 beds, including a 15-bed dementia unit. About 70 per cent of the residents are classified as ‘high 
care’, needing help with movement, feeding, dressing, showering and toileting. On 7 February all 48 beds were 
occupied. Neerim Hospital consists of a small 10-bed private bush-nursing hospital and a 30-bed nursing home. 
On 7 February, there were four patients in the hospital and 30 people in the nursing home.74

Being aware of the fires already burning, in the days immediately before 7 February staff at both facilities took 
steps to ensure that they would be ready to evacuate residents if necessary on the Saturday. After learning on 
the evening of 6 February that Neerim Hospital was in the predicted impact zone for the following day, Mr Hoff 
and Ms Brown decided they would attend and each take responsibility for one of the facilities on the Saturday 
until the threat passed: Mr Hoff was to attend Hillview and Ms Brown Neerim.75

After he arrived at Hillview on 7 February Mr Hoff spoke with the CEO of the Koo Wee Rup Hospital at about 10:00 
and arranged for patients to be transported there if evacuation was necessary. At about 11:40, having been put in 
touch with each other by the CEO of Koo Wee Rup Hospital, Mr Hoff had a telephone discussion with Sergeant 
Stuart Halligan, assistant to Senior Sergeant Teer at the Cardinia Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre. At 12:45 
Sergeant Halligan advised Mr Hoff that if the facility was to be evacuated this should be done immediately. Mr Hoff 
decided to begin the evacuation.76

Local police assisted with the Hillview evacuation by arranging Victoria State Emergency Service volunteers, 
ambulance transport and a wheelchair-friendly bus. Seven Hillview residents went home with their families; the 
remaining 41 were evacuated in very difficult circumstances. The evacuation was completed at about 16:00. 
Residents were accommodated overnight at Koo Wee Rup Hospital and were able to return to Hillview on  
8 February.77 

Although the Pakenham ICC was aware of Sergeant Halligan’s role in the evacuation of Hillview, neither it 
nor Sergeant Halligan offered assistance to Neerim Hospital because the facility was in an adjacent police 
service area. Neerim Hospital did, however, receive evacuation assistance from the Traralgon ICC (which was 
responsible for the Delburn and Churchill fires) in the form of a number of ambulances. Ambulance Victoria 
decided this assistance should be provided from Traralgon, to the east of the fire, because road closures would 
have made it difficult to gain access to Neerim Hospital from the west.78

Assistance from the Traralgon ICC came after Ms Brown, in consultation with her senior staff, had already 
decided to evacuate Neerim Hospital. Her decision had been based on the available information about road 
closures, the fire’s location, and the fact the CFA could not guarantee its attendance at the hospital. Ms 
Brown made the decision independently of advice or assistance from any incident control centre or municipal 
emergency coordination centre.79

Ambulances arrived at 13:30 to begin evacuating patients from Neerim Hospital. Staff conducting the evacuation 
experienced the same trying conditions as staff at Hillview, except that there was no assistance from Victoria 
State Emergency Service volunteers and the bus was unsuitable, such that residents had to be individually 
lifted on board. The patients and residents of Neerim Hospital were transported to Warragul Hospital and then 
relocated to nursing homes in the area. 

The Commission was informed that four very frail residents died in the ensuing days. One of these people was 
terminally ill and before the fires had been in palliative care. The other three patients died shortly after evacuation; 
Mr Hoff stated that their deaths ‘can be attributed to the disruption and shock of evacuation. For example, one 
of our residents simply stopped eating as a result of the trauma’.80 

It is to the credit of staff at Hillview and Neerim Hospital, Sergeant Halligan, Mr Edward Wright at the Traralgon 
ICC, Mr Paul James (the ambulance coordinator) and numerous volunteers that these difficult evacuations  
were accomplished.
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By 15:00 DSE slip-on units were on their way to Tonimbuk to help the CFA with community protection. At one point 
flame heights were 30 metres. Crews from the Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board had begun back-filling 
CFA stations where crews had been deployed on strike teams.81

By 15:30 messages coming from the Pakenham ICC were taking account of the forecast wind change, which the 
IMT had been aware of since the previous day. Specific towns were warned to be on alert before the change; other 
towns were warned to be on alert after the change. Urgent threat messages continued to be released and updated 
throughout the afternoon, directed at an increasingly long list of towns.82

Between 15:00 and 17:00 fire spotting was reported at Warragul (20 kilometres ahead of the fire front), Buln Buln and 
Nilma. Two of the air cranes, which had been water bombing throughout the day, were redeployed at 16:30 to help 
deal with the emerging fire threat in Upper Ferntree Gully.83

Before the wind change the flank of the fire was 15 kilometres long. By 17:00 the change had reached Tooradin 
airfield, about 30 minutes from the fire ground, and the focus of firefighting efforts changed to the expected spread  
of the fire after the wind change.84 

An alert message issued at about 17:45 advised that because of the wind change the fire was now burning towards 
the north-east and listed a number of additional towns that should be aware of increased fire activity and potential 
direct impacts.85

When the south-westerly arrived the north-eastern flank of the fire became the head of the fire and the fire started 
running towards Neerim South, threatening the townships of Jindivick, Jindivick West, Rokeby and Crossover.  
CFA crews protected assets in these areas well into the night.86

A situation report issued at 18:00 reported spot fires in Drouin, Warragul, Longwarry, Longwarry North and 
Labertouche. There was no continuous line of firefront, but numerous tongues had developed out of the spot fires. 
At 18:45, 90 people were reported trapped at a forest camp in Neerim East, and local police were given the task of 
managing the situation.87

The western flank of the fire began to die away after the wind change, although the fire did continue to creep out of 
Bunyip State Park. Fourteen DSE slip-on units and one tanker were left in Tonimbuk to protect the area, including 
houses under threat.88

At 19:00 the first urgent threat message was issued for Warragul, the largest settlement in the path of the fire, with  
a population of over 10,000. Alerts and urgent threat messages continued to be issued throughout the night and into 
8 February for the towns listed in the foregoing paragraphs.89

Strike teams that had been working in and around Labertouche to protect assets, including the town hall, where 
people where sheltering, were operating in very difficult conditions. They continued working until 21:00, by which  
time they had been firefighting for over 10 hours without the opportunity to eat or rest and were exhausted.90

aFTer 7 FeBruary4.1.3 

By 8 February the fire on private land had largely been controlled and management was returned to the DSE Incident 
Management Team to continue efforts to contain the fire in Bunyip State Park. Thus far the fire had burnt about  
5,000 hectares.91 

On 10 February the incident control centre was relocated once again, from Pakenham to Noojee. Whilst at Pakenham 
the ICC had been located in the same complex as the police operations centre and the Cardinia Municipal Emergency 
Coordination Centre. This co-location helped all agencies work together. It also allowed police to overcome difficulties 
presented by the breakdown of phone communications between the ICC and the police operations centre: a ‘runner’ 
had been used to ensure the continued flow of information.92 

Once the ICC moved to Noojee, communications between it and the police were impeded. The police were unable  
to receive regular fire updates, and this limited their ability to effectively deploy resources during this stage of the fire.93 
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Two relief centres had been opened in Warragul on 7 February, although one of them was not used. Recovery centres 
were established in Warragul on 8 February and in Labertouche on 12 February. Mr Venville noted the challenges 
of maintaining an operational municipal emergency coordination centre for the purpose of emergency response at 
the same time as providing personnel to staff the recovery centres. An emergency relief centre had also been 
established at the Cardinia Cultural Centre in Pakenham on 7 February for people who had nowhere to go because 
of road closures.94 

The Baw Baw MECC operated 24 hours a day until 21:00 on 10 February and then during business hours until 
13 February. It received requests for machinery, material aid (such as clothing and personal items), generators, 
assistance with coordinating road closures, and activation of emergency relief centres.95 

The Cardinia MECC remained operational or on standby until 5 March; during that time it received numerous  
requests for assistance and resources—including equipment, machinery, water tankers, catering and fuel.96 

The continuing response required active fire management, involving back-burning and other suppression efforts,  
for a number of months. The Bunyip fire was declared contained at 17:30 on 4 March, having burnt approximately 
26,200 hectares. After 130 kilometres of control lines had been built, the fire was finally declared safe at 14:35 on  
15 May. Thirty-one houses had been destroyed.97 

4.2 FUel maNagemeNT

There was no evidence that the behaviour or overall severity of the fire was influenced by previous fuel-reduction 
burning. Treated areas within the perimeter of the Bunyip fire had been subject to such burning between four and 
seven years previously.98 The role of fuel management is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7 of Volume II.

4.3 FireFigHTer SaFeTY 

The Bunyip Incident Management Team included a safety adviser, who was called on for advice on a number of 
occasions. Mr Nugent and Mr Smith agreed that the safety of firefighters is paramount. The adviser appears to have 
played an important role, among other things advising on decisions relating to crew safety on the fire ground.99

Throughout 7 February the IMT worked on the basis that the wind change was expected at 19:00. Mr Nugent also 
ensured, however, that the IMT was kept aware of the real-time weather by means of reports from the integrated 
Emergency Coordination Centre and from the IMT’s situation officers.100 

During the afternoon the situation officer, Ms Catherine Clancy, informed Mr Nugent that the predicted time of the 
wind change had been brought forward. By at least 16:50 Mr Nugent was aware that the change was now predicted 
to arrive by 18:00 instead of 19:00. He knew when he received this update that it was ‘critical’ information—both for 
crews on the fire ground and for the community.101

Box 4.2 resource management: a different approach

The decision not to fully integrate the CFA and DSE teams before the Bunyip fire breached the park border 
appears to have produced good results. It allowed DSE to focus on suppression efforts inside the park while the 
CFA planned for the fire’s almost inevitable escape onto private land. The approach adopted by Mr Owen and  
Mr Smith, with the cooperation of Mr Hardman and Mr Nugent, impressed the Commission. It seems that the 
two agencies were able to design a solution that was purpose-built for the unique features of the Bunyip fire.

The Commission was also impressed by the DSE Incident Management Team’s management of the fire.  
This performance was, however, at least partly facilitated by the slower, ‘campaign’ nature of the fire before  
7 February. 
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Mr Smith was informed of the wind change by Mr Andrew Wenczel, deputy planning officer, at 16:30. Mr Smith 
and Mr Nugent discussed the new wind change prediction. It appears they held differing views about the way this 
information should be conveyed to crews on the fire ground. Mr Smith issued a red flag warning at 16:45. He said  
such warnings should not be used ‘lightly’, but he had decided this was an appropriate occasion. In contrast,  
Mr Nugent held the view that, because the wind change was still more than an hour away, it was sufficient to  
ensure that the information was provided to crews without resorting to a formal red flag warning.102 

At 17:10 Mr Nugent received more information: he was told the wind change had reached Tooradin, which  
he judged to be about 10 to 15 minutes from the fireground. He made sure this information was passed to the  
divisional commanders.103

At the regional level, Mr Owen had also been monitoring the weather. At 16:00, on the basis of information from  
the remote automatic weather station, he authorised the dissemination of a red flag warning that a wind change  
was expected at 18:00 and sent a pager message containing the warning to all crews in the region. When by 17:40 
it became clear to him that the pager message had not been received by crews, he arranged for the incident control 
centre to be contacted and advised to send a warning to all crews on the ground. Mr Owen also personally issued a 
red flag warning across the command channel.104

Firefighter safety is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

4.4 cONclUSiONS

A considerable amount of information about the Bunyip fire was available to the public from 2 to 7 February. Most of 
the information about the nature of the fire threat was accurate, although occasionally it did not include everything the 
incident management team knew about the fire. Some information provided to members of the public underestimated 
the size of the fire and consequently had the potential to cause them to underestimate the nature of the risk.105 

It appears to the Commission that people who attended the community meetings before 7 February understood 
and interpreted the information provided in differing ways. This emphasises the importance of using straightforward 
language when delivering community warnings; it might diminish the risk of idiosyncratic interpretations. 

The integrated Emergency Coordination Centre on 5 and 6 February provided a high degree of support to the 
IMT working on the Bunyip fire. While the fire was in Bunyip State Park liaison between the iECC and the DSE IMT 
appears to have worked well. Mr Nugent confirmed that the various predictive maps and reports the iECC provided 
were valuable and generally consistent with the fire’s behaviour.106

In the Commission’s view, the predictive work was appropriate and was properly considered and acted on by the 
CFA and DSE IMTs. This is in contrast with the evidence about some other fires that burned on 7 February, where 
predictive material either was not provided promptly or was not used in formulating warnings.

The local weather forecast provided at 04:30 on 7 February was attached to the incident shift plan (also known 
as an ‘incident action plan’) for the day. It is notable that the plan for day shift on 7 February contained among its 
main messages a reminder that all crew should ‘listen out for red flag warnings’. The Commission commends the 
importance attached to firefighter safety.

Although many aspects of the IMT’s planning were effective and praiseworthy, nothing was advanced to the 
Commission to explain why the Bunyip IMT or the CFA operational contingency planning team failed to contact 
Hillview and Neerim hospital early on 6 February, when Mr Nugent had formed the view that ‘under the forecast 
conditions for 7 February, it was likely the fire would escape control lines’.107 

The south-westerly wind change arrived at 17:45 on 7 February—earlier than initially forecast. Although there is no 
evidence of any firefighter at the Bunyip fire being taken by surprise or exposed to danger when the change arrived, 
it is the Commission’s view that using red flag warnings is the appropriate message format for conveying vital 
information such as the imminent arrival of a wind change.108
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The warnings the IMT issued to communities on 7 February were timely and took account of the path of the fire 
and the potential impact of the wind change. The IMT’s success in keeping the community informed on 7 February 
was no doubt partly a result of steps taken before the day, including identifying towns likely to be at risk. The role of 
warnings is discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

It appears that Bunyip was the only fire where the use of the Standard Emergency Warning Signal was requested 
(although the request was later cancelled). The Commission received no evidence that a request to use SEWS was 
made of Victoria Police in relation to any other fire. The role of SEWS is discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

Senior Sergeant Teer and Mr Owen both expressed concern at the relocation of the incident control centre from 
Pakenham to Noojee in the days following 7 February. The new location was considered both inconvenient and 
dangerous, having been razed by fire on two previous occasions. The move also meant that the ICC was now 
one hour from the municipal emergency coordination centre and the Police and Emergency Services Complex in 
Pakenham. A number of police members considered that the move made it difficult for police to receive current 
information about the fire and hindered them in effectively deploying their resources.109 

The experience and the personal efforts of both Mr Owen and Mr Smith were instrumental in the success of 
firefighting efforts associated with the Bunyip Ridge Track fire on 7 February. Mr Owen’s attention to detail, his 
knowledge of his region, and his efforts devoted to ‘triaging’ the many fires in the region while making difficult 
resourcing decisions warrant mention. And, taking into account the time Mr Smith had for preparation, his careful 
planning and management of the incident management team and crews on the fire ground enabled the CFA to do 
the best job possible in extreme circumstances.110 
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The Kilmore East fire of 7 February 2009 burned across the Shires of Nillumbik, Mitchell and Yarra Ranges as well  
as the City of Whittlesea, about 85 kilometres north of Melbourne. The fire started at about 11:47, on top of a rocky 
hill between two gullies near Saunders Road in Kilmore East. The fire behaviour was extreme. Burning initially in a 
south-easterly direction, the fire crossed the Hume Highway and went on through Wandong on its way towards  
Mt Disappointment. The terrain and fuel where the fire burned promoted long-distance spotting: as the main fire  
front progressed across Mt Disappointment, fires were also reported at Wallaby Creek, Humevale, Strathewen,  
St Andrews, Steels Creek, Dixons Creek and Yarra Glen, and in the Healesville area. 

After the south-westerly wind change, which passed through the fire ground between 17:40 and 19:00, the eastern 
flank of the fire became the front and the fire behaviour intensified. Almost immediately the head of the fire impinged 
on Kinglake, Kinglake West, Clonbinane, Steels Creek, Chum Creek and Strathewen, then it progressed towards 
Flowerdale, Hazeldene, Castella and Glenburn.

In all, 119 people died and 1,242 homes were destroyed. The combined area burnt by the Murrindindi and  
Kilmore East fires, which later merged, was 168,542 hectares. The Kilmore East fire alone burnt 125,383 hectares.1  
Figure 5.1 shows the extent of the Kilmore East fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 42.5˚C at Kilmore Gap automatic  
weather station at 14:41.2

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 8.9 per cent at Kilmore Gap  
AWS at 16:00.3

Wind The maximum winds recorded before the change were north-westerly  
at 72 kilometres an hour at Kilmore Gap AWS at 14:13.4

The wind change was recorded by the Kilmore Gap AWS at 18:10, from the  
west at 17 kilometres an hour.5

The maximum winds recorded after the change were south-westerly at  
31 kilometres an hour at Kilmore Gap AWS at 18:19.6

Fire danger index The maximum Grass Fire Danger Index was 267 at Kilmore Gap AWS at 14:13.7

Cause Electrical failure.8

Fatalities One hundred and nineteen fatalities.9

Casualties Two hundred and thirty-two casualties.10

Houses destroyed 1,242 houses.11

Overall area burnt 125,383 hectares.12

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 938 CFA, 32 MFB and 107 NEO personnel attended the fire.  
They were supported by 92 CFA appliances, 16 DSE appliances, 9 MFB appliances 
and 11 aircraft.13

5 THe KiLMOre eAST Fire
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Figure 5.1 The Kilmore East fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Kilmore East Fire – Fire Spread Map.14
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11:45

Electrical failure 
recorded 

12:03
Seven additional 
brigades requested 

Request to 
close Hume 
Highway

Aircraft 
working 
above fire

13:19
Fire highly likely to 
be spotting over 
Hume Highway 

Request for 
Nillumbik 
MECC to be 
activated 

15:00
Fire reaches Mt 
Disappointment  

Whittlesea MECC 
activated in 
South Morang 

15:15
Spot fires in 
Humevale 

Yarra 
Ranges 
MECC 
activated 

15:17
Spot fire in 
Whittlesea 

12:15
Mitchell 
Shire MECC 
activated  

11:47
Pretty Sally fire 
tower spots 
column of 
white smoke 

11:49
Fire reported to 
CFA 

11:50
Kilmore, 
Broadford, 
Clonbinane, 
Wandong and 
Wallan brigades 
respond 

12:35
Relief centre 
activated in 
Kilmore 

Management of 
fire transferred 
to Kilmore ICC

Further six 
strike teams 
requested  

Fire crosses 
Hume Highway 
at Heathcote 
Junction

14:50
Whittlesea 
fire station 
established 
as a divisional 
command 

15:30
Fires 
impinging on 
Humevale 
and Kinglake 
West 

Kilmore east

The following time line summarises events relating to the Kilmore East fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7–16 February

13:05 14:1812:45 13:58 15:407 February
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16:30
Level 3 Incident 
Controller arrives 
at Kilmore ICC 

Kangaroo 
Ground ICC 
activated as 
a Divisional 
Command   

17:45
Red flag 
warning issued

Kinglake under 
heavy ember 
attack 

Arthurs Creek 
CFA crews reach 
Strathewen

Diamond Creek 
emergency relief 
centre opened

19:40
Fire at 
Flowerdale 

Fire crews arrive 
at Kinglake fire 
station, having cut 
their way in from 
Kinglake West 

05:42 
Management of 
fire transferred to 
Kangaroo Ground 
IMT

Because 
of severe 
conditions all 
units advised to 
protect life only

16:20
Western 
flank reaches 
Upper Plenty

16:55
Power fails in 
Kinglake 

Heavy smoke 
enters Kinglake 

CFA responds to new 
fires at Humevale, 
Strathewen, Arthurs 
Creek, Yarra Glen, 
Gruyere and Healesville 

Fire reaches 
Reedy Creek  

Fires in the 
Castella–Toolangi–
Glenburn region  

Fire travelling 
towards Strath 
Creek 

Main fire 
front reaches 
Flowerdale Hotel 

Fire 
contained

17:00
First casualties 
reported 

16:00 18:00 19:00 20:00 23:2022:20 8 February 16 February
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5.1 Sequence OF evenTS

PrEParaTiOn5.1.1 

Kilmore was one of 20 level 3 incident control centres pre-designated across the state in anticipation of the conditions 
forecast for 7 February. There were two such centres in Country Fire Authority Region 12—at Kilmore and Alexandra. 
As with other fires, the pre-designated level 3 ICCs were meant to be ready for a ‘warm or hot start’; this meant that 
personnel were to be physically in place and that facilities and equipment had been tested and were ready for use.15

Both CFA Chief Officer Mr Russell Rees and CFA State Duty Officer Mr Gregory Paterson believed Kilmore ICC was 
ready for a ‘hot start’ as a level 3 ICC on 7 February, with the main incident management team staff—including an 
Incident Controller and operations, planning and logistics staff—in position.16 

The evidence before the Commission shows, however, this was not the case. On 6 February Mr Peter Creak, 
the Region 12 CFA Operations Manager and the person responsible for operational planning, preparedness and 
response, emailed the incident management team planner—a formatted tabulation of positions, names and dates 
of availability for Region 12—to the CFA State Coordinator. The planner did not identify or allocate IMT personnel 
to particular ICCs in Region 12. It did, however, show that for 7 February there were eight Incident Controllers, nine 
operations officers, six planning officers and seven logistics officers available, along with a number of other key staff 
members and people in more junior positions. CFA career and volunteer officers and Department of Sustainability and 
Environment officers were also listed.17 

Mr Creak told the Commission it was not possible to have all level 3 ICCs in the north-east of the state prepared for a 
hot start: ‘… simply we don’t have the numbers of incident management team personnel to pre-position people into 
every control centre that is identified in north-east Victoria’. He said it was well understood by both DSE and CFA in 
the north-east—and, he believed, by the CFA at the state level as well—that the region did not have the resources to 
prepare each level 3 ICC for a hot start. As a result, despite there being sufficient staff for the Kilmore ICC to manage 
the Kilmore East fire and the Alexandra ICC to subsequently manage the Murrindindi fire, level 3 staff were not 
identified for these locations until after the outbreak of these fires.18 

Mr Creak said the preparations made in the region were appropriate and consistent with usual practice. It appears 
this did not, however, include physically positioning any IMT staff at specific ICCs in the region; nor did it include a 
request for additional personnel, which might have helped with physically positioning IMT staff at specific ICCs.  

Initially at least, senior personnel at the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre were unaware that the Kilmore 
ICC was not staffed on the morning of 7 February.19

Having provided the IMT planner to senior CFA officers on 6 February, Mr Creak considered he had informed  
senior management at the iECC that the Kilmore level 3 IMT was not pre-planned and not ready for a hot start.20  
A consequence of this lack of pre-planning was that, instead of the Kilmore ICC being ready to take over 
management of the Kilmore East fire immediately, a considerable period elapsed before the centre was staffed  
by suitably qualified personnel.

The Kangaroo Ground ICC is about 50 kilometres south of Kilmore, in CFA Region 13. It is a permanent ICC facility 
(unlike the Kilmore ICC, which used a CFA station facility), with equipment such as computers and other IT facilities 
and provision for the necessary IMT staff functions, despite the facilities not being as up to date as those in other 
permanent ICCs in Victoria.21

The Kangaroo Ground ICC had been set up for a hot start as a level 3 ICC on 7 February. Incident Controller Mr 
Jason Lawrence, a CFA operations officer, was present, along with Mr Rocky Barca from Parks Victoria as Deputy 
Incident Controller. Planning, operations and logistics staff were also there, as were other personnel as back-up and 
to support the Information Unit.22 

In the short term Victoria Police and municipal authorities made specific preparations for 7 February. Among the steps 
taken were the following:
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The Yarra Ranges Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator activated the Knox Divisional Operations Centre, ■■

placed the municipal emergency coordination centres on standby, and arranged for police liaison officers to be in 
position in the pre-designated incident control centres at Belgrave and Woori Yallock and at the CFA’s Region 13 
headquarters.23

All municipal emergency response coordinators were asked to liaise with their respective municipal emergency ■■

resource officers to ensure that the municipal emergency coordination centres were in a high state of preparedness 
for the weekend. On 5 February the Nillumbik MECC was prepared for activation. The Yarra Ranges MECC was 
ready for activation on the morning of 7 February.24

Table 5.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the East Kilmore fire.

Table 5.1 The Kilmore East fire – iMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes25

Pre-formed iMT at iCC No26

Pre-identified level 3 iC No27

Pre-identified iMT members Yes though personnel were not allocated to particular roles28

Time fire started 11:4729

Time full iMT in place 16:3030

Safety adviser appointed No31

7 FEbruary5.1.2 

Origin and cause

The Kilmore East fire started at about 11:47 at the top of a rocky hill between two gullies near Saunders Road in 
Kilmore East. A single-wire earth return, or SWER, electricity line (the conductor) ran across the gullies. The area 
where the fire started was undulating pasture interspersed with native vegetation alongside cleared and standing 
forestry plantations.32 The conductor formed part of the Pentadeen Spur power line.

The fire started after the conductor between poles 38 and 39 failed and the live conductor came into contact  
with a cable stay supporting pole 38. This contact caused arcing that ignited vegetation near the base of pole 38.  
An electrical fault was recorded at 11:45.33

The conductor failed as a result of fatigue on the conductor strands very close to where a helical termination was fitted 
to the conductor at pole 39. (A helical termination is a device used in electricity distribution; it is wound helically around 
the conductor and grips it, keeping tension in the line and holding the line off the ground.) The fatigue of the conductor 
strands was partly caused by the helical termination being incorrectly seated in a thimble, so that it was jammed 
between the thimble and a clevis device at pole 39, causing stress to the conductor. (The thimble and clevis attach the 
helical termination to the insulator, which in turn is attached to the pole. The thimble is horseshoe-shaped and pivots 
around a pin; it is held in place by the clevis.) The conductor was probably 43 years old.34 Further information about 
electricity terminology is provided in the Glossary.

A line inspection carried out in February 2008 had failed to identify the incorrectly seated helical fitting.35

Figure 5.2 shows a jammed helical termination.
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Figure 5.2 a jammed helical termination

Source: Exhibit 525 – HRL Technology Report – Kilmore East Fire.36

Automatic circuit reclosers, or ACRs—circuit breakers that open to break the circuit when a fault is recorded and then 
reclose the circuit to restore power—had been installed on the Pentadeen Spur power line. The settings could have 
been changed manually to suppress the reclose function entirely. The consequence of the ACR not being suppressed 
on 7 February was that it reclosed three times before the current was stopped by the ACR tripping to lockout, 
resulting in plasma at a temperature of 5000°C being ejected on four separate occasions (including once before the 
first trip of the ACR) for a total of 3.6 seconds.37 

The operation of ACRs and the age and inspection of electrical assets are discussed in detail in Chapter 4 of Volume II.

initial fire run

At 11:47 Mr Peter Coleman, a fire tower observer at Pretty Sally tower, spotted a column of white smoke about  
30 to 40 metres high coming from behind a hill in the direction of Saunders Road, Kilmore East. The fire was reported 
to the CFA at 11:49.38 

Following a pager alert at 11:50, a ‘hot day’ response of five brigades—Kilmore, Broadford, Clonbinane, Wandong 
and Wallan—was dispatched, along with a number of private units. Clonbinane captain Mr Ross Hibbert was first on 
the scene. He asked for additional resources. At 12:03 the Seymour Group Headquarters paged an additional seven 
brigades.39 

The Kilmore brigade responded within four minutes of notification of the fire. While still in Kilmore township, 
5 kilometres from the fire, the crew saw a very large, high column of smoke. They recognised the need for additional 
resources, and these were promptly provided.40 

Mr Russell Court, crew leader on Kilmore Tanker 1, estimated he was in the area of the fire’s origin within 10 minutes. 
He described a strip of fire 80 to 100 metres wide heading south towards a hill where two tongues of fire were 
burning—one running south to Saunders Road and the other east towards Wandong.41 

Within minutes of ignition, the Kilmore East fire could not be contained. Mr Court said in evidence, ‘I’ve never seen 
fire behaviour like it’. Despite this, those charged with trying to control the fire stayed to fight, often risking their lives, 
and were able to save houses and other people’s lives. A number of spot fires were also suppressed by initial attack, 
among them some at Humevale and near Arthurs Creek.42
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Fire run to the Hume Highway

Firefighters tried, unsuccessfully, to stop the fire at Saunders Road. When it crossed the road, about 15 minutes after 
fire crews arrived, it was spotting 250 metres ahead of itself. From Saunders Road the fire travelled through about 
200 hectares of plantation logging slash (the debris left by logging). With this fuel, the rate of the fire’s spread towards 
the Hume Highway was estimated to be 2.5 kilometres an hour.43 

Following a request from the police Forward Commander, Inspector Ross Smith, at 12:15 Senior Sergeant Brett 
Murphy arranged for the Mitchell Shire Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre to be activated at the shire offices 
in Broadford. At 12:35, again at the request of Inspector Smith, a relief centre was activated in Kilmore. At 12:45 
a request to close the Hume Highway was made: it was thought that once the fire entered pine plantations on the 
western side of the highway it would be impossible to stop.44

By this time aircraft had been deployed. Because of the fire conditions, however, the aircraft were ineffective in 
suppressing the fire and were mainly used for asset protection. The aircraft were restricted from attacking the head of 
the fire but were extremely useful in attacking the southern flank, including around Wandong. They worked in difficult 
conditions. One of them, working near Wandong, struck a power line; it landed safely but was grounded for repairs. 
Mr Gregory Murphy, Kilmore CFA brigade captain, remarked that without the aerial firefighting effort more losses 
would have been sustained in and around Wandong.45

incident control: handover to Kilmore iCC

Initially the fire was managed from Seymour Group headquarters by Group Officer Noel Arrant. At 12:05 Mr Creak, 
who was based at the Seymour Regional Emergency Coordination Centre, contacted Mr Murphy, saying the 
Kilmore fire station was to become the incident control centre for the Kilmore East fire and Mr Murphy was to  
be Incident Controller.46 

Mr Murphy became Incident Controller at 13:05, about an hour after having been advised to assume the position. 
A short time later he asked for a further six strike teams to attend the fire. Mr Murphy was a level 2—not a level 
3—Incident Controller. He had no expectation that he would be placed in the position of Incident Controller for a 
major level 3 fire and had thought that, if he was called upon, his role would be that of a level 3 operations officer.47

Once in the position of Incident Controller, Mr Murphy started establishing an incident management team and 
appointing people to specific positions in the team. He had not received a copy of the CFA Chief Officer’s list of 
endorsed level 3 personnel; nor had he received the IMT planner prepared by Mr Creak before 7 February. As a 
result, he was unaware of the qualifications and endorsements of people arriving at the Kilmore ICC and appointed 
to key positions some people who were not level 3 qualified. Indeed, in some instances less qualified personnel 
were supervising more qualified personnel; for example, a level 3–qualified Incident Controller was appointed to the 
Planning Unit.48

The confusion extended up the chain of command. Mr Creak was not aware that a level 3 Incident Controller was 
working in the Planning Unit, so he deployed Mr Stewart Kreltszheim, a level 3 Incident Controller, from Mansfield to 
Kilmore to take over from Mr Murphy. Mr Kreltszheim did not arrive at Kilmore until 16:30, more than four-and-a-half 
hours after the fire had started.49

The staggered arrival of personnel to fill roles in the IMT meant that, as well as maintaining an overview of the 
developing fire and carrying out his Incident Controller duties, Mr Murphy had to brief newly arriving functional heads 
and mentors.50 

Department of Sustainability and Environment park ranger Mr Anthony Fitzgerald was told of the Kilmore East fire  
at about 13:00. He contacted DSE duty officer Mr Steve Grant and asked who was in control of the fire. Mr Grant 
told him the Kilmore ICC was dealing with the fire, ‘but they are not functioning very well—you are on your own’.  
Mr Fitzgerald understood this to mean that no resources would be available to him in responding to the fire.51
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Fire run to Mt Disappointment

At 13:19 the fire was recorded as highly likely to be spotting over the Hume Highway. It crossed the highway at 
Heathcote Junction at 13:58. At that time it had multiple tongues, and the width of the area affected was about 
5 kilometres, between Clonbinane Road and the north-eastern railway line.52

The combination of a high-intensity fire in the plantation logging slash and the presence of pockets of native 
vegetation beside the Hume Highway and on the median strip provided the quantity and arrangement of fine fuel  
to carry the fire across the highway.53

Once it crossed the highway its behaviour changed. Mr Fabian Crowe, a CFA fire investigator, described the change 
in terms of it being as though the slopes of Mt Disappointment ‘welcomed’ the fire. As the fire entered a forested 
area near Shiels Road, Clonbinane, it increased in intensity and continued its run to the south-east, up the north-
west-facing slopes of the Great Dividing Range towards Mt Disappointment. Mr Kenneth Williamson, captain of the 
Whittlesea brigade, observed the fire as it arrived at Wandong: he said it was erratic and out of control.54 

Kilmore Tanker 1 was on the ground in Wandong fighting the fire. Mr Court described the crew’s experience:

… when the front came through there was nothing we could do. It was just out of control. We tried 
everything but it was just hopeless. The visibility was terrible, the smoke was one thing but the wind had 
blown up all the dirt as well. By that stage we weren’t cutting fences anymore—we were just driving 
straight through them.55 

The crew stayed to fight the fire for about 25 minutes before members started having difficulty breathing; they 
described the fire as sucking up the oxygen from the air.56 

Between Wandong and Clonbinane several tongues of fire merged and headed south-east towards the settlement 
of Yabamac and Wandong Regional Park. In a forested area between Wandong and Clonbinane Mr Williamson 
estimated the wind was 100 kilometres an hour. 

Senior, experienced CFA volunteer officers had inspected fuel loads in and around Mt Disappointment, Humevale, 
Strathewen, Kinglake and Glenvale three to four weeks before 7 February and described them as extreme. They  
were ‘horrified’ by the fuel loads—40 to 50 tonnes a hectare—and knew they would be unable to control a fire in 
these areas.57

Mr John Dixon, a CFA volunteer with over 30 years of CFA firefighting experience, described the fire as moving south 
at a speed greater than he had ever seen. He saw the fire before the wind change not as a front but as a fire with 
considerable spotting activity. And the spot fires merged to create fires ahead of the main fire: ‘the fire would then 
consume everything in its path as the main fire moved through’.58

At 14:18 Senior Sergeant John Scully, the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for Nillumbik Shire, asked 
that the Nillumbik Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre be activated.59 

At about 14:40 the Deputy Incident Controller at Kangaroo Ground, Mr Barca, predicted that the fire would reach 
Kinglake, Kinglake West, Strathewen, St Andrews, Steels Creek, Flowerdale, Humevale and surrounding towns and 
areas. After being unable to contact Mr Creak and Mr Murphy and ascertaining that no threat messages had been 
issued, Mr Barca asked one of the information officers at the Kangaroo Ground ICC to prepare a threat message.60

At about 14:50, as the fire continued to head south-east, Whittlesea fire station was established as a Divisional 
Command.61

Fire run to Humevale and Kinglake West

The fire reached Mt Disappointment at about 15:00. As the main fire front progressed up the mountain, spot fires 
were reported at Wallaby Creek, Humevale, Strathewen, St Andrews, Steels Creek, Dixons Creek and Yarra Glen and 
in the Healesville area. The nature of the fuel the fire was consuming and the extreme weather conditions meant that 
spotting was occurring 20 and 40 kilometres ahead of the main fire front. In some cases these spot fires developed 
into major fires in their own right.62
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The Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for the City of Whittlesea was Senior Sergeant Tony Higgins.  

Mr Neill Hocking, Director of Infrastructure and Technology at Whittlesea Council, stated that Senior Sergeant  
Higgins became concerned during the afternoon that Whittlesea would be affected by the Kilmore East fire and  
asked that the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre be activated. This was done in South Morang at 15:00,  
and the MECC was attended by various agencies and personnel, including a liaison officer from each of the CFA,  
the Department of Human Services and SP AusNet.63

A primary concern for Senior Sergeant Higgins was the large number of people camped at the Whittlesea 
showgrounds for a music festival. There was much discussion between the MECC and Victoria Police about whether 
the campers should be told to remain at the showgrounds or be asked to evacuate. The campers’ safety had to be 
balanced against the CFA’s wish to use the showgrounds as a crew staging area. Ultimately, the campers were asked 
to leave the showgrounds, and the area became a CFA staging area.64 

The City of Whittlesea activated emergency relief centres in Whittlesea and South Morang to cater for the hundreds  
of evacuees from the Kinglake area.65

Personnel at the Kangaroo Ground ICC were aware that the warnings being issued for the fire were inadequate.  
At 15:02 the Kangaroo Ground Incident Management Team drafted an alert message saying the Kilmore East fire 
might have an impact on the communities of Kinglake West, Kinglake, Pheasant Creek, Strathewen, Arthurs Creek, 
Doreen, Yan Yean, Woodstock, Mernda, Nutfield, Mittons Bridge, Hurstbridge, St Andrews, Panton Hill, Smiths Gully 
and Christmas Hills.66

That alert message constitutes an accurate and timely warning about the potential of the Kilmore East fire.  
It demonstrates what could have been achieved by way of information and warning to people in the path of the fire. 
But it was never released. The Kangaroo Ground Incident Controller, Mr Lawrence, explained that this was because 
‘… the fire was being controlled by the Kilmore ICC, and it was their responsibility to issue those messages, be they 
urgent threat messages or otherwise’.67

As the fire progressed up Mt Disappointment between 15:15 and 15:45, it entered forest dominated by mountain ash 
and other tree species prone to causing long-distance spotting. The fire burned with great intensity in the mountain 
ash areas, where trees were more than 50 metres high. The foliage in the crowns of trees that remained was charred 
and distorted, suggesting flame heights greater than 50 metres. Burning ribbons of bark were lifted by convection 
forces and carried considerable distances under the influence of the strong north-westerly wind.68

Fires in Humevale and Kinglake West

At 15:17 a spot fire was reported on the corner of Jacks Creek and Humevale Roads in Whittlesea. Five minutes later 
a second spot fire was reported, 500 metres north of the first one. Firefighters contained both fires to an area of less 
than 1 hectare.69

A third spot fire began at 15:26, about 250 metres into the Toorong Reservoir Park – Melbourne Water catchment. 
This fire was contained by firefighters, including Melbourne Water crews, to less than half a hectare. During the next 
half-hour spot fires continued to break out.70 

The terrain in Humevale is characterised by steep slopes and gully systems that feed north towards the Hume Range 
and the settlement of Kinglake West. This complex landscape moved the fire in several directions: some of the spot 
fires ran northward up the gully systems towards Kinglake West; some ran up to the ridge tops from north-west to 
south-east; and some ran up to the ridge tops from south-east to north-west.71

Information officer Ms Leonie Hunter arrived at the Kilmore ICC from Alexandra at approximately 15:30. She was 
placed away from the rest of the incident management team and did not have a computer or printer, limiting her 
ability to obtain the information she needed to issue suitable warnings.72 

At 15:40 Senior Sergeant Vin Butera, the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for Yarra Ranges, was told 
there were ‘fires at Kinglake’ with the ‘potential to impact upon Yarra Glen’. At this point, in conjunction with the 
Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, Senior Sergeant Butera activated the Yarra Ranges Municipal Emergency 
Coordination Centre.73
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Just before 16:00 Mr Murphy spoke with Mr Barca; shortly after that he had a conversation with Mr Lawrence.  
Mr Murphy said he was not informed during either conversation of spotting activity at St Andrews or Strathewen,  
of fires developing within the Kangaroo Group ICC footprint, or that threat messages had been drafted at Kangaroo 
Ground and were awaiting his approval for release. At 16:00 Mr Rodney Holland, Whittlesea Divisional Commander, 
advised all units by radio to protect life only, not assets, because of the severe conditions.74

At 16:10 Ms Hunter began preparing an urgent threat message for communities such as Clonbinane,  
Mt Disappointment, Kinglake, Heathcote Junction, Upper Plenty, Humevale, Reedy Creek and Strath Creek,  
but the message could not be issued from the Kilmore ICC because the fax machine was not operating.  
As discussed later in this chapter, this urgent threat message was never uploaded to the CFA website.75

While the fire front moved across Mt Disappointment its western flank moved laterally towards Lords and  
Mahadys Roads in Upper Plenty. It reached this area at about 16:20. Two people died in Upper Plenty.76

As a result of the spotting, between 15:30 and 17:00 at least two major fires were impinging on the Humevale and 
Kinglake West settlements—one approaching from the Mt Disappointment area and one from within Humevale itself. 
The effect of local terrain was such that the Humevale fire moved north towards Kinglake West, despite the north-
westerly wind.77 

Six people died in Humevale, four of them in Humevale Road. Another 16 people died in Kinglake West, 10 of them 
in the Kinglake West section of Pine Ridge Road and the remainder in Coombs Road. A further five people died in the 
Strathewen section of Pine Ridge Road.78

image 5.1

Source: Courtesy of Herald & Weekly Times.
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Strathewen and St andrews north

Between 15:30 and 17:30 spot fires developed in Strathewen and St Andrews North, up to 22 kilometres ahead  
of the main fire front. The fires at Mt Disappointment and Humevale were probably the cause of these fires.79

Like the fire witnessed at Humevale, the fires at Strathewen and St Andrews North moved in several directions. 
Although the fires generally ran towards the south-east under the influence of the prevailing winds, some ran towards 
the north because of local topography and the convection column the fire had generated. Fourteen people died in  
St Andrews.80

At times spot fires seemed to come from nowhere. Reports suggested the fire appeared to jump 10 to 15 kilometres 
and then take off again like the main fire. From the perspective of the Kangaroo Ground tower before the wind 
change, it appeared as though the spot fires had become one big front about 30 kilometres long.81

At about 16:30 tankers from Whittlesea and Doreen, which were trying to protect buildings at 870 Whittlesea–Yea 
Road in Humevale, issued urgent mayday calls. This property had been considered a relatively safe place for people 
to go to during a fire since it was on about 40 hectares of cleared land and paddocks. At much the same time, 
members of a strike team working further along the road were surprised by a sudden increase in erratic fire behaviour 
and took shelter in their vehicles, along with three residents. The strike team leader’s car was destroyed. Most of 
the crew members were unharmed, although some suffered minor injuries and one received superficial burns and 
suffered from smoke inhalation.82 

The Kinglake West back-burn

At about the same time as fires were approaching the Parks Victoria office in Kinglake National Park, Mr Fitzgerald 
directed officers to light a back-burn. The aim of the back-burn was to reduce the fuel between the advancing fire 
front and the Parks Victoria office and surrounding houses, in ‘a last-ditch attempt’ to reduce the intensity of the fire 
in the area.83 

Minutes after the back-burn had been lit it was sucked back towards the main fire. But spotting from the main fire 
was being lobbed over the top of the back-burn towards Mr Fitzgerald and his crew. Mr Fitzgerald gave the order to 
fall back. While they were evacuating, Mr Fitzgerald and his crew were caught by the main fire. The command vehicle 
Mr Fitzgerald was driving in was hit by what he described as ‘a great big ball of radiant heat’ that set the car alight, 
destroying two tyres.84

Divisional commands

On 7 February Mr Holland, an experienced volunteer firefighter, was Group Officer for the Whittlesea – Diamond Valley 
Group. It appears that, largely on his initiative, Whittlesea was established as a Divisional Command for the Kilmore 
East fire. He stated:

Throughout the day we had minimal contact with Kilmore ICC. We were receiving no direction from 
Kilmore about the fire fight. At approximately 4.00pm, the fire burned close to Whittlesea. We were  
for all intents and purposes acting independently and reacting to the fire in our area.85

At 16:30, as spot fires entered the jurisdiction of the Kangaroo Ground ICC, the centre was activated as a second 
Divisional Command. It reported and took direction from the Incident Controller and operations officer at Kilmore but 
was not given responsibility for the Kilmore East fire on that day.86 

The Kangaroo Ground Incident Management Team had an early understanding of the potency of the fire and the risk 
of danger to people in its path. But it was not the designated ICC for the fire, so it was not authorised to issue threat 
messages or other information about the fire. During the afternoon of 7 February the fire front moved south into the 
area of the Kangaroo Ground ICC footprint.87 
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By mid-afternoon Mr Lawrence and the IMT at Kangaroo Ground concluded that they were in a better position than the 
Kilmore IMT to manage the fire. A number of times during the afternoon both Mr Barca and Mr Lawrence expressed 
to Mr Graeme Armstrong, Operations Manager for Region 13, concern about the appropriateness of the Kilmore IMT 
retaining responsibility for the fire. On all occasions Mr Armstrong told them the fire would continue to be managed by 
the Kilmore IMT. It was not until 05:42 on 8 February that Kangaroo Ground was granted control of the fire.88

The Kangaroo Ground Divisional Command received reports of casualties from the Arthurs Creek captain as early  
as 17:00 on 7 February.89 

At Kinglake the power failed at 16:55; soon after, heavy smoke began entering the town from the direction of  
St Andrews. By 17:45 Kinglake was under heavy ember attack. Spot fires burned close to the CFA fire station.  
The sky was dark. At the Parks Victoria office near National Park and Pine Ridge Roads the park ranger was aware  
of the fire approaching on three fronts.90

Mr Paul Hendrie, captain of the Kinglake CFA brigade, described the situation in the centre of Kinglake as the fire 
front approached:

Then the smoke came over and blackened out like night. The lights went out in the station … There 
were 200 people in the street outside the station and 100 people in the station … I called for volunteers 
from the people in the station and we took a pump and hoses to the pub … The mobile phones went 
dead and the power went … The fire front was still a bit away at this time, about 100 metres down St 
Andrew’s Road, but there was lots of spotting … I don’t know how long we were under siege. I lost all 
track of time.91

At 17:20, contrary to operational procedure, Mr Lawrence authorised an urgent threat message about the Kilmore 
East fire to be released from the Kangaroo Ground ICC—despite Kangaroo Ground not being the ICC for the fire at 
that time. The message featured the communities that had been the subject of the 15:02 threat message that was 
not released. The 17:20 release was authorised because of Kangaroo Ground’s continuing inability to make contact 
with the Kilmore ICC and in recognition that it was ‘a priority to issue those messages’. Mr Barca was not aware that 
Mr Lawrence had unilaterally decided to issue this message.92 

The wind change

The south-westerly wind change extended the eastern flank of the fire from Clonbinane to Chum Creek. The change 
progressed across the fire ground from about 17:40, passing through Yarra Glen and Whittlesea between 17:40 
and 18:10, through Kinglake and Kinglake West between 17:50 and 18:20, through Glenburn between 18:15 
and 18:45, and through Flowerdale between 18:30 and 19:00. Temperatures dropped 10 degrees in 20 minutes 
following the change. At 17:45, when the wind change reached the Kangaroo Ground tower, the tower observer 
issued a red flag warning.93

Patterns of fire behaviour became even more complex as a result of the wind change. Some residents were exposed 
to severe fire behaviour for an extended time and were uncertain about the direction the fire front was coming from. 
For all witnesses who gave evidence before the Commission, facing the fire was terrifying. Many spoke of the noise  
of the fire—‘like a jet plane coming straight at you’ or ‘10 to 12 jumbo jets screaming their lungs out all at once. It was 
horrific, the noise’.94

Mr John O’Neill, a resident of Steels Creek, described the fire front reaching his house:

I could hear the approaching fire front … It sounded like ten or twenty steam trains rumbling towards us 
at a very high roar. I also noticed that the sky turned red, black and purple. Almost immediately the fire 
front hit us. I screamed at my sons to come into the house … Once inside, the fire front sounded like a 
hurricane. Burning embers slapped into our windows and the rest of the house … It was like being inside 
a washing machine on spin cycle and full of fire and embers.95

Mr O’Neill said the fire front took about 45 minutes to pass and that he and his family spent the following seven hours 
fighting the fire. Ten people died in Steels Creek, among them four in Old Kinglake Road.96
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The south-westerly wind change brought the full front of the fire to the township of Kinglake West. Burn and char 
patterns show that the change altered the direction of the fire in the Kinglake area, including at National Park Road, 
the Heidelberg–Kinglake road and Bald Spur Road. In Bald Spur Road alone 22 people died.97

The wind change’s impact on the fire was enormous. The fire’s eastern flank became an extraordinarily wide fire 
front of increased intensity. The front moved north and north-east in a series of running tongues, up slopes and 
gullies, through the settlements of Kinglake and Pheasant Creek. The fire burned more intensely in roadside reserves, 
consuming the fine fuels not present in paddocks. This further increased the fire’s intensity, rate of spread and 
spotting. Twelve people died in Kinglake; a further 19 died in Kinglake Central.98

By 18:00 CFA tankers, pumpers and communications vehicles were responding to new fires at Humevale, 
Strathewen, Arthurs Creek, Yarra Glen, Gruyere and Healesville. All these fires were caused by spotting after the wind 
change. One person died in Yarra Glen. At St Andrews and Dixons Creek CFA tankers, surprised by the wind change, 
became trapped and experienced burnovers.99 

At about 18:48 Mr Williamson received a report of a seriously injured person trapped in a dam at Coombs Road, 
Kinglake West. The road was completely blocked by fallen trees, and Mr Williamson and his crew had to cut their way 
through paddocks to get to Coombs Road. At 19:00 they arrived at the dam and were able to evacuate the patient 
to the Whittlesea staging area.100 

Mr David McGahy, captain of the Arthurs Creek CFA brigade, arrived in Strathewen at about 19:00. He told the 
Commission:

The scene that confronted me when I first saw Strathewen was—it was indescribable. There literally 
wasn’t anything that wasn’t burnt, that wasn’t destroyed … We came over the hill and the young chap 
that was driving for me, he saw his parents’ house fully enveloped in flames … it was very difficult. I got 
further up Chads Creek Road … and I met a resident on the road and he said, ‘There’s a body up there’. 
I went up and there was a chap I had known for 40 years dead in the middle of the oval.101

Twenty-two people died in Strathewen, six of them in Chads Creek Road. A further two died in the nearby township 
of Arthurs Creek.102

From Strathewen and Humevale the fire headed generally north, through Kinglake and Castella and along the Melba 
Highway towards the settlement of Glenburn.103 

After the wind change the fires in the Hazeldene and Flowerdale areas travelled north-east and east, emanating from 
the eastern flank of the fire. Fire had been reported at Flowerdale as early as 19:40, but the main fire front did not 
reach the Flowerdale Hotel until about 23:20. One person died in Flowerdale.104

The Kilmore East – Wandong section of the fire headed generally north and north-east towards Strath Creek and 
Reedy Creek, where it arrived at 20:00, burning through the remainder of the Wallaby Creek catchment, Kinglake 
National Park and the Mt Disappointment forest. During the night the fire reached the settlement of Hazeldene. Ten 
people died in Hazeldene, five of them in Long Gully Road; another person died in Reedy Creek.105

The wind change also caused fires of very high intensity in the Castella–Toolangi–Glenburn region. Two people died 
in Toolangi. Similarly, the change in wind direction caused a fire of very high intensity to travel north and north-east 
towards Strath Creek, where one person died.106

Mr David Cooper, CFA Deputy Group Duty Officer, was one of the first people to reach Kinglake after the fire front  
had passed. At about 22:20 he and his crew arrived at the fire station, having cut their way in from Kinglake West.  
He described what he saw when he arrived:

There [were] massive amounts of people there … I would say somewhere in the vicinity of 150 to 200 
people in the general vicinity of the fire station … They had very seriously burnt and injured people in 
the fire station at that time. The great majority of them needed immediate transport. It wasn’t possible 
because at that stage all ways in and out of Kinglake were impassable.107 

Eight people were in a critical condition, and up to 50 others required reasonably urgent treatment. Mr Cooper helped 
organise transport for the most seriously injured.108
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8 February

Early in the morning of 8 February, in response to reports that up to 20 people were trapped in a house occupied by 
the Tully family in Strathewen, Mr McGahy, travelling on foot, cut his way through to the house:

The roads were totally impassable. Tullys was about a two-and-a-half-hour walk for us … I made a decision 
I was going to walk in … It was rather eerie … by this stage the wind had dropped, the moon had come out, 
and we were walking … the only noise really [was that of] trees crashing. It was a very slow walk because 
you would only go 3 or 4 metres and you would be climbing over, under or around logs and trees.109

When Mr McGahy and his crew arrived at the Tullys’ they found that all 19 people in the house had survived.110 

Nillumbik Shire established emergency relief centres at Diamond Creek, St Andrews and Arthurs Creek. The Diamond 
Creek centre was opened at 19:00 on 7 February; the St Andrews and Arthurs Creek centres were opened after 
7 February. The three centres offered support services and material aid to displaced residents and other bushfire-
affected people and provided a venue from which the Department of Human Services and Centrelink could 
administer bushfire support grants.111

The Nillumbik Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre operated 24 hours a day until 10 February and then from 
08:00 to 20:00 until it was deactivated on 22 February. It received requests for equipment, catering, transport, fuel, 
first aid supplies, and assistance with disposal of livestock. Mr Conal Creedon, Group Manager of Infrastructure 
Services at Nillumbik Shire Council, noted that there was initially a great deal of confusion and duplication of requests 
being made to the MECC.112

The South Morang emergency relief centre closed at about 20:00 on 8 February; the Whittlesea emergency relief 
centre remained open until 9 April, providing services to about 5,200 people during its two months of operation.113

The Kilmore East fire was devastating. It resulted in the deaths of 119 people. More than 1,200 houses were 
destroyed. Towns lost vital elements of their infrastructure—police stations, water treatment plants, SES depots, 
power substations, communications towers, churches, community centres, government facilities, primary schools, 
kindergartens, child care centres and businesses.114 

5.2 cOMMunicATiOnS

Making contact with the Kilmore Incident Control Centre was a constant problem. Of 530 incoming calls between 
13:00 on 7 February and 12:00 on 8 February, 339 (or 64 per cent) were not connected for various reasons, including 
a busy signal, or were simply not answered.115

The Kangaroo Ground ICC used the Kilmore brigade’s advertised telephone number to make 18 calls to the Kilmore 
ICC seeking information and updates. The 14 calls attempted between 13:54 and 17:35 on 7 February failed.116 

Like others, Mr Holland, the local group officer who had become a Divisional Commander for the fire, had great 
difficulty contacting the Kilmore ICC. In fact, he received no official confirmation that the Kilmore ICC was responsible 
for managing the fire.117 He noted the lack of operational planning:

The operations on the day were hampered by the lack of current communications plans for the Kilmore 
and Kangaroo Ground Level 3 ICC footprints. The plans we were working with allocated the area of the 
fire to the now redundant Diamond Creek Incident Control Centre.118

The Kinglake West brigade had no contact at all with the ICCs at Kilmore or Kangaroo Ground (the ICC closest to 
Kilmore). Ms Karen Barrow, second lieutenant of the Kinglake West brigade, stated:

We had no more intelligence than the average resident. The mere fact that no one had tried to contact 
us gave me a false sense of security. It also meant I was making uninformed decisions that could have 
led to further loss of life—both members of the public and crew.119
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Additionally, on 7 February Victoria Police did not receive from the CFA sufficient information about the run of the 
Kilmore East fire. This limited its ability to plan. A number of municipal emergency response coordinators found 
it difficult to obtain information about the progress of the fire. The CFA told Senior Sergeant Scully, the Municipal 
Emergency Response Coordinator for Nillumbik Shire, it did not have sufficient resources to provide a liaison officer 
to the municipal emergency coordination centre, whilst a liaison officer appointed to the Yarra Ranges MECC was 
unable to log on to an ‘overloaded’ CFA computer system. The liaison officer was thus unable to provide information 
to allow the MECC to ‘track the fires and forward plan’. The liaison officer appointed to the Mitchell MECC could not 
contact the Incident Controller and could not retrieve up-to-date information from the CFA intranet. Police liaison 
officers at the Kilmore ICC were unable to resolve the problem. The Yarra Ranges MECC had to rely on a council staff 
member, who was a CFA volunteer, to obtain information on the fire’s progression. The MERC was also monitoring 
his police radio and CFA radio for information.120

Because of difficulties obtaining information about the location and spread of the fire, one of Nillumbik’s deputy 
municipal emergency resource officers, Mr Norm Golgerth, attended the Kangaroo Ground ICC in person on the 
evening of 7 February. He was able to obtain a CFA map predicting the path of the fire and an update on those areas 
that had already been affected.121 

Senior Sergeant Scully also criticised the lack of information flowing to the Nillumbik MECC about the fire situation 
and the location of roadblocks from the police Divisional Operations Centre. As a result of the poor flow of 
information, he was unaware that Kinglake had been affected by the fire until well after the event.122

The problems the Kilmore East IMT had with outward communications might have been exacerbated by the 
difficulties they were having in processing information within the IMT. Mr Kreltszheim, the level 3 Incident Controller 
who replaced Mr Gregory Murphy, described being unable to cope with the ‘data overload’ coming into the ICC.  
The Commission heard evidence that Mr Kreltszheim found that attempts by his team to document an incident action 
plan during his shift were continually overrun by events.123 

Communications and information sharing are discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

5.3 wArningS

Initially, no information officer was appointed to the Kilmore Incident Management Team. Mr Murphy was advised that 
fire information releases would be processed through the Seymour Regional Emergency Coordination Centre. He was 
aware of threat messages about the Kilmore East fire being issued, but he was unaware of the frequency or content 
of the messages and did not see any such messages before 15:30.124

By 14:00 it was understood that the fire was burning out of control and had considerable potential to endanger life 
and property. Observations and reports made by experienced CFA personnel amply demonstrated the fire’s severity. 
But the threat messages failed to convey this information and failed to promptly identify towns and communities in 
the probable path of the fire. The evidence about warnings for the Kilmore East fire was detailed and analysed by 
the Commission in its interim report. Suffice here to say that warnings to communities in the path of the fire were not 
timely and did not reflect the available fire information. Crucial warnings to communities in the path of the fire were not 
provided or were late.125

The delays in providing information to the public were the consequence of a number of factors, among them the 
following:

Until 16:00 the information officer for the Kilmore ICC was based at the Seymour RECC, where he was ■■

overwhelmed with other duties. Threat messages about the Kilmore East fire were therefore not seen or signed by 
the Incident Controller at Kilmore. Mr Rees stated that if the information officer is located away from the ICC it is 
probable that this will negatively affect the information flow from the ICC. That is what happened on 7 February.126

Between 12:40 and 14:25 no information about the Kilmore East fire was posted to the CFA website.■■
127
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There was a delay in forwarding messages from the information officer to the integrated Emergency Coordination ■■

Centre. The situation was at times exacerbated by a further delay in the iECC posting important messages to 
the CFA website. For example, an urgent threat message bearing the time 17:20—warning communities from 
Kinglake to Flowerdale of the potential direct impact of the Kilmore East fire—was received at the iECC at 17:41 
but was not posted to the CFA website until 17:55, five minutes after the message was due to be reviewed.128

Some urgent threat messages were not posted to the CFA website at all. An urgent threat message prepared ■■

at Kilmore at 16:10—warning of the potential direct impact of the Kilmore East fire on communities such as 
Kinglake—was not received at the iECC until about 16:38 and, even when it had been received, it was not 
uploaded to the CFA website.129

The iECC failed to monitor the Kilmore ICC in relation to the issuing of warnings. ■■

The warnings that were prepared did not factor in the probable effects of the south-westerly wind change on the ■■

fire. When the wind did change, the fire’s eastern flank (which extended from Clonbinane to Chum Creek) became 
the fire front and impinged on towns such as Kinglake West, Kinglake, Pheasant Creek, Steels Creek, Kinglake 
Central, St Andrews, Dixons Creek, Flowerdale, Reedy Creek, Hazeldene, Silver Creek, Castella, Toolangi, 
Glenburn and Strath Creek. The effects of the change should have been carefully monitored and should have 
been taken into consideration earlier when warnings for towns at risk were being prepared. 

Superintendent Peter Billing, Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator for Seymour Division, also gave evidence 
that there were some inadequacies in police radio communications. He noted that a number of officers were 
deployed from metropolitan areas without equipment that would allow them access to rural radio networks.  
This affected the ‘proper management’ of roadblocks and was also a safety concern.130

Warnings are discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

5.4 rOAdbLOcKS
During 7 February numerous road closures were established in the area affected by the Kilmore East fire, mostly at 
the request of the CFA. Application of ‘full’ and ‘partial’ roadblocks was, however, inconsistent: some police officers 
exercised discretion in interpreting instructions; others interpreted instructions strictly. In the Yarra Ranges alone 23 
roadblocks were in position at one point—among them roadblocks closing the Melba and Maroondah Highways.131 

Inspector Ian Lanyon, from Victoria Police’s Leadership Development Centre, played a central role in overseeing the 
operation of roadblocks. He stated that by 9 February there was ‘considerable pressure’ to downgrade full road 
closures to partial closures so that residents could return to their homes. Because of safety concerns, however, and 
the continuing search for missing people, police considered it necessary to introduce a system that would distinguish 
residents and service providers from members of the general public. Police provided red hospital bands to ‘residents 
and those with a pecuniary interest in the area’ and white bands to providers of essential services. These individuals 
were then allowed to pass through the partial road closures.132 

The Commission considers that the use of coloured bands to identify people allowed to pass through partial road 
closures was a simple, practical and successful approach to a problem that arose many times at roadblocks during 
and after the fires.

Roadblocks are discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.

5.5 FueL reducTiOn
In numerous places the rate of spread of the Kilmore East fire was appreciably slowed by areas that had previously 
been subject to prescribed burning.

After the south-westerly wind change the fire encountered an area that had undergone fuel-reduction burning during 
the preceding year. This slowed the advance of the fire by about an hour to an hour-and-a-half, delaying the time 
when the fire reached the boundary between public forest land and rural communities to the north. It also reduced 
the intensity of the fire.133 
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In other areas, however, recent fuel-reduction burns did not lead to reduced fire intensity. The disparity is probably 
a result of the size of the fuel-reduction burn in each case and possibly the effectiveness of fuel removal during the 
burns. Terrain might also have been important.134 

A study by Dr Lachie McCaw, Principal Research Scientist at the Western Australian Department of Environment and 
Conservation found that in areas where prescribed fuel reduction had occurred three or more years previously there 
was little or no impact on a fire’s severity. In contrast, in an area north of Kinglake burnt by bushfire in 2006 the rate of 
spread of the fire on 7 February 2009 was obviously reduced, and the fire changed from a crown fire or very intense 
surface fire to a surface fire of moderate intensity. In fact, a large proportion of the January 2006 fire area did not burn 
again on 7 February 2009.135 

Overall, there was a clear effect of more recent fuel-reduction burning on areas burnt following the wind change:  
the fire’s severity was reduced and its arrival in a number of places along its ultimate northern perimeter was delayed. 
The effect was, however, limited to 1-year-old fuel-reduction burns and the bushfire of three years previously.136 

Fuel management is discussed in Chapter 7 of Volume II.

5.6 cOncLuSiOnS

In the Commission’s view the lack of pre-planning for the Kilmore Incident Control Centre had significant effects 
on the centre’s preparedness and ultimately its ability to manage the Kilmore East fire. It also meant there were 
inadequate systems and protocols for providing accurate and timely information about the fire. 

Considering the severe conditions predicted for 7 February, the Commission cannot accept the explanations given for 
the complete lack of effort made to allocate staff to specific ICCs in CFA Region 12. This contrasts with the approach 
taken in every other region the Commission examined. Other regions also faced shortages of qualified personnel, but 
they compensated for this by concentrating the personnel in a smaller number of ICCs.

The Commission is also concerned that on 7 February the CFA’s Chief Officer and State Duty Officer both thought CFA 
Region 12 level 3 ICCs generally—and Kilmore (and Alexandra) ICCs specifically—were ready for a ‘hot start’ when  
this was not the case. This should have been clear from the incident management team planner for Region 12 that  
Mr Creak provided to the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre: it showed that important IMT personnel had not 
been allocated to specific ICCs. Mechanisms allowing the CFA Chief Officer to monitor IMT preparation were inadequate. 

Not positioning an Incident Controller at the Kilmore ICC on 7 February before the ignition of the Kilmore East fire  
(even allowing for the lack of trained personnel) proved a serious shortcoming. It inhibited planning and preparation and 
meant that initially Kilmore brigade personnel at the ICC had to start dealing with a serious fire while suffering from the 
distraction of not having a properly constructed team immediately on hand. It was unreasonable to place the burden 
of creating and then managing an IMT for a complex, fast-moving fire on unprepared and underqualified personnel. 
Further, the mere production of an IMT planner setting out the availability of people to fill positions across the region  
fell well short of the planning necessary for a day such as 7 February. Other regions were much better prepared. 

Despite the IMT planner showing the potential availability of DSE staff, there were no DSE personnel at the Kilmore 
ICC. This is in contrast with the situation at the Kangaroo Ground ICC (in another CFA region) and contrary to  
the expectations of Mr Rees and Mr Gregory Murphy, the initial Incident Controller of the Kilmore East fire.137  
The Commission considers that the fact that DSE personnel were not used stemmed from an absence of suitable 
planning and preparedness at the regional level.

It appears no action was taken at the regional or state level to redress the shortage of personnel in CFA Region 12 
before 7 February. For such a day this was unacceptable. The CFA Chief Officer, State Coordinator and State Duty 
Officer should have known that the Kilmore ICC had no level 3 incident management team pre-positioned and that  
it was not ready for a hot start on 7 February.
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Preparations and pre-planning by Victoria Police and municipal authorities were sound. There was evidence of long-
term preparedness, such as the extensive emergency management planning by Yarra Ranges Shire, which involved, 
among other things, simulated emergency exercises. The scenarios for these exercises had included fire, landslide 
and flood, and in November 2008 the scenario involved multiple bushfires—not unlike the situation that unfolded on  
7 February 2009.138

In the Commission’s view the initial operational response to the Kilmore East fire was appropriate and prompt.  
CFA brigades were at the scene of the fire quickly, and first attack began within 10 minutes of the initial pager call. 
The need for additional resources was recognised and the response was rapid.

There was confusion about command and who had responsibility for managing the fire. This appears to have been 
because the Regional Manager gave the Seymour Group Headquarters initial responsibility for the fire. This had 
several consequences: 

Critical fire ground information was not conveyed to the Kilmore ICC because of communication difficulties and  ■■

a lack of awareness that the Kilmore ICC was to become in charge of the fire.139

Aircraft communicated directly with the Seymour Regional Emergency Coordination Centre, and information on ■■

aircraft activities was not passed on to the Kilmore ICC.140

Fire situation maps and prediction maps generated by the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre were not ■■

provided to the Kilmore ICC.141

In hindsight, this appears to be because communications with the Kilmore ICC remained problematic throughout the 
day, and the well-resourced and well-prepared Kangaroo Ground ICC, which represented an alternative location that 
could have been given responsibility for the Kilmore East fire, was not effectively used until later in the day.

The Kilmore IMT’s failure to provide adequate warnings illustrates the need for pre-planning, good communications 
systems, IMT roles dedicated to this task, and procedures for checking that warnings are being received. It is 
not a personal critique of the individuals who were gathered together on an ad hoc basis during the afternoon of 
7 February. It does, however, demonstrate how a lack of planning and preparation by regional- and state-level 
personnel can compromise community safety.

The communication difficulties are illustrative of a failure in systems at the Kilmore ICC, but this must be considered 
in the context of a day on which the IMT personnel were given no opportunity to properly prepare themselves or 
institute systems until after the fire had started. 

The Commission also considers there were shortcomings in the inspection of electrical assets. This is discussed  
in Chapter 4 of Volume II. 

Use of liaison officers by both the municipal emergency coordination centres (including police liaison officers) and the 
incident control centres (including liaison officers from the CFA and DSE) was less than optimal. In some cases, liaison 
officers were not appointed; in others, although appointed, they were unable to obtain the information they needed.
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Horsham Rural City is about 300 kilometres north-west of Melbourne, in the Wimmera region. The areas directly 
affected by the fire of 7 February 2009 were Vectis and Haven, to the west and south of Horsham respectively.1

The Horsham fire ignited at about 12:20; it was a grass fire and in the first hour spread rapidly, covering just over  
10 kilometres. Initially it travelled south-east, past the western edge of Horsham, before crossing the Wimmera River. 
When the wind changed it travelled east-north-east, south of Horsham. The fire was stopped at about 18:00, having 
burnt 13 houses, many other structures, and livestock and hay. Figure 6.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 47.6°C at Horsham.2

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 8 per cent at Horsham automatic 
weather station at 14:00.3

Wind The maximum winds recorded before the south-westerly wind change were  
north-westerly at 63 kilometres an hour at Horsham AWS at 12:59.4

The south-westerly wind change was recorded by the Horsham AWS at 16:28  
at 61 kilometres an hour.5

The maximum winds recorded after the south-westerly wind change were  
south-south-westerly at 46 kilometres an hour at Horsham AWS at 17:49.6

Fire danger index The maximum Grassland Fire Danger Index was 312 at Horsham AWS at 13:00.7

Cause Electrical failure.8

Fatalities No fatalities.9

Casualties No casualties.10

Houses destroyed Thirteen houses.11

Overall area burnt 2,346 hectares.12

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 168 CFA and 186 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 47 CFA appliances, 34 NEO appliances and 4 aircraft.13

6 THe HOrsHam Fire
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Figure 6.1 The Horsham fire
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07:00

CFA Operations 
Manager begins shift 
at Horsham ICC

10:11

Further joint 
CFA–DSE IMT 
briefing 

08:46

Joint CFA–DSE 
IMT briefing 

Horsham

The following time line summarises events associated with the Horsham fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7–8 February

12:25

Fire starts 
on the 
Petersons’ 
farm; they 
dial 000

12:31
DSE resources 
attack head 
of fire 

Fire crosses 
Wimmera 
Highway 

12:30
Horsham 
CFA Brigade 
attends fire 

Six additional 
tankers 
requested 

12:48
CFA Operations 
Manager appointed 
Incident Controller 

12:37
First urgent 
threat message 
issued 

12:57
Deployment 
of further 
20 tankers 
approved 

12:577 February
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13:15 13:50

13:40
Incident Controller 
declines request 
for assistance 
from Coleraine 
IMT 

Emergency relief 
centre opened at 
Horsham Town 
Hall 

Fire reported to 
have crossed 
Western Highway 

13:35
Fire 
contained 

15:30 16:28 16:52 18:00

Spotting reported 
around Haven 

Fire enters 
Wimmera River 
area  

 

 

Decision 
made to 
close Western 
Highway 

14:15

Fire’s run to 
south stopped 

Narrow section 
of fire’s eastern 
flank breaks 
away Fire stopped 

16:29
Wind changes 
to south-
westerly 

8 February
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6.1 sequence OF evenTs

PreParaTiOn6.1.1 

On 4 February Mr Dale Russell, Operations Manager for Country Fire Authority Region 17, spoke with Mr Geoff 
Evans, the Department of Sustainability and Environment Manager of Land and Fire for Wimmera District, to establish 
incident management team plans for the forthcoming total fire ban days—in particular, 7 February. Staff were rostered 
off earlier in the week to ensure that as many as possible were available on 7 February.15

Mr Russell was aware that every level 3 incident control centre had to be ready for a ‘hot start’ on 7 February, which 
he understood to mean that each incident control centre was to be staffed and immediately ready to begin dealing 
with an incident. Measures were introduced to allow for a staggered start on 7 February. An AIIMS (Australasian 
Inter-Service Incident Management System) structure sheet had been prepared on 6 February: it outlined the incident 
management team roles for the day shift on 7 February, involving 42 people.16

In the lead-up to 7 February fire crews were allocated and firefighting appliances were formed into strike teams to be 
sent to other regions if required. In addition, fire spotters were detailed for aerial surveillance.17

Mr David Eltringham, Municipal Emergency Resource Officer for Horsham Rural City Council, and Sergeant Damien 
Ferrari, Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, ascertained the availability of water carts and pre-positioned 
earth-moving equipment west of Horsham in order to reduce the response time if a fire came from the west; this step 
was taken because of the forecast and the expected wind change. They received regular updates, including weather 
forecasts, from other agencies—particularly the CFA and DSE.18

Table 6.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Horsham fire.

Table 6.1 The Horsham fire – iMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes19

Pre-formed iMT at iCC Yes20

Pre-identified level 3 iC Yes21

Pre-identified iMT members Yes22

Time fire started 12:2023

Time full iMT in place Approx 10:11, 7 February 200924

Safety adviser appointed No25

7 February6.1.2 

The Incident Control Centre at Natimuk Road in Horsham is a DSE work centre in CFA Region 17. It had been set up 
as a joint CFA–DSE level 3 ICC. At 07:00 Mr Russell began his shift. At 08:46 he and Mr Evans conducted an incident 
management team briefing and discussed the IMT structure chart, the weather conditions expected for the day, the 
availability of graders and dozers, and other matters. They had planned that there would be a staggered start at the 
Horsham ICC in order to ensure staggered shift finishes.26 

At 10:11 Mr Russell and Mr Evans held a further IMT briefing as the pre-arranged personnel arrived at the Horsham 
ICC. By the time of the second briefing one fire spotter aircraft was already in the air. One of the two spotter aircraft 
was in the air all day.27 

Origin and cause

At 12:20 the power went off at the home of Mr Alan Peterson. Shortly after this he observed blue smoke in the 
direction of the power line that ran across his farm. At 12:25 the Petersons telephoned 000.28
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A single-wire earth return, or SWER, electricity line runs east–west across the Peterson property; the line is known as 
the Remlaw Spur and was constructed in 1963 or 1964. At some time before 7 February the first of the three coach 
screws that held the pole cap in place on top of pole 15 came out. The 7 February fire was started by a conductor 
that fell when the remaining two coach screws came loose as a result of wind-induced vibration enabling the pole 
cap to become detached.29

The failure of the pole cap to secure the conductor on pole 15 might have been avoided had there been a shorter 
inspection cycle: pole 15 had not been inspected for about four-and-a-half years. The risk of failures of the kind that 
started the Horsham fire would be reduced if centre-phase pole-top assemblies were replaced by new P-bracket 
pole-top assemblies.30

When the conductor hit the ground the fuse on the isolating transformer at the start of the Remlaw Spur operated as 
expected: it cut power by opening the circuit within 0.3 seconds. But sufficient current flowed before the fuse blew to 
cause the fire to start.31

Inspection cycles for electrical assets are discussed in Chapter 4 of Volume II.

Fire run, response and management

Because the fire began on private property, the CFA became the lead agency and Mr Russell became the Incident 
Controller. Mr Graham Parkes of Parks Victoria was the Deputy Incident Controller.32

From its point of origin north of Remlaw Road in Vectis, the fire was fanned by strong winds; it moved rapidly, 
reaching a rate of spread averaging a little over 10 kilometres an hour in the first hour.33 

The CFA responded at 12:27 and was at the fire, close to the point of origin, at 12:30. The initial response involved 
four tankers—the standard ‘hot day’ response. A further six tankers were requested immediately, and 10, then 20, 
then 30 tankers were subsequently deployed over a relatively short period. The aerial observer was at the scene of 
the fire less than 10 minutes after it started.34

The fire travelled south-east and, after crossing the Wimmera Highway at 12:31, entered a paddock containing only 
limited fuel. In favourable weather conditions there would have been a good chance of stopping the fire at this point. 
DSE personnel attacked the head of the fire but were unable to stop its spread.35 

Having travelled along the south-western edge of Horsham, the fire crossed the Wimmera River and moved away 
from Horsham. CFA, DSE and private firefighters put a great deal of effort into securing the eastern flank of the fire in 
order to prevent the fire burning into the township of Haven and were largely successful.36 

The first threat message for the fire was issued at 12:37, less than 20 minutes after the fire had started. The message 
warned that Haven, McKenzie Creek and communities through to Wonwondah might be directly affected by the fire. 
The Horsham Incident Control Centre issued threat messages at regular intervals throughout the afternoon.37

The majority of these messages were made available through the DSE website and reported on 774 ABC radio 
throughout the day. A number of the threat messages were, however, either not uploaded to the CFA website or 
reported out of time. For example, it appears that the CFA did not release the urgent threat message issued at 13:26.38 

At 12:43 Mr Russell met with the operations officers in the Horsham ICC to discuss the communications plan and 
asked that the fire be sectorised because of the congestion on channel 77. CFA sector commander for the Haven 
area, Mr Robert McGennisken, described the situation as ‘pandemonium on the fire ground radio’. The congestion 
occurred because 30 tankers were sought independently, not in strike teams, creating communications and 
coordination problems.39

The Coleraine ICC contacted Mr Russell at 13:40 to ask for additional trucks to help with the Coleraine fire.  
Mr Russell advised that they were unable to release any trucks because of the fire at Horsham and suggested  
they contact the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre with the request.40
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At 13:50 Mr Russell made the decision to close a 37-kilometre section of the Western Highway. By this time power 
company workers had already replaced the old pole cap with a new P-bracket pole-top assembly, restoring power  
to the area.41 

Mr Russell and Mr Parkes issued a joint media release at 14:00, providing further information about the type and size 
of the fire and the roadblocks in operation. Shortly after this Mr Russell spoke with Mr Richard Bourke, Regional Duty 
Officer at the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre, about deploying strike teams to Green Lake (14 kilometres 
south-east of Horsham) in an effort to anticipate where the fire would go.42

The fire’s run to the south stopped at 14:15. Mr Russell was informed by local brigade captain Mr Graham Hill at 
14:47 that the Dimboola forward command vehicle had been involved in a burnover but that no-one had been 
injured. During the fire one CFA unit had requested a doorknock to notify residents of possible evacuation, but  
Mr Russell felt it was too dangerous to do that.43

The wind changed to a west-north-westerly at 15:17 and then to a westerly at 15:30. The fire turned east and 
travelled close to the southern edge of Horsham.44

An emergency relief centre was opened at Horsham Town Hall at about 15:30. About 90 people registered at the 
centre on 7 February; some of them had had their homes burnt.45

At 16:19 Mr Russell spoke again with Mr Bourke, confirming that an additional four tankers available at Donald, in 
Region 20, would be required. These strike teams went to the staging area at Horsham showground and from there 
were deployed to the fire.46 

The fire then burnt into the back of the golf course and towards Golf Course Road. Once it had entered the golf course, 
the fairways funnelled it towards the clubhouse, which was destroyed. From Golf Course Road to Old Hamilton Road 
the fire ran as fingers, or tongues, rather than as a wall of flame. It was substantially checked at Old Hamilton Road, 
although part of it continued to the east. At times it spotted several hundred metres ahead of the main fire front.47

image 6.1

Source: Courtesy of Herald & Weekly Times.
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The wind swung further to the south-west at 16:29, and this drove the flames toward the east-north-east. The fire 
crossed Old Hamilton Road, spotted across Grahams Bridge Road, and continued across the Western Highway on 
the outskirts of Horsham, near the Wimmera Lakes Caravan Park. The rate of spread of the fire during this period 
was estimated at 2.2 kilometres an hour.48

At 17:00 Mr Russell authorised a further urgent threat message. It confused the direction of the wind with the 
direction of the fire and as a result wrongly said the fire was burning in a westerly (rather than easterly) direction  
and that it was expected to change to a south-westerly (rather than north-easterly) direction.49

ABC local radio in Western Victoria, however, appeared to have been broadcasting the correct details to the 
Horsham community. Throughout the afternoon Mr Parkes reported on air the effects of the wind change on the  
fire area, correctly naming the communities east and north-east of the fire as being at risk.50

The fire’s forward spread was stopped at about 18:00, just north of the Horsham–Lubeck road.51 

Despite a downgrade message being issued at 18:35, 3AW broadcast a warning at 19:00, referring to homes having 
been destroyed in Horsham and blazes ‘currently threatening Haven, McKenzie Creek, Bugle Alley and Green Lake’.52

At 19:34 the fire in Horsham was announced as being ‘less of a threat’. During an interview at 19:45 on 774 ABC 
radio. Mr Russell Rees, CFA Chief Officer, referred to ‘… a significant fire running in and around Vectis’.53

At 19:38 Mr Russell spoke with Mr Parkes and police about displaced local residents who had self-evacuated or 
been prevented from returning home by the roadblocks. There were 25 people in the Horsham Town Hall at that time. 
It was agreed that these people would be escorted home in order to allay their fears and enable them to extinguish 
any flare-ups at their homes during the night.54

The fire was declared contained at 13:35 on 8 February. The relief centre was closed on the same day. The Municipal 
Emergency Coordination Centre was de-activated on 11 February and became the Council’s recovery centre.55

The Horsham fire was a ‘classic grass fire that burnt under the influence of available ground fuel and weather factors 
such as: the prevailing wind, relative humidity and temperature’. Mr Russell described the firefighting effort on the day 
as ‘guerrilla’ firefighting: ‘It is basically house-to-house combat. We were after asset protection. The weather was 
such that you could not really, in very close quarters here, mount a concerted attack on the front because there was 
no front as such’.56

At the fire’s height 44 CFA tankers and about 30 DSE units of various types were involved, plus earth-moving 
equipment and private units. Mineral earth containment lines were constructed to secure the eastern flank of the  
fire to stop it entering Horsham.57

Although property was lost, the combined efforts of CFA and DSE personnel, landowners and private firefighting 
units, along with the absence of continuous fuel, limited the fire’s impact. In all, 2,346 hectares were burnt and 13 
houses were destroyed, as was the clubhouse of Horsham Golf Club. Numerous sheds, plus about 160 kilometres  
of fencing, 54 sheep, 226 other livestock and 484 tonnes of fodder and hay, were also lost.58 

The Commission heard evidence of radio congestion problems resulting in the air observer, Mr Trevor Coulthard, 
being unable to get through to the Horsham IMT. It took 20 to 40 minutes before the problem was resolved, and 
during this time the fire was spotting profusely. Mr Russell expressed the view that these problems could not be 
resolved without creating further problems with radio coverage. Both Mr Coulthard and Mr McGennisken disagreed. 
Mr Coulthard opined that there should be a dedicated frequency for aircraft, as there had been until the mid-1990s. 
Mr McGennisken suggested that an alternative solution could be to use the regional channel.59
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6.2 rOadblOcks

Mr McGennisken described the impact of roadblocks restricting access for private firefighters: ‘A lot of people  
were trying to get into the fire ground to gain access to give us help and were denied access. We can’t afford that. 
We need those people here to help us. That’s what makes the CFA so great, we all help each other’.60 

Sergeant Mick Salter, the Deputy Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator and Assistant Forward Commander 
for the police, agreed that total road closures at roadblocks were often excessive and counterproductive and that 
they prevented people coming in with mini–firefighting units and mopping up smaller fires behind the fire front.61 
Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses the question of roadblocks.

6.3 cOnclusiOns

The Commission was impressed with the pre-planning and pre-positioning that ultimately contributed to successful 
suppression of the fire. 

As a result of experience with a bushfire in the Grampians in 2006, Horsham Rural City Council had a representative 
at the Horsham Incident Control Centre. This arrangement meant that the Municipal Emergency Coordination 
Centre was not always set up in the event of an emergency because the Council’s presence at the Horsham ICC 
might be sufficient to ensure that any operational requirements were met.62

On 7 February the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, Mr Eltringham, worked out of the ICC. This appeared 
to be effective in improving coordination between the ICC and the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre, 
although there were some communication and record-keeping problems with the operation of the MECC. 

Sergeant Ferrari attended the Horsham Police Operations Centre, where he performed the dual roles of Municipal 
Emergency Response Coordinator and police Forward Commander. Police liaison officers at the ICC kept the 
MERC informed of the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer’s requests.63 

Considerable difficulties were also experienced in radio communication between the Horsham ICC and some 
personnel at the fire ground. Mr McGennisken gave evidence that he was unable to raise the Horsham ICC,  
not just on his radio but also using multiple radios from other CFA vehicles.64 Communications are discussed  
in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

The use of roadblocks at the time of the Horsham fire caused community concern. It appears the roadblocks were 
operated in accordance with the agreed CFA, DSE and Victoria Police guidelines as at 7 February. Strict enforcement 
of the guidelines was, however, a source of frustration and conflict between police and firefighters for several reasons:

People who came to help their neighbours fight fires and individuals trying to return to their families were ■■

prevented from doing so.

Private firefighting units and tankers were prevented from entering the fire ground.■■

A maintenance crew responsible for the restoration of circuit breakers at the pumping station for the Horsham ■■

water supply was held up, delaying resumption of provision of Horsham’s water and the refilling of CFA tankers.

Some firefighters trying to return home at the end of their duty were denied access to their homes.■■
65

Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses the question of roadblocks.
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Coleraine is in Southern Grampians Shire in Western Victoria. The town is about 35 kilometres west of Hamilton  
and 350 kilometres west of Melbourne.

At about 12:30 on 7 February 2009 fire broke out in a paddock on private farmland about 5 kilometres west-north-
west of the township. The grass fire travelled rapidly, and at one point fears were held for the township. The fire was 
contained at 17:30. It had burnt 713 hectares and destroyed one house, farm infrastructure, fencing and the  
Coleraine Avenue of Honour, which was bordered by cypresses. Figure 7.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperatures recorded were 43˚C at Hamilton automatic weather 
station at 13:00 and 42.1˚C at Casterton AWS at 12:00.1

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 8.9 per cent at Hamilton AWS  
at 13:30 and 8.9 per cent at Casterton AWS at 12:00.2

Wind The maximum winds recorded before the wind change were north-westerly  
at 40 kilometres an hour at Casterton AWS at 11:00.3

The wind change came through at about 12:55.4 

The maximum winds recorded after the wind change were westerly at  
40 kilometres an hour at Casterton AWS at 13:35.5

Fire danger index The maximum Grassland Fire Danger Index was over 100 at both Hamilton AWS 
and Casterton AWS.6

Cause Electrical failure.7

Fatalities No fatalities.8

Casualties One casualty.9

Houses destroyed One house.10

Overall area burnt 713 hectares.11

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 279 CFA and 64 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 55 CFA appliances, 6 NEO appliances and 3 aircraft.12

7 THe COleraine Fire
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Figure 7.1 The Coleraine fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Coleraine Fire – Fire Spread Map.13
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07:30

CFA pre-designated 
Incident Controller 
arrives at ICC 

08.35

DSE pre-designated 
Incident Controller, 
conducts weather 
briefing

11.00

Joint briefing 
CFA/DSE 

Coleraine

The following time line summarises events associated with the Coleraine fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7 February

12.30

Coleraine 
fire starts

12.34
First 000 call 
received

12.42
CFA Incident 
Controller takes 
control of fire

Aircraft requested

12.43
Further tankers 
requested

12.44
Fire crosses 
Glenelg Highway, 
heading south

12.50
Fire reaches 
Bryans Creek

12.55
Westerly wind 
change turns 
fire east

13.00
MECC becomes 
operational

13.15
Fire crosses 
the Coleraine-
Edenhope Road   

First urgent threat 
message issued

13.30
Urgent threat 
message 
uploaded to 
CFA website

13.35
Request for 
additional 
water 
bombers 
refused

Horsham 
IMT declines 
request for 
assistance

12.45
Additional water 
bombing aircraft 
requested

13.40
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14.14

About 40 tankers 
in attendance 

14.15
Relief centre 
established in 
Coleraine

14.32

Wind swings to 
west-south-west

15.02

Forward 
spread of fire 
halted

17.05

Relief centre 
closed

17.30

Fire 
contained

17.52

MERC advised 
that MECC can 
be closed

18.10

Final advice 
message 
broadcast on ABC 
Western Victoria

20.00

Community 
update newsletter 
prepared
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7.1 SequenCe OF evenTS

PreParaTiOn7.1.1 

In the light of the weather forecasts for 7 February, fire and emergency agencies prepared specifically for extreme 
weather with a high fire risk. The Country Fire Authority and the Department of Sustainability and Environment in Region 
4 pre-established a joint incident management team to enable a ‘hot start’ from 07:30 on 7 February. Mr William Speirs, 
a CFA level 3 Incident Controller, was rostered for that role; Mr Andrew Morrow, also a level 3 Incident Controller, was 
the rostered DSE Incident Controller.14

The CFA and DSE have a long history of working together in the region. All incident management teams are joint  
teams and have practised and worked together many times. Mr Speirs described the working relationship as 
‘extremely good’.15

As well as establishing and resourcing incident management teams, the CFA, DSE and local councils placed 
resources—among them firefighters, two fixed-wing water bombers positioned at Casterton, bulldozers, and 
contractors with other heavy machinery and water tankers—on standby. Some local brigades also placed crews  
on standby at their stations.16

Victoria Police rostered on extra members and ascertained the status of other members, so that they could be called on 
in the event of a protracted incident. In addition, Southern Grampians Shire Council prepared the Municipal Emergency 
Coordination Centre for activation.17 

Table 7.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Coleraine fires.

Table 7.1 The Coleraine fire – iMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes18

Pre-formed iMT at iCC Yes19

Pre-identified level 3 iC Yes20

Pre-identified iMT members Yes21

Time fire started Between 12:15 to 12:3022

Time full iMT in place 07:30, 7 February 200923

Safety adviser appointed No24

7 February7.1.2 

There are four possible recognised level 3 incident control centres in the Coleraine area. On 7 February the ICC was 
at Heywood, about 70 kilometres south of Coleraine. Mr Speirs arrived there at 07:30.25

About an hour later Mr Morrow conducted a briefing, outlining the weather forecast for the day and providing details 
of a fire at Penola, just over the Victoria – South Australia border. He spoke of the resources available in the region, 
among them the two water bombers at Casterton, but said he thought the likelihood of support from elsewhere in  
the state was low.26

Later that morning, at 11:00, Mr Morrow and Mr Speirs held a joint briefing. Mr Speirs said the high winds and rising 
temperature forecast for the day would limit aircraft movement.27

On the morning of 7 February the weather was relatively calm. One fire, caused by lightning, was reported early in the 
day, near the Victoria – South Australia border. This fire was quickly extinguished.28 
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Origin and cause

At about 12:30 a fire started in a paddock on private farmland about 5 kilometres west-north-west of Coleraine.29 

A single-wire earth return, or SWER, electricity line suspended by six power poles ran across the property. The fire 
started after the tie wire that held the conductor in place on the top of pole 3 broke, allowing the conductor to fall 
from the pole. The tie wire could have been the original, installed in 1961 or 1962. It appears to have broken as a 
result of fatigue and corrosion and had already had one break in it before 7 February. That break probably occurred 
after Powercor, the operator of the line, had last inspected the line, in September 2004, in accordance with its asset 
inspection policy.30 

The conductor remained suspended between poles 2 and 4. It swung in the wind, repeatedly striking the side of 
pole 3. It also repeatedly hit the branches of a nearby tree. The contact between the conductor and both the pole 
and the tree presented two possible points of ignition. The State of Victoria submitted to the Commission that the 
contact between the conductor and the pole was the cause of the fire, but the Commission is of the view that the 
more probable cause was contact with the tree, causing arcing that ignited foliage near the top of the tree, which 
subsequently fell to the ground. The point of origin of the resultant fire was the base of the tree. There could also 
have been a second point of ignition at the base of pole 3, caused by contact between the conductor and the pole. 
Powercor supported this view.31

The limitations of the electrical protection systems that can be installed on a SWER network contributed to the start 
of the Coleraine fire. The protection devices on a SWER line are often unable to distinguish between the current that 
flows to earth when a SWER conductor hits a tree or power pole and the current that flows to earth as part of the 
ordinary operation of a SWER system. The result is that the conductor remained energised despite its repeat arcing 
against the tree and power pole, increasing the opportunity for the arcing to start the fire. The risk of ignition of this 
kind is a feature of SWER lines.32

The age of electrical assets and the limitations of SWER lines are discussed in Chapter 4 of Volume II.

Fire run, response and management

From the point of origin the fire travelled to the south-east, through grain-crop stubble and undulating grassland 
towards the valley country. At first it ran up a hill from the paddock in which it started. Then, influenced by the wind,  
it travelled downhill towards the Glenelg Highway and Bryans Creek.33 

The CFA received the first call about the Coleraine fire at 12:34; the caller was a person who lived about a kilometre west  
of the point of the fire’s origin. Five tankers responded initially. At about 12:42 Mr Speirs was alerted to the fire. Because  
the fire had started on private land, the CFA was the control agency and Mr Spiers became the Incident Controller.34

At 12:42 water-bombing aircraft were requested. The fixed-wing water bombers, working out of Casterton, dropped 
four loads on the fire before being obliged to move to Hamilton because of poor flying conditions. From there they 
dropped a further two loads. Another eight tankers were requested from the fire ground at 12:43.35

The fire moved rapidly, covering the kilometre from the point of origin to the Glenelg Highway in about eight minutes. 
At about 12:44 it crossed the highway, heading south and reaching Bryans Creek at 12:50.36

Shortly after 12:45 the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer for Southern Grampians Shire Council, Mr Lyle Tune, 
and the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, Senior Sergeant Nick Finnegan, received reports that a fire 
had started near Coleraine. Senior Sergeant Finnegan contacted Mr Tune shortly before 13:00 and asked that the 
Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre be activated. The MECC was operational shortly after 13:00. There was 
concern that the forecast wind change would push the fire into the town.37

A westerly wind change reached the fire ground at about 12:55, turning the fire to the east and taking the path  
of the fire north of Coleraine. The eastern flank of the fire became the fire front. At 12:57 Mr Speirs and Mr Morrow 
discussed Mr Speirs’ intention to divert two additional strike teams to protect the town. Throughout the afternoon  
a steady stream of CFA, DSE and private resources were devoted to the fire.38
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The first urgent threat message was issued at 13:15. It warned that the communities of Muntham, Coleraine and 
Hilgay might be directly affected by the fire. The message was uploaded to the CFA website at 13:30. After the fire 
crossed the Coleraine–Balmoral road a further urgent threat message was issued, at 13:41. Additional urgent threat 
messages and then message downgrades were also successfully released.39 

The fire crossed the Coleraine–Edenhope road at 13:15, heading east along a creek line. By 13:37 it had covered 
about 200 hectares and was bearing towards steep valley country. There was concern that if it reached the valleys it 
would split into fingers and become more difficult to control. At 13:35 Mr Speirs was informed by the logistics officer 
that additional water bombers were unavailable because of the Horsham fire, and at 13:40 the Horsham ICC declined 
a request for additional tankers from the Coleraine ICC for this reason.40

By 14:14 about 40 tankers were present. Mr Speirs had asked for another strike team and had told the Regional 
Emergency Coordination Centre that more resources might be needed.41

A relief centre was established at about 14:15 in Coleraine to cater for people who wanted to evacuate their 
residences. No-one attended the centre, and it was closed at about 17:05.42 

The fire continued its run towards the valley country, coming within about a kilometre of Coleraine. At 14:32, however, 
a west-south-westerly wind change turned the fire in a more northerly direction, away from Coleraine.43

The fire ran to the north-east until its forward spread was halted at 15:02. It remained active around the edges until 
17:30, when it was reported as contained on the western side of the Coleraine–Balmoral road. From the time the 
forward spread of the fire was halted crews worked blacking out the fire. The final perimeter of the fire was about  
16 kilometres.44 

Mr Speirs told the Commission he had not expected the head of the fire to be stopped so soon and that this was 
as a result of firefighters working to ‘pull the fire up’ in steep country. He described the firefighters’ work as ‘nothing 
short of fantastic’.45

The Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre received only a few requests for assistance, and there was no need 
to seek resources from other municipalities. During the day Mr Tune arranged for earth-moving equipment and 
personnel and for a community bus to be placed on standby to assist with transportation of the elderly if necessary. 
The MECC closed at 17:52 and went into ‘recovery mode’.46

A final advice message was issued at 18:07, saying the fire had been contained. This message was broadcast on 
ABC Western Victoria at 18:10.47

At about 20:00 a community update newsletter was prepared, and CFA Community Safety personnel hand-delivered 
copies to people living in and around the fire-affected area. The newsletter detailed the fire’s impact, the losses and 
ongoing suppression work, and provided recovery information.48

The Coleraine fire was particularly fast-running: the forward rate of spread peaked at as much as 9 kilometres an 
hour, although generally it was much less than this. The fire largely burnt in paddocks where fuel loads were low, and  
the flame heights were minimal. Along roadsides, where fuel loads were greater, flame heights were 2 to 3 metres. 
The efforts of firefighters and local property owners, and the two wind changes, prevented the fire from reaching 
Coleraine and limited the forward spread in less than three hours.49

During the entire course of the fire the IMT for the Coleraine fire planned for the predicted path of the fire, managed 
resources, issued warnings, provided communications support for radio black spots, and directed the establishment 
of roadblocks.50 

The Coleraine Incident Management Team also issued a number of statements, warnings and messages during the 
day. In addition, Mr Speirs spoke to 774 ABC radio and local ABC radio to convey messages. As well as the warnings 
being issued, police attended properties throughout the fire zone, advising residents to implement their fire plans.51

It appears that the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre did not post all threat messages on the CFA website.  
As a consequence, several radio updates, including those issued by 774 ABC radio, referred to out-of-date information.52
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Late on 7 February the Incident Controller instructed that the roadblocks that had been erected earlier in the day 
were to stay in place overnight. There were, however, reports of traffic travelling along three of the roads that had 
been closed. The last roadblock was removed at 09:30 on 8 February.53

In comparison with some other fires on 7 February, the Coleraine fire had a relatively small impact. Nevertheless,  
as noted, it did destroy one house, farm infrastructure, fencing and the cypress-lined Coleraine Avenue of Honour.  
A local resident sustained burns when trying to move stock from the path of the fire.54 

In all, 44 CFA brigades attended the fire, with 54 appliances and 274 personnel. DSE personnel, private firefighters, 
forest industry brigades and fixed-wing water bombers also contributed.55 

A large number of farmers and landowners in the area keep private firefighting appliances to defend their properties 
and help fight fires. These private resources made a valuable contribution to the firefighting effort on 7 February.  
They are often the first resources involved in an attack on a fire in the Western District.56

7.2 COnCluSiOnS

Although throughout the day Mr Speirs had contact with personnel in the Coleraine Incident Management Team, the 
Regional Emergency Coordination Centre and divisional and sector commanders, he was not aware that predictive and 
situational maps for the fire had been prepared in the RECC on 7 February. The IMT carried out its own prediction 
and analysis, however, and was not hindered by the lack of consultation with and support from the RECC.57

The overall local effort—including the advance planning, the efficient response to the fire, and the rapid deployment 
of resources (among them the water bombers)—and the favourable wind change resulted in the fire’s run being 
stopped reasonably quickly, and there was only limited damage. The Commission was impressed and commends 
the cooperative approach on the part of both the CFA and DSE in the region: it has developed into a good working 
relationship. This led to improved incident and emergency planning and was reflected in the effective response.

The warnings the Coleraine Incident Control Centre issued for the Coleraine fire were generally timely and accurate. 

Because the Coleraine fire was contained about five hours after it began, it did not require the same level of municipal 
resources as other fires that occurred on 7 February.

The roadblocks appear to have been operated in accordance with the guidelines agreed by the CFA, DSE and 
Victoria Police, but strict enforcement of the guidelines became a source of frustration between police and firefighters 
for two main reasons:

Some people in private firefighting appliances or CFA personnel in private vehicles were prevented from  ■■

attending the fire ground.

A truck that was transporting fire retardant to Hamilton airport was delayed until approval from the  ■■

Incident Controller was received, delaying the fire retardant’s arrival at the airport.58 

Chapter 2 in Volume II looks at the question of roadblocks.
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Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.
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Pomborneit–Weerite is in Corangamite Shire, in Western Victoria. The town of Pomborneit is about 30 kilometres 
west of Colac and 160 kilometres west-south-west of Melbourne.1

The Pomborneit–Weerite grass fire was relatively short-lived, being active for about five hours on 7 February 2009  
but burning over 1,000 hectares. It started at about 13:15 and quickly burned through grazing land and across  
a railway line and roads. There was a rapid local response, supported by incident management based in Colac.  
The fire was contained on 7 February. Damage and losses were limited to stock, crops, hay, fencing and some 
private infrastructure.2 Figure 8.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 45.1°C at Mortlake automatic weather 
station at 13:30.3

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 7.9 per cent at Mortlake AWS  
at 13:30.4

Wind At about 13:00, the Mt Porndon fire tower recorded north-north-westerly winds  
of about 100 kilometres an hour, with gusts up to 113 kilometres an hour.5

The maximum winds recorded at Mt Gellibrand AWS before the wind change  
were north-westerly at 90 kilometres an hour at 14:00.6

The wind change came through at about 14:15.7

The maximum winds recorded after the wind change were south-westerly  
at 115 kilometres an hour at Mt Gellibrand AWS at 17:00.8

Fire danger index The maximum Grassland Fire Danger Index was greater than 100 at Mortlake  
AWS at 13:30.9

Cause Electrical failure.10

Fatalities No fatalities.11

Casualties No casualties.12

Houses destroyed No houses.13

Overall area burnt 1,008 hectares.14

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 191 CFA and 50 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 45 CFA appliances, 10 NEO appliances and 2 aircraft.15

8 THe POmbOrneiT–weeriTe Fire
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Figure 8.1 The Pomborneit–Weerite fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Weerite Fire – Fire Spread Map.16
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07:00

32 people in position 
at the ICC

08:00 
Corangamite Shire 
MERO arrives at 
MECC

13:14 13:42

Electrical faults 
recorded on 
both 22-kilovolt 
and 66-kilovolt 
power lines

13:17
Pomborneit and 
Weerite CFA 
brigades already 
turned out

First notification  
of fire to 000

V/Line advised 
to stop trains 
because of track 
damage

Aircraft 
requested

14:15 15:30

14:49
Fire crosses 
Princes Highway, 
heading towards 
Pomborneit North

South-westerly 
wind change 
recorded at  
Mt Porndon, 
adjacent to  
the fire

Urgent threat 
message sent 
to iECC but not 
uploaded to CFA 
website

16:35

Fire’s forward 
spread stopped 
but work still 
required on flanks

17:50

Fire 
contained

Pomborneit–weerite

The following time line summarises events associated with the Pomborneit–Weerite fire. For the most part,  
the times given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7 February

7 February
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8.1 Sequence OF evenTS

PreParaTiOn8.1.1 

On 6 February Mr Malcolm Fallon, Operations Manager for Country Fire Authority Region 6, held a teleconference 
with representatives of local councils, the Department of Human Services, the State Emergency Service and Victoria 
Police. On the basis of his understanding of the statewide CFA teleconference of 3 February, he explained the need 
for preparation and asked each agency for a verbal report to confirm the level of preparedness. Each municipality 
said it was ready.17 

Mr David Rourke, Major Projects Manager in South-West Region for the Department of Sustainability and Environment, 
arranged for Corangamite Shire to ensure that the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre and its staff were ready 
for an immediate start on 7 February.18 

Because of a shortage of incident management team personnel, CFA Region 6 established only one incident control 
centre, at Colac. Mr Fallon said the region runs only one level 3 ICC in order to avoid problems with transferring IMT 
staff between incidents.19 

Mr Fallon was the pre-designated level 3 Incident Controller, regardless of where a fire started. Before 7 February all 
major and support roles in the Colac IMT had been filled, including a Safety Adviser.20 

Elsewhere in the region—at Lismore, Camperdown, Cobden and Timboon—level 2 IMTs had been established and 
were ready to function. If necessary, the level 2 ICCs could function as divisional commands of the Colac level 3 ICC.21

Table 8.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Pomborneit–Weerite fire.

Table 8.1 The Pomborneit–Weerite fire – iMT preparedness summary

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes22

Pre-formed iMT at iCC Yes23

Pre-identified level 3 iC Yes24

Pre-identified iMT members Yes25

Time fire started Approx 13:1726

Full iMT in place by 07:00, 7 February 200927

Safety adviser appointed Yes28

7 February8.1.2 

By 07:00 on 7 February 32 personnel from the CFA and the Department of Sustainability and Environment jointly 
staffed the IMT and were at the ICC ‘ready to go’. During the course of the morning IMT personnel were updated  
on the weather and available resources.29 

At 08:00 Mr Kevin Kittel, the Corangamite Shire Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, arrived at the Municipal 
Emergency Coordination Centre. The primary location for the MECC on 7 February was the Killara Centre in 
Camperdown. The MECC was made ready, and the Colac ICC was advised of this by email. Senior Sergeant  
Stephen Thompson, the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, inspected the MECC at 10:00 and  
returned at 12:00.30

In the field, preparations were also well advanced. Pomborneit and Weerite fire crews were pre-positioned at their 
local stations; they were ‘dressed ready to go’, which was their practice on fire ban days. At 13:00 six to eight 
members were in the station, a further 10 to 15 members were available at short notice from their homes, and  
a further member was at the Mt Porndon fire lookout.31 
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Origin and cause

At about 13:15 on 7 February Ms Kerry-Lynne Callow was travelling along the Princes Highway from Camperdown 
towards Geelong. She described what she saw as she drove over the Weerite railway overpass:

In front and to my left down the road was a flare, which was quite unusual. It only lasted … one, two [or] 
three seconds. It wasn’t a long event. It appeared to be behind—in the same line of vision was a single 
pole with a transformer on it and, while it appeared to be behind that, it was suspended in the air. It was 
a blue flare that was stationary a while and then sort of rolled back on itself in a yellow flame.32 

She went on to say the flare was at the height of the wires, suspended in mid-air, and was similar to blanket-style 
lightning or a broad flame that was there for a couple of seconds and then ‘just rolled back’.33 

While she was watching the transformer on the left-hand side of the road, Ms Callow became aware that there  
was a fire on her right: ‘It was a fairly intense little fire’, with naked flames, directly on the south side of the road  
(the opposite side to the Colac–Camperdown power line), ‘probably 6 by 6 feet’ with ‘flames at waist height’.  
As soon as it was safe to do so, Ms Callow parked her car and phoned 000 on her mobile phone. She described  
the fire as a fast-moving grass fire. The 000 operator recorded the location of the fire as on the Princes Highway,  
near Danedite Road, at Weerite.34

Ms Regina Beal lives in a house on a farm at Weerite, 2.3 kilometres from the intersection of the Princes Highway  
and Danedite Road. The Commission received a statement from her but she was not able to attend personally to  
give evidence. It was thus not possible to properly assess the reliability of her account. Her statement indicates that 
after lunch on 7 February, she saw a silver flash near the rail overpass and noted that the power in her house faltered; 
she saw smoke nearby and phoned 000. Records show the first emergency call was received at 13:17.35 

The Colac–Camperdown power line, constructed in 1949 and operated by Powercor, runs along the north side of 
the Princes Highway at Weerite. The poles carry three rows of 66-kilovolt copper conductors, which between them 
carry 66,000 volts, and below them one row of 22-kilovolt aluminium conductors, which between them carry 22,000 
volts. At 13:14 on 7 February the Colac–Camperdown power line recorded electrical faults on both the 22- and the 
66-kilovolt power lines. The latter tripped to ‘lock out’, stopping the flow of electricity along that section of the line.36 

The electrical fault occurred as a result of the clashing of the 66- and 22-kilovolt conductors or the 22- and 22-kilovolt 
conductors, or both. There is a long history of clashing conductors on this line in the general area of the clashing that 
occurred on 7 February. The clashing caused the emission of molten particles, which ignited vegetation by the side of 
the Princes Highway.37

Chapter 4 in Volume II discusses in detail systemic matters relating to fires caused by electrical incidents.

Fire run, response and management 

Shortly before 13:06 the electricity flickered at the CFA station in Pomborneit. On the basis of past experience  
Mr Terrence Place, CFA captain for over 30 years, left the station in a slip-on unit to check the Colac–Camperdown 
power line on the Princes Highway, expecting a fire caused by electrical assets. When he saw fire he called the 
Camperdown station, seeking additional resources. Because of the potential danger, the Pomborneit tanker also 
turned out, as did a vehicle from the Weerite CFA station.38 

The Chocolyn, Stonyford and Tesbury brigades were paged at 13:17, along with the Weerite and Pomborneit 
brigades. The Weerite brigade turned out within minutes. Soon after, the Camperdown, Tesbury and Chocolyn 
brigades were all in attendance.39

Mr Place described the speed of the fire’s spread: ‘I have been to plenty of fires in my time … and the speed  
of [this] fire was just phenomenal’.40

Initially Mr Place was the local Incident Controller. Once it had been established that the fire could not be quickly 
brought under control, however, the Deputy Group Officer directed him to establish and crew an operations point 
at the Pomborneit station, where there was better radio coverage and the ability to link to the level 3 Colac Incident 
Management Team.41
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That IMT was situated at the DSE office in Colac, which has been the region’s incident control centre for eight years. 
It was well prepared early on 7 February and had just completed a state update briefing when the fire was reported. 
Mr Fallon was the pre-designated Incident Controller for 7 February and assumed that position.42 

At 13:21 the State Air Desk was asked for two aircraft to assist with firefighting. Three aircraft had been made 
available for the region—two water bombers and one observation aircraft. At the time the water-bombing aircraft 
could not be deployed because of the weather conditions. The observation aircraft did, however, become airborne.43

After a request at 13:34 for a further 10 tankers, the response continued to build. The fire was still travelling at speed: 
firefighters’ reports to the Incident Controller noted that the fire travelled 4 to 5 kilometres in about seven minutes.44 

The initial run of the fire was south-easterly, crossing and damaging the Geelong–Warrnambool railway line, then 
running parallel to the line. V/Line was contacted at 13:42, so that it could stop trains using the damaged line.45

The first urgent threat message was posted on the CFA website at 14:15, for Scollers Road, Caters Road Settlement 
and Swan Marsh.46 

The expected south-westerly wind change was reported as passing Mt Porndon, about 5 kilometres south of the fire 
area, at 14:15. The change arrived earlier than expected and pushed the fire north-east, towards Lake Corangamite. 
The south-westerly wind fanned the fire: flames up to 6 metres high were reported by ground observers.47 

Personnel at the fire ground were not warned before the south-westerly wind change. There were no red flag warnings 
of the arrival of the change. Mr Mark Gunning, a CFA Fire Investigation Officer, was on the fire ground during the 
afternoon. He expressed concern about warnings: in his opinion, information about the wind speed and change  
was ‘ad hoc’, and he said very little information was provided about the approaching front.48 

Mr Fallon acknowledged that there was little warning of the wind change. He explained that Colac ICC would usually 
receive warning of the change as it passed through Cobden, Mt Porndon or Camperdown, to the west. Upon that 
information being received from these localities, in normal circumstances it would be conveyed to the fire ground.  
Mr Fallon told the Commission that on 7 February the change reached the fire ground at exactly the same time  
as it reached these other areas, making it impossible to provide prior warning.49

At 14:25 an awareness message was posted for Pomborneit, Stonyford and Swan Marsh.50 

The fire then crossed the Princes Highway at 14:49 and headed north towards Pomborneit North. During the next 
one-and-a-half hours it burned unchecked, heading in a north-north-easterly direction towards stony country.51 

At about the time the fire crossed the Princes Highway a helicopter positioned at Colac was able to become airborne. 
It dropped two loads of water and was then retasked to fires near Kinglake, which were considered a higher priority. 
Containment lines and the firefighting effort prevented the fire entering the Stony Rises (elevated basalt lava flows 
north-east of Pomborneit), which, because of the rocky terrain, would have increased the firefighting difficulty and 
greatly extended the time and effort required on the fire ground.52

At 15:30 an urgent threat message from the Colac Incident Management Team was sent to the integrated Emergency 
Coordination Centre. The 15:30 message was not, however, posted on the CFA website. It also took more than  
25 minutes for iECC staff to upload a subsequent urgent threat message.53

The fire’s forward spread was halted at 16:35, but work on the flanks was still required.54 

At 17:43 advice was received from the operations point that ‘control status’ was not far away. Considerable damage 
to rail sleepers on the Melbourne–Warrnambool line was also reported. By this time the fire was said to be quiet with 
an occasional flare-up.55 

At 19:18 a message was posted on the CFA website, saying that the threat had been downgraded to alert status.56 

Emergency relief centres were established at the Camperdown Community Centre and the Colac Performing Arts 
Centre. These were closed at about 20:30 because the 10 people who had used them moved to a local hotel.57

The Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre was closed at about 22:30 on 7 February.58
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The fire was listed as contained at 17:50 on 7 February. In all, 191 CFA and 50 Networked Emergency Organisation 
personnel attended the fire, supported by 2 NEO dozers and 2 aircraft. In all, 1,008 hectares were burnt, but damage 
and losses were limited to stock, crops, hay, fencing and some private infrastructure.59 

8.2 cOncluSiOnS

The Commission was informed that the level of planning was the highest it had ever been for the region. In the 
Commission’s view, this high level of preparedness helped the Colac Incident Management Team operate cohesively 
on the day, given the nature of the fire the team faced.60

From early on the fire moved very quickly. Mr Place said that, had there not been the rapid initial response, there 
would have been more serious consequences. He thought that the rapid initial response helped greatly to limit the 
fire’s impact.61 

The Commission notes the construction of containment lines in an effort to prevent the fire reaching the Otway 
Range. This appeared a prudent measure, as it was suggested to the Commission that, were it not for the earlier 
than expected wind change, the fire may have reached the Otway Range.62

The messages issued by the IMT were timely and clearly described the fire and its direction. There was also  
clear advice in the threat messages for road closures during the afternoon. Delays in uploading messages at the 
integrated Emergency Coordination Centre, while concerning, do not appear to have had any adverse impact on  
how the fires were fought or on community safety. Advice on the closure of the Geelong–Warrnambool railway line 
and the Princes Highway appears to have been acted on without incident. Traffic diversions were identified, and  
the iECC was notified.63

At times, communications between the ICC and the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre were not good, and 
the incident management changeover plan was delayed on the afternoon of 7 February.64 These deficiencies did not, 
however, materially impair incident management.

Requests to the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre for equipment such as water tankers and graders  
were received and acted on, and the equipment was despatched. It was reported that the MECC had difficulty 
obtaining from the Colac ICC reliable information about the location and movement of the fire. At times this resulted  
in the MECC having difficulty directing tankers and graders to where they were needed. Overall, though, planning  
and coordination between municipal, police and emergency services officers in response to the Pomborneit fire 
appeared sound.65

Mr Fallon noted the close cooperation between the CFA and DSE in his region. He stated that both agencies had 
developed a model relationship that continues to strengthen, this being ‘testament to the years of hard work put into 
the region by both organisations’.66
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Churchill is about 160 kilometres south-east of Melbourne, in Latrobe City and Wellington Shires, which are part of 
the Latrobe Valley. 

The Churchill fire started at about 13:32 on 7 February 2009, 3 kilometres south-east of the Churchill fire station. 
During the afternoon and early evening the fire travelled rapidly, affecting Jeeralang North, Balook, Le Roy, Koornalla, 
Callignee, Callignee North, Callignee South, Hazelwood South, Hazelwood North, Traralgon South, Devon, Yarram 
and Carrajung South. The Loy Yang power station, part of Victoria’s critical infrastructure, is about 25 kilometres  
from Churchill and came under threat. 

Although the fire was at its most destructive on 7 February, it was not reported as controlled until 19 February.  
Eleven people died as a result of the fire, 145 houses were destroyed, and more than 25,861 hectares were burnt. 
Figure 9.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 46.1°C at Latrobe Valley automatic 
weather station at 16:02.1

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded on 7 February was 8 per cent at  
Latrobe Valley AWS at 15:43.2

Wind The maximum winds recorded before the wind change were north-north-westerly  
at 44 kilometres an hour at Latrobe Valley AWS at 15:43.3

The south-westerly wind change was recorded by the Latrobe Valley AWS at 18:18.4

The maximum winds recorded after the wind change were 46 kilometres an hour at 
Latrobe Valley AWS at 18:20.5

Fire danger index The maximum Forest Fire Danger Index was 103 at Latrobe Valley AWS at 16:00.6

Cause Suspicious.7

Fatalities Eleven fatalities.8

Casualties Thirty-five casualties.9

Houses destroyed One hundred and forty-five houses.10

Overall area burnt 25,861 hectares.11

Firefighting resources On 7 February 409 CFA and 167 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 76 CFA appliances, 29 NEO appliances and 4 aircraft. 33 HVP 
firefighters also provided support.12

9 THe CHurCHill Fire
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Figure 9.1 The Churchill fire 

Source: Exhibit 994 – Churchill Fire – Fire Spread Map.13
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CFA Incident 
Controller  
arrives at ICC 

13:45
First joint 
urgent threat 
message 
issued

Spot fire 
several 
kilometres 
west of 
Balook

Emergency relief 
centre established  
in Traralgon

Wellington Shire 
MECC activated

IMT told wind change 
due at 19:00

15:02
000 call alerts 
brigades to 
spot fire 6 kms 
west of Yarram

First 000 call 
received

14:15
Pre-formed DSE 
IMT integrated 
with existing 
CFA-led IMT 

14:20
Fire reaches 
Jeeralang Creek 
West Branch

14:00
Latrobe City 
MECC activated

First residential 
property 
affected 

Churchill

The following time line summarises events associated with the Churchill fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7–19 February

07:00 13:32 15:00 15:2014:407 February
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Wind change 
predicted to 
reach fire ground 
between 17:30 
and 19:00

16:50
Multiple 
spot fires on 
western edge 
of Yarram

Fire burning 
in vicinity of 
Balook Visitors 
Centre

18:05
Wind change 
observed near 
area of origin

Three 
appliances 
involved in 
burnovers

Fire affecting 
properties in 
Hazelwood 
North and 
Traralgon 
South

19:18
Fire reaches 
Gormandale

17:00
IMT told wind 
change still due 
at 19:00

16:20
Fire crosses 
Grand Ridge 
Road west of 
Balook

17:15
Main fire 
approaching 
slopes of  
Mt Tassie 

18:15
Fire affecting 
properties in 
Callignee North

Fire burning in 
Koornalla

Member of IMT 
redeployed to 
new fires in 
Erica

Fire under 
control

18:20
Fire affecting 
properties in 
Hazelwood 
South

17:30
Red flag 
warning issued

19:0018:0015:59 17:30 18:30 19 February



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

132

9.1 SequenCe OF evenTS

PreParaTiOn9.1.1 

Before 7 February the Country Fire Authority and the Department of Sustainability and Environment had already been 
providing support in response to the Delburn fires (see Chapter 3).14

The CFA had been managing the Delburn fires using a level 2 incident management team at the Traralgon DSE office 
since 29 January. Mr Peter Lockwood was the day-shift Incident Controller on 7 February. Authorised to perform the 
role of a level 3 Incident Controller subject to the guidance of a mentor, he arrived at the Traralgon Incident Control 
Centre at 07:00, in readiness for starting work at 08:00 following a handover from the night-shift Incident Controller. 
He spent the morning focusing on the Delburn fires.15

In addition to the continuing management requirements of the Delburn fires, as a precautionary measure DSE 
established a further incident management team that was pre-positioned at the Traralgon DSE office on 7 February. 
Mr Lawrie Jeremiah, a DSE recovery manager and qualified level 3 Incident Controller, was rostered on.16

The Latrobe City Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre had been opened at the direction of Senior Sergeant 
Brendan Scully, who was the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, on 29 January in response to the Delburn 
fires. It was de-activated on 6 February, although it remained ready to operate. As Senior Sergeant Scully explained, 
‘We just needed to unlock the door and sit down and resume co-ordination duties’.17

Table 9.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Churchill fire.

Table 9.1 The Churchill fire – iMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes18

Pre-formed iMT at iCC Yes (in place from Delburn fire)19

Pre-identified level 3 iC No20

Pre-identified iMT members Yes21

Time fire started Approximately 13:3222

Full iMT in place by IMT already in place for Delburn fires

Safety adviser appointed No23

7 February9.1.2 

Origin and cause

At about 13:32 on 7 February a caller to 000 reported a fire about 3 kilometres south-east of Churchill fire station, 
near the intersection of Glendonald and Jelleff’s Outlet Roads. The fire had started in the bottom of a natural basin—
the Bennett’s Creek catchment—in the vicinity of forests managed by Hancock Victorian Plantations. The vegetation 
in the area consisted of blue-gum and pine plantations of varying ages with an understorey of shrubs, wire grass, 
blackberry and other surface fuels. The overall fuel hazard was very high.24 

CFA investigators and Victoria Police determined the cause of the Churchill fire to be suspicious. In order that the 
criminal investigations and proceedings not be prejudiced, the Commission heard no evidence about the cause  
of the fire.

Fire run, response and management

At 13:35 air attack supervisor Mr David O’Toole, who was already airborne, described a ‘significant column of dark 
smoke’—‘hundreds of feet’ high—south-east of Churchill. Although Mr O’Toole was 10 kilometres from Churchill at 
the time, he ‘knew that the fire was going to be unstoppable as direct attack would likely fail’. It was estimated that 
10 minutes after it started the fire had travelled about a kilometre.25 
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A Hancock Victorian Plantations surveillance plane (with pilot and observer) had been flying a circuit around the 
Latrobe Valley since early in the day. At about the same time as Mr O’Toole reported his observations, the plane 
responded to a CFA request to divert to Churchill, where it did reconnaissance work, continuing this until 16:30. 
HVP’s first-attack helicopter was at Latrobe Valley airport with the pilot on standby ready to fly; it assisted with the 
initial attack within 15 minutes of the fire being reported.26

Crews from Churchill fire station were first alerted to the fire by a member of the public who reported it directly to  
the station. Crew members were able to see a smoke column emanating from the plantation to the south-east of  
the station. By the time the first crew arrived at the scene the fire had spread rapidly to the south-east and was 
burning on both sides of Jelleff’s Outlet Road. Even at this early stage the fire behaviour was extreme, with crowning 
in the plantation.27 

As the Churchill pumper crew made their way towards Glendonald Road they reported that ‘a huge plume of smoke 
was already evident’. A request was made for 20 more tankers along with air support. Fire-bombing was of limited 
value because of the extreme wind and erratic flying conditions. The water was dispersing before hitting the ground.28

Initially Mr Steven Barling, captain of the Churchill fire brigade and a divisional commander, took on the role of 
Incident Controller before handing over to the Traralgon Incident Control Centre.29

While monitoring the Delburn fires at about 13:45, Mr Lockwood, who was at the Traralgon ICC, noticed in the CFA 
Incident Management System a fire at Churchill, in a pine plantation on Glendonald Road. He promptly informed the 
HVP liaison officer, and they discussed the plantations in the area, the possible run of the fire and its potential impact.30 

The first urgent threat message was issued at 13:45 for the communities of Hazelwood South, Jeeralang, Jeeralang 
North and Jeeralang Junction. The CFA and DSE continued to issue warnings throughout the afternoon. Between 
13:45 and 17:30 a further seven fire information releases were issued, warning communities that were likely to be 
affected before the forecast arrival of the south-westerly wind change. Mr Lockwood also did interviews with local 
ABC radio and 774 ABC.31

In addition to official warnings, firefighters liaised with police to warn communities of the fire and the expected wind 
change. Police also warned communities on their own initiative. Forward Commander Sergeant Clinton Wilson used 
any spare police capacity to warn residents—particularly those in Callignee, Traralgon South and Koornalla.32

In view of the rapid spread of the fire and the significant spotting, the first crews on the scene could not engage in 
direct attack from the start. The focus quickly turned to advising residents and protecting houses in the Glendonald 
Road area.33

Mr Bruce Mongan, Sector Commander, directed some firefighting crews to the east of the area of origin, with the 
aim of stopping the fire before it reached houses, and sent other crews to Jelleff’s Outlet Road to protect properties. 
He asked police to arrange roadblocks around the fire. By 14:00 additional crews had turned out and were being 
deployed along Thomson Road. The fire continued to spread quickly, crowning uphill to the south-east, through the 
broad valley of Bennett’s Creek and towards the community of Balook.34 

Municipal Emergency Resource Officer Ms Sheryl English received a call from the Municipal Emergency Response 
Coordinator about 13:45, informing her of the outbreak of the Churchill fire. The Latrobe City Municipal Emergency 
Coordination Centre was activated at about 14:00.35

Observations by air crew record that before 14:10 the fire was cresting the ridge along which Jeeralang North Road 
runs, and by 14:20 the head of the fire had reached Jeeralang Creek West Branch. The fire had travelled about 
7 kilometres in 50 minutes. From his aircraft Mr O’Toole reported that a spot fire had become established in steep 
country several kilometres west of Balook at 14:40, in the headwaters of Little Traralgon Creek. Several further spot 
fires were reported by a fire tower observer in the same area during the following 20 minutes.36

At about 14:15, following discussions between the DSE State Duty Officer, the Regional Duty Officer and the Area 
Manager, ‘it was agreed that the existing CFA-led IMT already managing the Delburn fires at the Traralgon ICC would 
manage the new fire’. As a result, the pre-formed DSE IMT was integrated with the existing CFA-led IMT that was 
managing the Delburn fires, and Mr Lockwood was the Incident Controller for both incidents. Mr Jeremiah was 
assigned the role of Deputy Incident Controller.37 
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This was in accordance with prevailing practice: the fire had started on private land and Mr Lockwood was from  
the CFA. He was, however, less qualified and less experienced than Mr Jeremiah and, as noted, was authorised  
to occupy the level 3 Incident Controller position only when supervised by a mentor. No mentor was appointed  
on 7 February.38

In its interim report the Commission said this method of selection was flawed, and it recommended that the CFA 
and DSE develop procedures aimed at ensuring that Incident Controllers are appointed on the basis of competency, 
regardless of the point of ignition of a fire. The CFA and DSE have since implemented this recommendation.39

With the exception of the position of safety adviser, all other key roles were filled in the Churchill incident management 
team. Appointing a safety adviser is mandatory for all level 3 incidents under a joint CFA–DSE standard operating 
procedure.40 The appointment of safety advisers is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

By 14:45 the fire had burnt through steep terrain and a pine plantation and had damaged a microwave 
communication tower.41 

During the first IMT meeting, at 15:00, staff were told by Planning Officer Mr Andy Gillham that the south-westerly 
wind change was due at 19:00. At the time Mr Ross Pridgeon, who headed the Strategic Planning Unit, produced 
one of two maps developed during the day. This map took no account of the potential effect of the predicted wind 
change. The second map, issued at 21:00, failed to incorporate any prediction of future fire spread: it simply showed 
an estimate of the fire spread at that time.42 

By 15:00 emergency relief centres were established in Traralgon and Morwell. Further relief centres were established, 
in Sale and Yarram, later in the evening. The Wellington Shire Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre was 
activated shortly after 15:00.43

As a result of a 000 call at 15:02, brigades were alerted to a spot fire in the Mays Bush – Jack River Reserve, 
6 kilometres west of Yarram. This was 14 kilometres from spot fires in the Little Traralgon Creek headwaters and 
about 20 kilometres south-east of the head of the fire.44

Efforts to protect assets continued during the afternoon. At about 15:00 Mr Mongan released the Toongabbie 
tanker, whose crew wanted to return to protect Toongabbie. Throughout the afternoon, before the wind change, 
he and Mr David Street, crew leader on the Traralgon East tanker, attended properties along Jeeralang West Road, 
doorknocking, issuing warnings and helping residents. Despite their efforts, the spreading flank fire destroyed a home 
at the intersection of Thomson Road and Jeeralang North Road at about 15:20. This was the first home to be burnt 
by the Churchill fire.45 

At 15:59 a local forecast for the Churchill area received by the incident management team had predicted the wind 
change reaching the fire ground between 17:30 and 19:00. Gusty south-westerly winds were expected to follow the 
change. Despite receipt of this forecast, staff at the next IMT meeting, at 17:00, were given by the Planning Officer 
the predicted wind change time (19:00) that had been given to the 15:00 meeting.46 



135

The Churchill fire

Image 9.1 shows the view of the fire from the Yarram CFA station.

image 9.1

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.

The fire was reported as crossing Grand Ridge Road west of Balook at 16:20; 30 minutes later it was said to be 
burning in the vicinity of the Balook Visitors Centre. Multiple spot fires were recorded in grassland on the western 
edge of the township of Yarram, and by about 17:15 the main fire was approaching the slopes of Mt Tassie and 
spotting to the mountain’s east side.47 

The spot fires increasingly strained resources as crews and equipment were diverted to the emerging fire threat  
some distance from the head of the fire. The Yarram spot fires threatened the Carter Holt Harvey Mill, but CFA  
crews managed to save the mill with the help of crews from Hancock Victorian Plantations.48 
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At about 17:30 the incident management team received information about the impact of the wind change at Bunyip; 
this suggested the change would probably arrive earlier than 19:00. The Incident Controller directed that all aircraft  
be grounded and that red flag warnings be issued.55 

Despite this, the air attack supervisor, Mr O’Toole, who had difficulty communicating with the incident management 
team throughout the day, received from the team no direct communication about the predicted change in the 
weather. Rather, having noticed the wind becoming erratic at 17:27, he asked the air base for an update on the 
forecast change. A few minutes later the base told him he should return immediately because a severe wind change 
was imminent. Mr O’Toole landed only minutes before the change arrived. He explained that if he and his pilot had 
still been airborne when the wind changed it would have posed ‘a significant threat to our safety’.56

At 17:47 the wind change passed through Boolarra, 5 kilometres south-west of where the fire had started and about 
26 kilometres west of the head of the fire. It was recorded at the Yarram automatic weather station at 18:03 and 
reached the fire’s area of origin by 18:05.57

The wind change turned the fire to the north-east, causing spotting towards Callignee, Traralgon South and Koornalla. 
A 13-kilometre-long uncontrolled flank of fire, running from the area of origin through to the east side of Mt Tassie, 
developed. Heavy fuel loads, steep terrain and the extreme weather caused the fire to produce huge pieces of airborne 
burning debris. Witnesses described the fire as ‘travelling as a mass of embers that ignited the surrounding vegetation 
almost instantly on their arrival, then propagating more burning debris to become airborne again’. No warnings were 
issued for Koornalla, Callignee, Callignee South and Callignee North before the wind change.58

It was after the wind change that the fire was at its most dangerous; it progressively burned through Hazelwood 
North, Hazelwood South (where two people died), Koornalla (where four people died), Traralgon South, Callignee 
(where four people died), Callignee South, Callignee North, Jeeralang (where one person died), Jeeralang North, 
Devon, Yarram and Carrajung South and on to Won Wron State Forest.59 Chapter 17 in this volume discusses the 
circumstances surrounding the 11 deaths that occurred.

Between 18:00 and 18:50 reports said that the fire was affecting properties in Koornalla, Callignee North,  
Hazelwood South, Hazelwood North and Traralgon South.60

box 9.1 Forest industry brigades

Under Victoria’s Country Fire Authority Act 1958 Hancock Victorian Plantations is required to maintain seven 
industry brigades to help protect its plantations. The company maintains crew and appliances well in excess 
of this statutory requirement.49 Ms Linda Sewell, Chief Executive Officer of HVP, explained why HVP kept more 
crews: ‘Our application of resources is not about what our legal requirement is. It is what we believe is necessary 
in order to protect our people, our plantations and the communities in which our plantations are’.50

HVP firefighters are trained through the CFA and DSE. They carry pagers and are alerted about attendance at 
fires in the same way as CFA brigades.51

Although a forest industry brigade is responsible only for fire suppression on plantation holdings of the owner  
or group of owners who formed the brigade, the Commission was advised that HVP crews regularly attend fires 
outside the company’s plantations, often some distance away. More than 50 per cent of the fires HVP’s forest 
industry brigades attend are not on HVP land.52 

On 7 February HVP was in a high state of readiness. Personnel were located across HVP depots and in fire 
towers at Flynn, Longford and Stockdale, and heavy machinery—bulldozers, graders, and so on—was at various 
locations. Twelve HVP firefighters were patrolling for arson activity.53

HVP’s response to the firefighting effort was rapid and included subsequent despatch of resources to Yarram. 
The HVP Churchill office had staff ready for deployment to any fire that might break out on the day. In addition, 
an HVP fire coordinator was acting as a liaison officer at the ICC in Traralgon.54
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During the course of the fire three CFA tankers were involved in burnovers. Additionally, a fourth tanker, Traralgon 
Tanker 1, was placed in a very dangerous position. All the burnovers occurred during suppression activities on 
Glendonald Road shortly after 18:00, when the wind change arrived. In each case the crews had heard a red flag 
warning at about 17:30, advising of an expected wind change at 19:00. The early arrival of the wind change, about 
an hour earlier than predicted, caught crews by surprise.61

The Glengarry West tanker report said the burnover hit with ‘great ferocity’. Three crew members were unable to 
return to the tanker because of the fire’s intensity and were forced to break into an indoor swimming pool area to take 
shelter. One crew member, Mr Norm Ingliss, remained on the tanker deck operating a fog spray. He sustained minor 
burns to his hands and face. The crew leader, Mr Graeme Chesterton, remained in the cabin and, while lying on the 
cabin floor, sent out a mayday call.62

Mr Chesterton described the experience of the burnover as ‘terrifying’, stating that he was fearful for his safety and 
that of his crew.63 He also described what happened when the wind change arrived: 

I could see embers start to fall. It was like they were coming from everywhere. … It became very smoky 
and everything started to burn rapidly. There were spot fires on the ground all around me and the trees 
started burning. At that stage I guessed I had about 10 to 15 seconds until I would have to make a 
move. Within those 15 seconds, the conditions deteriorated so rapidly that I realised it wasn’t safe to 
leave the truck … At that time I did not know where all my crew members were. I thought they could be 
on the back of the truck, or out and around the house. I made the decision to make a mayday call at 
that stage. I said on the radio ‘Mayday call, Mayday call, Glengarry West tanker’. I would then have said 
something along the lines of ‘we are completely surrounded by fire’.64

The crew estimated that the burnover took more than 10 minutes. Some on the fire ground were seriously affected  
by these events. Mr Mongan testified that as he and his crew took shelter he heard two mayday calls on the radio. 
But there was nothing he could do to help: ‘Hearing the messages made an impact on me at the time because I 
wasn’t able to do something to assist the crews in any way’.65

At about 19:00 a separate fire had started near Erica. Personnel and resources were redeployed to deal with this fire, 
drawing them away from the Churchill fire.66 

At 19:18 the fire had reached Gormandale.67

The spread of the Churchill fire had slowed by about 20:00, although the fire continued to move north-east.68 

aFTer 7 February9.1.3 

Although much of the fire was brought to a halt on 8 February, some areas were inaccessible, and burning continued 
in heavily fuelled areas. The fire was not listed as controlled until 18:00 on 19 February.69 

The Latrobe City Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre received 247 requests for assistance during the 
Churchill fire. The MECC ceased operating on 20 February. The emergency relief centre in Traralgon was attended 
by thousands of people in the days and weeks following the fire.70

The Churchill fire burnt more than 25,861 hectares, resulted in the death of 11 people, and destroyed 145 homes.71

9.2 inCidenT ManageMenT

The IMT for the Churchill fire did not prepare an incident action plan for 7 February. Mr Geoffrey Kennedy, operations 
officer, said he would not have expected to see an incident shift plan for a fire like this, because of the fire’s speed and 
rapidly changing nature. (An ‘incident shift plan’ is an alternative name for an ‘incident action plan’.) Indeed, the AIIMS 
manual recognises that it can be ‘extremely difficult’ to develop a written plan during rapidly escalating incidents. In such 
cases, the manual specifies that ‘an assessment of the situation should still occur and an objective be determined’. 
The State of Victoria submitted that objectives for the incident were in fact determined and that these objectives were 
firefighter safety and the protection of life and property.72
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In 2002, when reporting on the deaths resulting from the Linton fire, the coroner noted that one of the roles of  
an incident action plan is to put senior members of the incident management team in a position: 

… to consider, analyse and evaluate all relevant material so that the appropriate direction … can be 
given to those on the fire ground not possessed of all requisite information needed to make appropriate 
decisions, in terms of safety and operational effectiveness.73 

Mr Barling stated to the Commission that, although he had some interaction during the fire with Mr Brett Mitchell,  
the deputy operations officer, he did not receive a plan and nor was he given strategic direction. He said he made his 
own decisions about deployment of crew and sector command.74 Firefighters on the fire ground did their best in  
the circumstances, under the direction of their local superiors.

The State Emergency Response Plan provides that the decision to recommend evacuation rests with the control 
agency—in this case, the fire agencies. In accordance with then-current agency practice, however, the incident 
management team did not consider evacuation of any towns or localities affected by the Churchill fire.75 

On 7 February the Operations Unit’s ability to adequately manage and track resources for the fire was limited by 
the Planning Unit’s failure to produce any lists or charts detailing which resources had been sent to the fire and 
which remained available for deployment. This, at least in part, appeared to be because information was not being 
passed ‘up the chain of command’ from the field. It resulted in confusion about the identity, location and roles of 
the personnel on the fire ground and difficulties with communication and resourcing decisions. Inevitably, it led to 
inefficiencies and uncertainty.76

On the fire ground Mr Barling used ‘T-cards’—a manual system of recording resources involving the use of paper 
cards shaped like a ‘T’—to track the tankers under his control. Information from the T-card system was not used for 
making resource decisions in the Churchill Incident Management Team.77 Chapter 3 in Volume II discusses in detail 
the management of resources. 

The planning officer, Mr Andrew Gillham, inaccurately reported to successive IMT meetings that the wind change 
was expected to affect the Churchill fire at 19:00, despite local forecasts provided by the Bureau of Meteorology 
saying the change could arrive as early as 17:30. The idea that a wind change would arrive at 19:00 was widely 
held among members of the IMT and repeated in many contexts—including in Incident Management System data, 
in media interviews and in logs used by personnel. Senior officers in the IMT used the forecast of a wind change at 
19:00 in a red flag warning that was issued at about 17:30; others were advised that the change would arrive  
at 18:30. The change actually reached the fire ground at about 18:18.78

This confusing array of wind change predictions, combined with the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre’s 
failure to provide to the IMT crucial and accurate wind change information it had on hand from 16:50—meant that 
predictive mapping work done by members of the Churchill IMT, although of some use in estimating the spread of  
the fire, failed to take into account the impact of the most recent and accurate weather information available and  
the impact of the wind change.79 

The IMT did not provide a communications plan to crews on the ground. Throughout the day there were communication 
difficulties, including difficulties communicating between firefighting crews and between air crew, ground crew and  
the IMT.80 

An example of these problems was highlighted in the CFA investigation of a burnover involving Boolarra Tanker 3. 
The investigators found there was a lack of communication between the incident control centre and the tanker crew 
throughout the day and concluded that the tanker was engaged in suppression activities while being unaware of the 
ICC or the command structure on the fire ground. The tanker did not receive the red flag warning directly: rather, it 
‘monitored’, or overheard, it being issued to other areas. The investigators’ report concluded: 

The Communications Plan was established at the ICC but was not transmitted to local crews for 
adoption at the fire line. The local brigades used a fire ground channel as no Communications Plan was 
established. Communication occurred between the local group members but not to the ICC or to strike 
teams from outside region 10.81
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On detailed examination, it was found that record keeping by the IMT and personnel on the fire ground did not 
comply with the standard operating procedures of both the CFA and DSE. Specifically, important details about  
the dissemination of red flag warnings were not recorded.82 

PrOTeCTiOn OF CriTiCal inFraSTruCTure9.2.1 

A central objective of the incident management team—using CFA, DSE, MFB and Loy Yang personnel—on 7 February 
was the protection of critical state infrastructure in the Latrobe Valley. Among the assets protected were the Hazelwood 
power station and mine, the Loy Yang power station, the open-cut mine at Morwell, Bass Link power assets, Mt Tassie 
communication towers, and the SP AusNet microwave tower.83

Loy Yang is a vital piece of Victoria’s infrastructure. Although criticised for some shortcomings, the Churchill Incident 
Management Team deserves credit for its effective planning and management to protect Loy Yang. IMT staff and fire 
crews worked well with Loy Yang staff. Communication between the IMT and Loy Yang staff was excellent, and this 
contributed to the successful implementation of Loy Yang’s emergency management plans and helped ensure that 
the infrastructure was not significantly affected by the fires.84 Loy Yang management is also to be commended for its 
level of preparation for major fires.

9.3 COnCluSiOnS

There were numerous examples of courage, initiative and professionalism where crews responded to local situations. 
This might not have influenced the spread of the fire, but at the local level it increased community and firefighter 
safety, protected houses and property, and supported local crews who were both fighting the fires and risking their 
own homes and businesses.

It is the Commission’s view that the incident management team for the Churchill fire demonstrated shortcomings in 
management and planning. The CFA’s appointment of an inexperienced Incident Controller who required mentoring—
and did not receive it—contributed to these deficiencies.

Broad objectives such as firefighter safety and protection of life and property do not alone constitute the necessary 
strategic and operational direction for managing a rapidly unfolding, complex event such as the Churchill fire. 
Although incident action plans might not have been completed for other fires, the Commission considers that the 
absence of such a plan in the Churchill IMT contributed to the lack of organisation and affected the efficiency of those 
working on the Churchill fire. 

The training received by the crews who successfully sheltered during burnover events is commendable. The crews’ 
survival is testimony to effective training and good tanker design, and it highlights the progress made since the Linton 
tragedy in 1998.

box 9.2 One example of many

Throughout 7 February Mr Craig Wood, a long-serving CFA volunteer and captain of the Willung South fire 
brigade, and his crew focused on suppression and asset protection in response to the Churchill fire, at times 
placing themselves at great risk.

Along with many others, Mr Wood and his crew helped divert the fire away from Traralgon South and protect the 
Loy Yang power station. They helped evacuate to safety a number of people from Callignee. The bravery of all 
those involved is commended.

During the day Mr Wood’s own farm came under threat and was left unprotected. He described the choice he 
faced: ‘My task was far greater than my own farm’. This, he said, was something he ‘tucked … into the back 
of my mind’ as he instead turned to ‘concentrate on what you need to do for the betterment of the larger and 
broader community’.85

Mr Wood and his crew provide just one example of the courage and generosity of men and women who fought 
the fires on 7 February.
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The absence of a circulated communications plan—combined with the already noted absence of an incident action 
plan and the lack of awareness of resources on the fire ground—contributed to the communication difficulties. The 
Commission recognises that operational communications pose continuing challenges, but a lack of communication 
planning or planning advice is inexcusable.

The planning officer’s inaccurate reporting of the time of the wind change reflects the IMT’s lack of understanding of the 
importance of local forecasts, and the vital wind change information contained within them, for communities and for 
firefighter safety. Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses the importance of accurately interpreting local weather forecasts.

The Strategic Planning Unit should have taken into account the impact of the wind change when preparing predictive 
maps. The maps the unit produced were of little assistance to the planning officer and the IMT as a whole.86

Inconsistent information about the wind change was conveyed to firefighters on the ground—in the form of a red flag 
warning or otherwise. This failure to promptly transmit accurate information about the change meant that firefighters 
on the ground were exposed to considerable risk during burnovers. 

Warnings for communities affected by the fire before the wind change were generally adequate. No warning was 
issued for the community of Koornalla, however, and the communities of Callignee, Callignee South and Callignee 
North were inadequately warned about the wind change. After the wind change the Churchill IMT’s warnings lacked 
clarity and priority, and this imposed unnecessary risks on these communities and on firefighters.

If a safety adviser had been appointed at the Churchill IMT this would have sharpened the focus on safety. The absence 
of such an officer might well have contributed to the late and inaccurate transmission of red flag warnings to some 
crews on the fire ground. The CFA investigated the burnovers and interviewed affected crew members. But members of 
the Churchill IMT were not consulted or interviewed during the investigation; nor were they alerted to the conclusions 
of the investigation before giving evidence to the Commission. Chapter 3 in Volume II discusses firefighter safety in 
more detail.

Crew on the Churchill fire ground experienced practical difficulties in maintaining log books. The IMT at Traralgon was, 
however, operating in an office environment and had access to administrative support. While acknowledging that 
other IMTs might also have failed to maintain adequate records, the Commission considers that the example of the 
Churchill IMT emphasises the need to record red flag warnings and other life-saving messages in accordance with 
standard operating procedures. 

Communication between the Churchill IMT and Hancock Victorian Plantations was excellent. HVP management is to 
be commended for its level of preparation for major fires. HVP’s crews should be acknowledged for their firefighting 
efforts on 7 February. Their commitment to protecting the local community—not just their own assets—impressed the 
Commission. The company lost assets worth tens of millions of dollars in the 7 February fires, including 16,684 hectares 
of plantation.87

Although roadblocks were sought and put in position, concerns were expressed about the manner in which the 
guidelines were implemented. At a police debrief on 20 March Forward Commander Sergeant Wilson expressed 
concern about traffic management—including placement of roadblocks allowing free access to areas affected or 
threatened by fire, suitable designation of roadblocks, and confusion about who should be allowed through.  
Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses roadblocks in detail.
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Murrindindi is a small settlement in the Shire of Murrindindi, approximately 100 kilometres north-east of Melbourne.

The Murrindindi fire started at about 14:55 on 7 February 2009, to the north of a sawmill in Wilhelmina Falls Road, 
Murrindindi. It travelled rapidly and by 16:30 was affecting Narbethong.1 Following a wind change that arrived at 
about 18:15, the fire swept through the communities of Marysville, Buxton and Taggerty. It continued to burn for 
weeks in heavily forested public land and was not formally declared contained until 5 March. By this time the  
Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires, which had merged, had burnt 168,542 hectares and, among other things, 
threatened Melbourne’s water catchments.2

The fire resulted in the deaths of 40 people, and more than 500 houses were destroyed or damaged, mainly in and 
around Marysville, Narbethong and Buxton. The commercial centre of Marysville was destroyed, as was the core of 
the town’s economic activity in tourism and hospitality. Much of the town’s public infrastructure—including the police 
station, primary school, kindergarten and health clinic—was also destroyed.

Figure 10.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 44.6°C at Coldstream automatic  
weather station at 17:34.3

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 8 per cent at Coldstream AWS  
at 17:28.4

Wind The maximum wind recorded before the wind change was a north-north-easterly  
at 46 kilometres an hour at Coldstream AWS at 13:00.5

The wind change was recorded at 52 kilometres an hour at Coldstream AWS  
at 17:48.6

The maximum wind recorded after the wind change was a south-westerly at  
57 kilometres an hour at Coldstream AWS at 17:51.7

Fire danger index The maximum Forest Fire Danger Index was 110 at Coldstream AWS at 13:00.8

Cause Suspicious.9

Fatalities Forty fatalities.10

Casualties Seventy-three casualties.11

Houses destroyed 538 houses.12

Overall area burnt The combined area burnt by the Murrindindi and Kilmore East fires was  
168,542 hectares.13

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 195 CFA and 311 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 45 CFA appliances, 22 NEO appliances and 3 aircraft.14

10 THe Murrindindi Fire
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Figure 10.1 The Murrindindi fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Murrindindi Fire – Fire Spread Map.15
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14:55 16:10 17:00 18:3516:3015:17

Murrindindi fire 
starts to north of 
Murrindindi Mill

Alexandra ICC 
takes control

VICSES 
evacuation  
of Marysville

Fire moves 
through 
Marysville

South-westerly 
wind change 
moves through 
Taggerty

18:30
DSE and CFA 
arrive at Kings 
Road spot fire

Back-burn lit to 
control Kings 
Road spot fire

Police warn 
residents of 
Marysville

17:05
MECC 
established

18:35
South-westerly 
wind change 
moves through 
Marysville

16:15
Fire reaches 
crest of the 
Black Range, 
12 kilometres 
from point of 
origin

15:00
Toolangi DSE 
crew responds

Toolangi crew 
leader arrives

Fire 
approximately 
40 hectares

16:20
Two fixed-wing 
water bombers 
make first drops

18:15
South-westerly 
wind change 
moves through 
Narbethong

Convoy of 
residents and 
police leave 
Gallipoli Park 
oval

18:20
Spot fire begins 
near intersection 
of Kings Road 
and Martin Road

16:30
Spot fires ignite 
in and around 
Granton, St Fillans, 
Mt Ground and 
Maroondah Highway

Fire affecting 
Narbethong

Murrindindi

The following time line summarises events associated with the Murrindindi fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

19:1519:007 February

7 February – 7 March
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Fire reaches 
Buxton

Murrindindi 
and Flowerdale 
tankers recalled 
to Yea MECC closed

20:20
Alexandra 
crew fall back 
from Buxton to 
Taggerty

20:35
Most DSE 
crews fall back 
to Alexandra to 
protect town

Fire south of 
Taggerty

Road to 
Taggerty cleared 
for ambulance 
access to 
Marysville

Fire contained

02:3019:30 20:00 22:00 8 February 5 March 7 March
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10.1 Sequence OF evenTS

PreParaTiOn10.1.1 

Mr Peter Farrell, Department of Sustainability and Environment Land and Fire Manager for the North-East Area, 
participated in the Chief Fire Officer’s briefing on 5 February. In the days leading up to 7 February he directed staff 
at Benalla ‘to start compiling teams of available people to undertake both incident management roles and also on 
ground firefighting roles’ to provide for the staffing of incident control centres in the region. He did not, however, 
‘look at the detail of who had been allocated to which control centre’ and relied on staff to give him advice on the 
availability of incident management team personnel.16

The Country Fire Authority’s preparation for 7 February was overseen by the CFA Region 12 Operations Manager, 
Mr Peter Creak. In the lead-up to 7 February he prepared an ‘incident management team planner’ that identified 
personnel available for deployment to either of the two incident control centres that had been designated level 3 
ICCs in CFA Region 12 for that day—Kilmore and Alexandra. Although the names of DSE personnel appeared on 
the planner, there was little integration between the CFA and DSE in the establishment at Alexandra of a level 3 ICC. 
The Alexandra ICC was based at the DSE facility there and staffed by DSE officers. Mr Creak positioned level 2 ICC 
resources and facilities in the region, including at the Yea and Alexandra Group Centres.17 

Alexandra was one of the seven level 3 ICCs in DSE’s North-East Area. It later became the ICC for the Murrindindi fire.18 

To staff these facilities there were 16 level 3–accredited Incident Controllers across the North-East Area (two from 
DSE and 14 from the CFA). A further three (one from DSE and two from the CFA) were trained to perform a level 3 
role but required mentoring. Five DSE and three CFA Incident Controllers were identified in Mr Creak’s planner as 
available to work the day shift on 7 February and could, if directed, have been at the Alexandra ICC. Not all of them, 
however, were qualified as level 3 Incident Controllers.19

The usual practice in Region 12 was to send the necessary staff to the activated ICCs when fire incidents demanded, 
rather than pre-position personnel in incident management teams. Mr Farrell was advised on 6 February that ‘all 
available key IMT staff were available’. He was satisfied that the rostered staff were appropriate for a level 1 or level 2 
incident and that the local mutual aid plan provided for enough level 3 Incident Controllers, including those from the 
CFA, if the situation demanded it. This arrangement differed from that in other regions, where fully formed level 3 IMTs 
were positioned in response to the Chief Officers’ requests for a ‘hot start’.20

Sergeant David Rowles, the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator, and Mr Ian Ellett, the Municipal Emergency 
Resource Officer, prepared for 7 February by notifying key personnel so as to ensure they were contactable and on 
standby to activate the municipal emergency coordination centre and by placing council equipment, including a large 
water tanker and grader, on standby for the CFA.21 

Table 10.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Murrindindi fire.

Table 10.1 The Murrindindi fire – iMT preparedness 

Pre-designated level 3 iCC Yes22

Pre-formed iMT at iCC Yes but incomplete23

Pre-identified level 3 iC None specific to that ICC24

Pre-identified iMT members Yes but deficient25

Time fire started 14:5526

Full iMT in place by 8 February27

Safety adviser appointed No28
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7 February 10.1.2 

Before the Murrindindi fire was reported the Alexandra IMT was already depleted because a number of staff members—
including a level 2 mapping officer, two level 3 situation officers, five level 2 operations officers and a level 3 information 
officer—had been sent to help deal with the Kilmore East and Bunyip fires.29

At 12:00 only one level 1 Incident Controller, one level 1 and one level 2 operations officer, one level 3 planning and 
one level 3 logistics officer, and one air attack supervisor were at the Alexandra ICC.30

Origin and cause

At 14:55 Mr Colin Hind, the DSE fire tower operator at Mt Despair, saw smoke about 5 kilometres north-north-west 
of the sawmill in Wilhelmina Falls Road. He saw the fire move quickly to the south along the western side of the road 
and alerted the CFA and DSE. He told Ms Janice Joyce, the Glenburn CFA communications officer, ‘I have a fire at 
the old mill in Murrindindi. Get everything you’ve got to throw at this.’31

Police investigations determined the cause of the Murrindindi fire to be suspicious.32 In order that criminal 
investigations and proceedings not be prejudiced, the Commission heard no evidence about the cause of the fire.

initial fire run, response and management

Fanned by a strong north-north-westerly wind, the fire spread quickly through grassed paddocks, entered a privately 
owned blue-gum plantation to the south of the sawmill, and moved rapidly into Toolangi State Forest. It reportedly 
travelled 2 kilometres in about five minutes.33 

CFA resources from the Yea Group were the first to arrive at 15:08. DSE also deployed all available local resources 
that had not been sent to the Kilmore East fire. Some crews were delayed because they had to take indirect routes  
in order to avoid roads affected by fire. The initial attack on the fire involved one tanker, two slip-on units and one  
first-attack bulldozer.34

This initial response was managed by the CFA. Mr David Webb Ware, captain of the Glenburn brigade, initially 
assumed control and contacted the Yea Group headquarters. From that time until control passed to the Alexandra 
ICC, Mr Neil Beer, the Yea Group Officer, was the Incident Controller. In charge of a level 2 ICC at the CFA’s Yea 
Group headquarters, he oversaw the subsequent response, established a staging area and sectorised the fire.35

DSE resources and personnel were concurrently being directed from Alexandra to the fire. There was no integration  
of DSE and CFA resources and personnel during the initial attack.36 

initial warnings and informationbox 10.1 The Toolangi DSe crew

The Toolangi DSE crew independently responded to the fire at 15:00, with Mr Mike Lauder, a senior ranger for 
DSE, as crew leader. By the time the crew arrived, at 15:17, the fire was well alight, had burnt about 40 hectares, 
and was too large for first attack to be contemplated.37 

Under Mr Lauder’s direction, the crew travelled in convoy from the fire’s point of origin to Murrindindi scenic 
reserve. He knew people were camping there. Not long after arriving, Mr Lauder realised that they—the crew 
and the 19 campers—were cut off to the north by the fire and were trapped. He directed crew and campers 
into the river, about 150 metres away. The children sheltered in the DSE vehicles in the river. The crew protected 
the campers for the next hour-and-a-half. The pumps on the slip-on units were used to spray water on both 
the vehicles and the surrounding vegetation. No-one was injured, although some campers and crew members 
suffered from smoke inhalation and were later treated by ambulance officers. One crew member spent the night 
in hospital.38

The Commission commends the Toolangi crew for its initiative and for protecting the campers.
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For the first two hours of the fire there was no information officer at the Alexandra ICC, so the first official warnings 
were prepared and distributed by the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre.39 

The Alexandra CFA Group was in a building separate from the designated ICC. It contacted community radio station 
UGFM shortly after 15:00, advising that a fire had broken out at the Murrindindi Mill. UGFM began broadcasting 
warnings about the fire at 15:16. This was the first of many warnings the station issued. UGFM often transmitted well 
ahead of warnings broadcast on 774 ABC radio and through the CFA website, despite not being part of the official 
distribution list and relying heavily on local connections and knowledge.40 

Mr Andy Willans, Mt Gordon fire tower observer, began watching the fire soon after it ignited. By 15:30 he had no 
doubt that Marysville was at risk, but he was unable to communicate his observations to the incident management 
team until about 16:00 due to congestion on radio channels and phone lines. He evacuated the tower at about 16:30 
for his own safety and returned home to defend his property. The tower was badly damaged in the fire.41

He gave a dramatic account of the fire. 

In that first half hour, from a tiny little trundle of smoke that I spotted and was able to give a bearing to, 
it grew in such incredible stature. I’d seen nothing like it. It terrified me. In the next half hour to when it 
breached the Black Range Road, I guess it would have doubled the amount of smoke, its height, its 
width. It was enormous. The following half hour until I left it was massive. It’s beyond description. This 
thing was huge, absolutely huge. I can’t explain it. And it was alive. This thing was just full of ember, ash, 
burning materials. This thing was absolutely alive.42

Mr Peter Cobb, a Marysville ranger and a crew leader for DSE, made a number of observations about the location of 
spot fires and the behaviour of the main fire between 16:00 and 17:00. Mr Willans quite rightly commended Mr Cobb 
for his bravery in making these observations from the fire ground. The incident control centre, however, was unaware 
of Mr Cobb’s observations, and it is not clear to the Commission to whom Mr Cobb was reporting.43 As detailed later 
in this chapter, the failure of the incident management team to better use these and other sources of information 
compromised planning and warnings to local communities and firefighters. 

Subsequent fire run and response

After entering Toolangi State Forest the fire rapidly increased in intensity and developed a large convection column.  
It crowned almost immediately, and fire activity was reported as ‘very, very intense’ with flames up to 20 metres high.44 

DSE and Murrindindi Shire personnel deployed additional bulldozers and graders to construct control lines. DSE 
ground crews were deployed to communities to the east and west of the Black Range. All crews concentrated on 
community and asset protection.45

Early assessments were that the fire would burn largely in forested areas, so DSE was appointed control agency.  
The DSE Incident Management Team based at the Alexandra ICC, about 40 kilometres north of Marysville, took 
control of the fire at 16:15. No handover was, however, conducted between the level 2 IMT at the CFA Yea Group 
headquarters and the level 3 Alexandra IMT. During subsequent confusion about which IMT was managing the fire, 
CFA crew on the ground continued to report to Mr Beer at Yea.46

Mr Andrew Miller, a Parks Victoria employee who was the local duty officer on 7 February, assumed the role of 
Incident Controller when the fire started. Although he held only level 1 qualifications as an Incident Controller, it was 
the usual practice in DSE at that time for the duty officer to assume the role of Incident Controller for first attack. Mr 
Miller’s incident control experience was, however, limited, to ‘some responsibilities’ as a level 1 Incident Controller 
and ‘a couple of short stints in what was probably a level 2 incident’. He was less qualified and less experienced than 
Mr Peter Rice, the CFA Alexandra Group Officer, who was a level 3 Incident Controller also in Alexandra but in the 
building that was the CFA Group Office, a short distance from the Alexandra ICC.47

The fire moved rapidly to the south-east at about 11 kilometres an hour; it was a rolling ground and crown fire 
producing spot fires to the south and east of the main front. It burned up the western slopes of the Black Range, 
a ridge running north–south at 700 to 800 metres above sea level. Adjacent is the Acheron River valley, which runs 
from Narbethong in the south through Buxton to Taggerty in the north, on the eastern side of the range.48 
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On its initial run the Murrindindi fire burned through public forested land of mainly very tall, mature mountain and alpine 
ash, with mixed species, including wattles, at lower elevations. These forests are typically moist, but by the end of 
January 2009 they were as ‘dry as a chip’, as Mr Lauder put it. They also carried a very high fuel load—up to 50 tonnes 
a hectare. Ash trees have long ribbons of bark that hang loosely from their trunk and branches; these are easily ignited 
and can be transported long distances by a convection column, causing spot fires ahead of the main fire.49 

initial police and municipal support

At about 16:00 Inspector Ross Smith, Manager of the Mitchell–Murrindindi Police Service Area and Forward 
Commander for the Kilmore East fire, contacted Sergeant Rowles, telling him there was a fire at the Murrindindi Mill 
and recommending that he begin his duties as Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator and activate the Municipal 
Emergency Coordination Centre. Sergeant Rowles contacted one of the Deputy Municipal Emergency Resource 
Officers, Mr Mark Leitinger, and asked him to open the MECC. He also contacted Mr Miller, the Incident Controller.50

People started arriving to activate the MECC soon after 16:00. It was still being set up when Sergeant Rowles arrived 
at 17:05.51 

From the time the MECC was open it received a constant flow of telephone calls and inquiries from organisations, 
agencies and the public. The logs kept for the MERC, the MERO and the MECC show that only a small proportion  
of the requests received on 7 February were requests for resources. Sergeant Rowles received many requests 
that were outside the scope of his coordination role as MERC—for example, police operational calls to establish 
roadblocks. Mr Ian Ellett, the MERO for Murrindindi Shire, observed that many requests came directly from agencies 
such as the CFA, Victoria Police and Victoria State Emergency Service, rather than from the relevant ICC. In the week 
following the fire, a large number of requests were received directly from residents of Murrindindi Shire and from the 
general community.52 

The information flow from the ICC to the MECC was limited, especially in the early stages of the response on 7 February. 
Sergeant Rowles stated, ‘The CFA Liaison Officer did everything he could to find out where the fire was heading but was 
only able to supply me with very limited information’.53 

The black range

At about 16:15 the fire reached the top of the Black Range, 12 kilometres from its point of origin. The strong  
north-north-westerly winds launched it from the top of the range, propelling burning bark, leaves and branches up 
to 15 kilometres to the south-east. This intense fire burning through extremely dry forest, combined with the weather 
conditions and the topography, created ideal conditions for spotting.54 

At 16:20 Mr Peter Weeks of radio UGFM received a telephone call from his partner, Ms Judy Blakeney, who was 
working in the Alexandra ICC. She told him they were receiving reports of ember attack at Narbethong and Buxton. 
Mr Miller then spoke with Mr Weeks and confirmed that he could broadcast that information on UGFM. Mr Weeks 
told listeners the fire was burning into the Black Range and was heading towards Narbethong, on the other side of 
the range.55 

Burning debris ignited spot fires up to 15 kilometres ahead of the main firefront, in and around Granton, Narbethong, 
St Fillans, Mt Gordon and the Maroondah Highway at about 16:30. The hundreds of spot fires that started within a 
kilometre of the firefront were quickly drawn back into the main fire by the convection column. Spot fires that started 
between 1 and 10 kilometres from the main firefront spread independently for a time before being drawn back into 
the main fire. The spot fires even further away behaved independently of the main fire for considerable periods, and 
some became so large they created a second wave of spot fires further to the south-east.56 

New fires that had been created by spotting and were moving towards the Marysville area hampered fire crews,  
who continued to work on asset protection under these extremely difficult conditions.57 

At 16:31 UGFM broadcast an interview with Mr Rice, who warned residents in the Buxton area, down to Narbethong 
and back to the south side of Acheron to be aware of the fire. At 16:37 the UGFM announcer reiterated that the 
Murrindindi Mill fire was burning along the Black Range and could impinge on Narbethong, Taggerty and Buxton.58
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At 16:47 an urgent threat message for the township of Narbethong was read on 774 ABC radio; the message was 
posted to the CFA website at 16:55 and repeated at 17:10. 774 ABC radio interviewed Mr Greg Esnouf of the CFA  
at 17:25; he mentioned the Murrindindi fire but did not identify any communities as being under threat.59

DSE monitored the fire from the air. Mr Shaun Lawlor, who was based at the DSE’s Ovens office, was called on to 
perform the role of air attack supervisor at about 15:30. He arrived over the fire’s point of origin at about 16:50. By this 
time two fixed-wing bombers had already dropped retardant over the Narbethong area and were returning to Mansfield 
for reloading. Mr Lawlor asked one plane to continue with this work and the other to make a drop east of a spot fire  
that had started 500 metres west of Mt Gordon. He watched as this was done and concluded it was ineffective.  
He explained, ‘The retardant normally drops to tree level and penetrates the canopy, covering the surface and surface 
fuels, which in turn impedes the progress of the fire’. On this occasion, however, ‘the retardant dispersed and blew 
away before reaching the tree canopy level due to the strength of the wind’. Mr Lawlor decided the operation was not 
only ineffective but also unsafe, and he directed the planes to return to base and await further instructions.60

The two planes were operating in extreme conditions. On arriving back at the air base, one of the pilots discovered 
that his emergency locator transmitter had been activated on his last drop. (An emergency locator transmitter usually 
activates in the event of a crash, to send out a signal to help search and rescue crews find the aircraft.) It appears the 
transmitter had activated because the turbulence the aircraft was experiencing resembled the impact of a crash.61

Mr Lawlor went on a reconnaissance flight over Narbethong and Marysville shortly after 16:50.62 He described what 
he told Mr William Twitchett, deputy operations officer, at about 17:10:

I advised Bill that there was a small spot fire approximately 500 metres to the west of Mt Gordon fire 
tower and that it was unsafe to send crews into that area. I confirmed that Narbethong was under direct 
attack and that there was also … between the Marysville log dump and the adjoining trout farm [a spot 
fire] which was becoming quite active. I also advised Bill that Marysville and Buxton were not being 
impacted by the fire but that if the predicted south west wind change occurred they would be directly in 
the path of the new fire front. At this time the main fire front was extremely active and located seven to 
ten kilometres south of Marysville in the vicinity of Mt Strickland.63

The information Mr Lawlor provided, in combination with the observations of Mr Willans and Mr Cobb, could have 
provided a reasonably complete picture of the fire’s behaviour and its potential impact had it been collated and 
analysed by the incident management team long before the fire reached Marysville.

Situation officer Mr John Steer was asked at 16:55 to ‘check the weather front and prepare a Situation Report’,  
but he did not seek a local weather forecast until after the wind had changed. Although Mr Steer was familiar with 
local weather forecasts and had used them before, he told the Commission he had not ‘previously sought a spot 
weather forecast so early in a fire’. His experience was limited to using local weather forecasts when preparing 
incident action plans for the following day.64 This failure to ask for a local weather forecast was to become crucial 
because the incident management team did not have to hand accurate information about local weather conditions  
on which to base warnings for firefighters and communities potentially in the path of the fire.

At 17:00 an information officer arrived at the Alexandra ICC. Despite this, warnings continued to be relayed to the 
Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre for distribution.65

At 17:11 radio UGFM broadcast an urgent bushfire information alert for Marysville:

… there is spotting occurring in quite a lot of places to the west of the Mt Gordon Tower and also around 
the trout farm just near Mt Gordon. Now that means it’s getting very close to the Marysville area so 
residents of the Marysville area […] I would be very … This is unofficial I must say to you but residents in 
the Marysville area should enact their bushfire plan I would think at this point in time.66

This was the first warning broadcast for residents of Marysville. It was based on information conveyed to Mr Weeks of 
UGFM by Ms Blakeney in the Alexandra ICC. Soon after that broadcast UGFM’s main transmitter site lost power, and 
the station was off air until 17:49.67
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Shortly before 17:00 Mr Rice deployed a number of CFA crews to Buxton, Taggerty and Narbethong.68

Mr Lawlor continued flying in the area of Narbethong, Buxton and Marysville to gather intelligence on the fire’s 
location and behaviour. At about 17:30, as he and his pilot were trying to fly directly over Marysville, the helicopter 
began an unplanned descent and it took some time for the pilot to regain control and ascend. Mr Lawlor and his 
pilot concluded that the unplanned descent was caused by the fire drawing so much air from the surrounding area 
that the air density decreased, compromising the operation of the helicopter. They remained in the air, however, 
monitoring the fire’s location and behaviour near Marysville until around 17:45, when they returned to refuel.69  
The Commission commends the efforts of the pilot and Mr Lawlor, who, in extreme conditions, continued to monitor  
the fire in order to provide real-time information about what was happening.

evacuation

The State Emergency Response Plan provides that the decision to recommend the evacuation or relocation of people 
rests with the Incident Controller.70 In accordance with agency practice, though, the incident management team did 
not consider evacuation of any towns or localities affected by the Murrindindi fire. 

Nor did firefighters on the ground consider evacuating Marysville. Many residents of Marysville and Buxton did, 
however, make the decision to leave in advance of the fire. Mr Glen Fiske, the Marysville CFA captain, provided 
advice in keeping with the CFA’s policy on evacuation during bushfires. At 7 February 2009 that policy precluded 
CFA personnel from advising residents whether to stay or go or providing specific advice to leave in the event of a 
bushfire. When asked for advice, Mr Fiske told people it was their decision whether to stay or go, but if they were 
leaving they should use the Buxton–Marysville road.71

By this stage many people were preparing to leave Marysville and Buxton. Between 16:30 and 17:00 Ms Josephine 
Hunter, Deputy Controller of the Marysville Victoria State Emergency Service, heard reports on the CFA radio that the 
fire had reached Narbethong. After consulting Mr Fiske and Mrs Pauline Harrow, a CFA communications officer, she 
decided to put the VICSES evacuation plan for Marysville into action. The plan contained a list of local people who 
might need help evacuating their homes in an emergency.72 

After telling local police and VICSES she intended to implement the evacuation plan, Ms Hunter began telephoning 
the people on the evacuation list, advising them to gather at the Cumberland Hotel to be evacuated later if necessary. 
Two VICSES members drove to the retirement village and some of the other addresses on the list and urged people 
to enact their bushfire plan. People who were leaving were told to go to Alexandra. Those who wanted assistance 
with evacuation were told to go to the Cumberland and wait there for further instructions. All this activity was 
interrupted at about 17:45 by the need to free a local resident who had become trapped in her car by a fallen tree. 
By the time she had been released it was plain that Marysville was under direct threat. Ms Hunter and Mr Ian Bates, 
controller of Marysville VICSES, went to the Cumberland to evacuate anyone who was waiting there but found the 
place deserted. The owner of the hotel had already evacuated everyone who had gathered there to Alexandra.73

incident control

Once it had been determined that first attack had been unsuccessful, Mr Tony Lovick, an accredited level 2 Incident 
Controller, was appointed to replace Mr Miller as Incident Controller. He did not arrive at the Alexandra ICC until about 
17:30, by which time the fire was out of control in the Black Range, had reached Narbethong and was threatening 
Marysville. DSE again did not appoint Mr Rice, the CFA-endorsed level 3 Incident Controller who was also in 
Alexandra, only a short distance from the Alexandra ICC. DSE did not appoint a level 3–accredited Incident Controller 
to manage the fire until the morning of 8 February, 16 hours after the fire had started.74 The Commission considers 
this delay in appointing a level 3 Incident Controller unacceptable.

At about 17:45 Mr Gregory Williamson, a CFA Divisional Commander in charge of all resources in Marysville, was told 
‘there was to be a 50 to 60 kilometre an hour south-west wind change in about an hour and a half’. Mr Williamson 
told the Commission that before this time he had not been aware of a predicted wind change. During the next hour a 
number of other firefighters received information about the predicted wind change through red flag warnings issued 
not by the incident management team but by Group Officers Beer and Rice. In some cases, however, no predicted 
arrival time for the change was conveyed.75
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A further urgent threat message for Narbethong, Marysville, Buxton and Healesville was issued at 17:45 and  
re-issued at about 18:15. There was no mention of the expected effect of the forecast south-westerly change.  
The messages were posted on the CFA website at 17:52 and 18:35 respectively. They were also read on 774 ABC  
at 18:10, 18:15 and 18:50.76

By 17:55 members of the incident management team were aware that residents of Marysville were taking refuge on 
the oval at Gallipoli Park. They did not consider providing protection for these people. Mr Lovick viewed the oval as 
quite a safe area; in any event, he regarded the deployment of resources at Marysville as a matter for Mr Williamson 
as Division Commander. But the IMT did not alert Mr Williamson to the gathering on the oval.77

The Kings road spot fire and back-burn

At 18:20 Mr Williamson became aware that a spot fire was burning near the intersection of Kings Road and  
Martin Road. After discussions with DSE crew leaders Mr Ben Giovanetti, Mr Peter Cobb and Mr James Cowell,  
he despatched two CFA strike teams (about 50 crew), 31 DSE crew and four crew leaders to the fire.78

By the time the DSE officers arrived at Kings Road, at about 18:30, the spot fire was burning about 100 metres from 
houses. The fire was between 20 and 30 metres in diameter and was burning towards the south-east. When the CFA 
crews arrived and assembled along Kings Road, Mr Williamson instructed them to help support the DSE officers protect 
houses with whatever water they had in their tankers. (Because of the high demand for water and the corresponding 
drop in water pressure, some parts of Marysville in higher elevations, including Kings Road, had no running water.) 79

Mr Williamson, Mr Cowell and Mr Cobb discussed lighting a back-burn between the northern edge of the spot fire 
and the southern boundary of Marysville, to ‘remove the fuel between the main fire and Marysville before the wind 
change … in case the main fire front were to reach Marysville’.80 

Shortly afterwards the back-burn was lit along 250 metres of the southern track, to the west of the intersection of  
Martin Road and Kings Road. From that point Mr Williamson and Mr Giovanetti travelled in the direction of the reservoir.81 

Although the Commission heard evidence that members of the incident management team were made aware  
that CFA and DSE crews intended to light a back-burn in Marysville, the crews did not receive the requisite Incident 
Controllers’ approval for such an undertaking. It appears that the IMT did not appreciate—and consequently did  
not inform those on the fire ground—that there was insufficient time to safely attempt the back-burn.82

evacuation of Marysville

Mr Weeks interviewed Mr Lovick on UGFM at 18:36. Mr Lovick referred to intensive spotting right through Buxton, 
Taggerty and Marysville and to the south-westerly wind change that was expected to reach the area at about 19:15.83 

Not long after 18:30 a number of police officers who had just arrived in Marysville from Alexandra began driving 
around the town, using the police car siren to alert residents, informing them of the approaching fire and advising 
them to leave.84 

Some of the police officers continued on to the oval at Gallipoli Park, where they found about 200 people with some 
60 cars and other vehicles. It was widely understood in the community that the oval was to be a gathering point in an 
emergency. By the time the police reached the oval Marysville was engulfed in thick, dark smoke and trees next to 
the oval were on fire. The fire was roaring. The police officers realised there was a pressing need to evacuate and that 
there was very little time to do so.85 Senior Constable Ian Hamill recounted:

We drove into the centre of the crowd and I got out of the police vehicle and waved my arms above 
my head to try and gain the crowd’s attention. I yelled ‘Ladies and Gentlemen’ a couple of times and 
when I had everyone’s attention I told the crowd that we only had two or three minutes to leave. I said 
that the fire fighters were not able to reach us and that I needed everyone to stay calm. I then instructed 
everyone to get into their cars and drive in convoy to the Alexandra Secondary College which I knew to 
be the nominated refuge in town and which I also believed to be a safe location.86
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Senior Constable Hamill was impressed by the calm response to his instruction: ‘Everyone just piled in, just one 
conga line, so to speak, and out the driveway they went’. One person who stayed at the oval and took shelter in  
a nearby lake saw the convoy leaving shortly before 19:00; he remarked, ‘The convoy left in an orderly fashion,  
the police did a good job there’.87 

Another two police officers who had doorknocked at a few houses and driven along some streets sounding their 
siren arrived at the oval after the convoy had started to leave.88 Senior Constable Kenneth Dwight described the 
situation on the oval:

There was no protection on the oval and no fire trucks; we had no protection for anyone. If you had six 
trucks you could circle the wagons and put water up and protect them. But, with nothing, they all were just 
going to burst into flames. I have enough experience and knowledge of fire behaviour to know that if they 
stayed there they would all burst into flames eventually and there would be people running everywhere.89

The wind change

The south-westerly wind change moved through Narbethong between 18:15 and 18:45, through Marysville between 
18:35 and 19:05, and through Taggerty between 19:15 and 19:45. By this time the fire had travelled 40 kilometres, 
with an average speed of nearly 11 kilometres an hour. The main firefront was almost 5 kilometres wide, and the fire’s 
north-eastern flank was 40 kilometres long. As the wind turned to the south-west, at about 35–45 kilometres an hour, 
the north-eastern flank of the fire became the main firefront. At this time the fire was near Marysville and, in addition 
to the existing spot fires, it began producing new spot fires in the forest on the town’s southern outskirts, in the town 
itself and to the town’s north. Protecting houses was hazardous.94

box 10.2 Case study: evacuation

Senior Constables Kenneth Dwight, Peter Collyer and Ian Hamill made the decision that evacuating the people 
gathered at the Gallipoli Park oval would be safer than allowing the people to stay there. They were confident 
that evacuation was possible because they had recently driven down the Buxton–Marysville road and it had  
been passable.90

Senior Constables Dwight, Collyer and Hamill, along with Senior Constable Andrew Walker, who directed the 
people on the oval to drive in convoy to Alexandra, had to make snap judgments using very limited information. 
They exercised initiative and sound judgment. Although acknowledging that this approach went against 
prevailing policy and that the evacuation was risky because the Buxton–Marysville road could have become 
blocked, the Commission commends the officers for their bravery and decisiveness. They made a controversial 
decision, but they made it with the safety of the public foremost in their minds and successfully delivered those 
involved to a safer place.91 

Volunteers in two VICSES vehicles drove along the streets of Marysville trying to warn any residents remaining in the 
town. They used the vehicles’ public address system, calling out ‘SES Rescue, all vehicles evacuating Marysville 
are to head to Alexandra only’. When they reached the corner of Falls Road and Mount Kitchener Avenue, embers 
started coming in through the vehicles’ windows, and they decided it was too dangerous to stay. They went to the 
rear of the convoy, waiting as cars joined and advising people to keep going to Alexandra.92

As the convoy drove north along the Buxton–Marysville road the smoke cleared. The police and the VICSES 
personnel were able to warn many residents along that road and in Buxton of the approaching fire by going  
from door to door.93

The Commission commends the police and the VICSES volunteers involved in evacuating Marysville and Buxton 
for their courage and presence of mind.
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Following the passage of the wind change through Narbethong, spot fires in the Narbethong area joined and burned 
towards Marysville.95

The wind change increased the fire’s intensity along its north-eastern flank, back as far as the point of origin. Fire crews 
working near the Murrindindi Mill saw the initial gusts of wind blow embers straight over the containment line to the 
north-east, placing the communities of Limestone and Murrindindi under threat for the first time.96

The arrival of the wind change also meant that embers were falling in Marysville. Mr Williamson gave the order for all 
crews working on the back-burn to retreat from Kings Road to the oval at Gallipoli Park.97 He told the Commission: 

I now know that if I had not made this call to evacuate and if crews had not left at this time, we would 
have lost 60 to 70 people within 30 seconds to one minute later. Kit bags in the back of vehicles caught 
on fire due to ember attack and many of the DSE vehicles suffered damage to parts such as mirrors and 
plastic components which melted due to the intensity of the fire as the crews were driving towards the 
Marysville football oval.98

The Commission heard evidence about the danger to which firefighters in the vicinity of Kings Road were exposed.99 
One of those firefighters, CFA Yarck brigade captain, Mr Thomas Jones, described the short drive down to  
Gallipoli Park:

It was pretty horrific. I ran off the road a couple of times. The smoke was that thick … you just could 
not—if anyone has been skiing up at Mount Buller or wherever in a white-out and if you have experienced 
that, that’s what it was like, except you’re surrounded by fire. It’s something I don’t want to have to go 
through again.100

The crew of Yarck Tanker 2, who had been working on the back-burn, were caught outside their vehicle when the 
wind changed and were saved only by the crew of Yarck Tanker 1, who picked them up and took them through fire to 
Alexandra. Yarck Tanker 2 was damaged beyond repair and Yarck Tanker 1 sustained serious damage to its gear box.101

At about 19:15 the fire front moved through Marysville.102

Mr Fiske and others took shelter at the CFA station in Marysville. Still other people, among them Mr Daryl Hull, 
remained at Gallipoli Park. Mr Hull described his experience:

… everything was on fire. I could see the trees on the other side of the lake catching fire at the top,  
and then the fire quickly burned around the lake. There were fingers of orange flame creeping through 
the grass on the banks, as though the fire were a living thing. Then I saw that the island had caught fire, 
and so I moved out into the middle of the lake …

The smoke suddenly got very thick and very very dark, the colour of charcoal, and was bubbling towards 
me over the lake. I knew the fire was about to hit and at that point I thought I might die. Then there was an 
explosion and everything was luminous orange, and embers began to shower down on me. The embers 
hissed as they hit the water around me. To take cover from the embers I ducked underneath the water. 
From under the water I could see the embers descending, like orange lights through green glass. I would 
surface for a breath, sheltering under the branch I had found, and then duck under the water again. When  
I surfaced I could see the school going up in flames in front of me.103 

After the firestorm swept through Marysville people again gathered at Gallipoli Park. Among them were CFA and DSE 
firefighters who had retreated from Kings Road after the wind change, residents and personnel who had sheltered in 
the CFA shed and at the DSE office, and residents who had survived the fire in their homes. Mrs Harrow counted 65 
people other than firefighters at the oval.104
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Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times. 

Video footage taken by Mr Hull conveys the shock and distress of those on the oval that night. Some people were 
relieved when reunited with loved ones. But there was also a growing anxiety about the many people who could not 
be accounted for. Senior Constable Ian Thompson attended to a stream of people who reported that family members 
and friends were missing; after a couple of hours he was able to leave the oval to search for survivors and offer 
assistance. Dr Lachlan Fraser, although injured himself, treated people with first aid supplies from his car. As the night 
wore on, people left the oval to see what remained of their homes or businesses and to look for survivors.105

After the fire had engulfed Marysville, it moved to the north-east along the Acheron River valley, through the town of 
Buxton and along the Steavenson River valley between Marysville and Buxton. Spotting distances of 5 kilometres 
were reported. The fire reached Buxton at 19:30.106 

An urgent threat message was issued at 19:35. It was posted to the CFA website at 19:50 and was read on 774 ABC 
radio at 20:19 and recapped at 20:30.107 It said:

The Murrindindi Mill fire in the Mount Despair State Forest is burning in a north easterly direction and is 
spotting well ahead of the fire. The fire has directly impacted on Narbethong and Marysville. Marysville 
residents are encouraged to assemble at a muster point at the town oval. The community of Buxton can 
expect to come under direct attack from this fire. Healesville residents are advised to remain on high alert 
for the prospect of ember attack.108
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Although by 19:25 there was an awareness that new alerts were needed for Taggerty, Acheron, Molesworth, 
Thornton, Rubicon, Snobs Creek, Eildon, Alexandra and nearby communities between Murrindindi and Yea, these were 
not included in the message issued at 19:35. Warnings to these communities were not issued until 22:00. At 20:31, 
however, UGFM broadcast another interview with Mr Lovick, in which he said the fire was spotting a considerable 
distance and was across the Maroondah Highway 2 or 3 kilometres south of Taggerty. He also expressed his anxiety 
about Rubicon and Thornton overnight and the next day.109

Because of concern for firefighters’ safety, all Murrindindi tankers and the Flowerdale tanker were recalled to Yea  
at about 20:00.110

By 20:20 the Alexandra crew had fallen back from Buxton to Taggerty and was planning to protect the edge of the 
town from the approaching fire. By 20:35, however, most crew members had fallen back to Alexandra; only a few 
remained for life and property protection.111 

Early in the morning of 8 February, the Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires merged.112

Warnings

The next urgent threat message, distributed at 20:22, contained warnings for residents of Murrindindi and Limestone, 
to the north and north-east of the fire’s point of origin. This message was posted on the CFA website at 20:33 and 
was read on 774 ABC at 20:48 and 21:00. It was re-issued at 20:45, posted on the CFA website at 21:00, and read 
on 774 ABC at 21:19. The message provided inaccurate information about the direction of the fire; this was remedied 
in a message prepared at 20:30. The amended message was, however, not distributed by the Benalla Integrated Fire 
Agency Coordination Centre, and so was not posted to the CFA website or read on 774 ABC.113

At 21:04 UGFM broadcast an interview with Mr Rice of the CFA’s Alexandra Group. After saying the fire had reached 
Narbethong, Marysville and Buxton, Mr Rice said, ‘The edge of the fire as I take it is sort of half way between Buxton 
and Taggerty at this stage. We are making a stand on the fire on the southern side of Taggerty township down around 
south Cathedral Lane area’.114

From 20:57 onwards the Alexandra Incident Control Centre distributed alerts and threat messages. It issued an alert 
message for residents of Alexandra at 21:49, advising them that a firebreak was being constructed around the town 
and that they should have their fire plans in place. This message was posted on the CFA website at 22:05.115

The strong south-westerly winds after the wind change funnelled fire along the valleys. Lightning strikes were recorded 
across the fire ground between 16:51 and 21:48: they were produced by the huge pyrocumulonimbus cloud that had 
developed above the fire. The lightning triggered yet other fires between the Murrindindi and Bunyip fires.116

By about 22:00 the fire was just south of Taggerty. Although the weather conditions had moderated, the fire had 
generated so much energy it took several hours for its momentum to slow. It was not until the early hours of 8 February 
that any change in fire behaviour was observable and suppression activities in the cleared and semi-cleared agricultural 
land around Taggerty could begin.117

At 22:02 an urgent threat message was issued for the communities of Taggerty, Acheron, Thornton, Rubicon,  
Snobs Creek, Eildon, Alexandra and Molesworth. The message was posted on the CFA website at 22:40 and was 
read on 774 ABC at 22:32, 22:52 and 23:05.118

The Alexandra Incident Control Centre issued a further urgent threat message at 23:35.119 The message repeated  
the contents of the previous one and provided the following further information:

An update on the Marysville township: 

We understand that everyone is safe in Marysville and are assembled at Gallipoli Park. There are reports 
that a number of houses have been burnt, so stay tuned to ABC radio as further details come to hand.
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This message was posted on the CFA website at 23:45 and was read on 774 ABC at 23:42. Updated messages 
to similar effect, including the statement that everyone in Marysville was safe, were distributed at regular intervals 
during the early morning of 8 February and were posted on the CFA website. The statement that everyone was safe 
in Marysville appeared in incident situation reports prepared by the Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner 
during Sunday 8 February.120 

Obviously, not everyone in Marysville was safe at the time the Alexandra ICC distributed these messages.  
Mr Lovick explained the basis for the statement in his evidence:

At this stage of the evening [22:54], and until much later in the morning [of 8 February], we understood 
that most of the residents at Marysville were safe and gathered at the oval. Although I was troubled by 
Greg Williamson’s comments [that people were going into houses, the houses were burning, and no one 
was coming out] and considered that possibly there may be some fatalities, there was no confirmation. 
The fact that there was a large crowd of residents at Gallipoli Park indicated to me that any fatalities 
would be few. It wasn’t until after shift changeover when people started coming off the line (between 
0800 and 0900 hours on 8 February) that we had more information to indicate fatalities from the 
Murrindindi fire. Even then information about fatalities was still vague and not first hand.121

The wide distribution of the inaccurate statement that everyone in Marysville was safe is at best highly regrettable—
the community deserved better than this. 

relief centres

A number of emergency relief centres were opened on 7 February. One of them, at Yea, was used largely by people 
who had evacuated because of the Kilmore East fire. Another, at Alexandra Secondary College, hosted many people 
who had evacuated from Marysville and Buxton.122 

Marysville resident Mrs Mary Kenealy described her experience at the Alexandra emergency relief centre:

The volunteers who worked there were extremely kind and they did their best in the extreme conditions 
of the day. The conditions those poor people were working in gave them no chance and the whole place 
seemed badly under-prepared.

The first thing we did at the relief centre was sign in on Red Cross forms. We sat down for a little while 
and the centre gradually started to fill up with people. As I sat in the relief centre, things around me 
seemed to be in total chaos. It appeared that no-one was organised. The centre started filling with 
smoke and it became very hot inside because there was no power and therefore no air conditioning.123

These observations lend weight to recommendation 6.4 in the Commission’s Interim Report—that councils review their 
municipal emergency management plans to ensure that there is adequate provision for relocation during bushfires.124

At 23:00 a third emergency relief centre was opened, this time at the memorial hall in Healesville, in the neighbouring 
Shire of Yarra Ranges. This centre was open 24 hours a day until 11 February and then between 08:00 and 20:00  
until 23 February, when it opened again for 24 hours because of the risk of fire. The centre closed permanently on  
24 February.125

aFTer 7 February10.1.3 

In the early hours of 8 February DSE crews led by Mr Williamson began the difficult and dangerous task of clearing 
the road from Marysville to Buxton and Taggerty of fallen and sometimes still burning trees. They reached Taggerty  
at 02:30 and then turned around and cleared the road again in order that ambulances could reach Marysville.  

The people who remained on the oval in Marysville were able to drive out to Alexandra along this road at about noon.126

In the days following 7 and 8 February the Murrindindi Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre continued to 
oversee and assist in the relief and recovery efforts. From 7 to 13 February the MECC was fully staffed and operated 
24 hours a day. It remained open until 7 March.127
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In the week following the fires the Alexandra emergency relief centre was relocated to the Alexandra Leisure Centre. 
It remained open for a number of weeks.128 

Although the fire in cleared agricultural land was contained, the fire burning in heavily forested public land continued 
for weeks and was not formally declared contained until 5 March. By this time the Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires, 
which had merged, had burnt 168,542 hectares.129 

The Murrindindi fire resulted in the death of 40 people. (The circumstances of their deaths are discussed in Chapter 
18.) More than 500 houses were destroyed or damaged, mainly in and around Marysville, Narbethong and Buxton. 
The commercial centre of Marysville was destroyed, as was the core of the town’s economic activity in tourism and 
hospitality. Much of the town’s public infrastructure—including the police station, primary school, kindergarten and 
health clinic—was also destroyed.130 

10.2 Fuel ManageMenT

Although some fuel-reduction burns had been conducted in the areas burnt by the Murrindindi fire, they were not 
of consequence. Burns carried out in preceding years on the edge of the forested areas around Marysville and the 
town’s ‘strategic firebreak’ had little, if any, effect on the fire’s momentum as it swept towards and then through 
Marysville on 7 February.131 Fuel management is discussed in detail in Chapter 7 of Volume II.

10.3 incidenT ManageMenT

On 7 February 2009 only three members of the incident management team held level 3 qualifications—the planning 
officer, the logistics officer and the situation officer. The situation officer did not assume his position until about two hours 
after the fire had begun. No safety adviser was appointed to the Alexandra Incident Control Centre on the day.132

The incident management team did not prepare an incident action plan until the early hours of 8 February, when the 
IMT meeting focused on ‘getting an Incident Action Plan out’. This reveals a weakness in planning. The AIIMS manual 
recognises that it can be ‘extremely difficult’ to develop a written plan in the initial stages of a rapidly escalating incident 
but specifies that in such cases ‘an assessment of the situation should still occur and an objective be determined’.  
An IMT meeting at 17:30 on 7 February concluded that the ‘objectives’ were ‘firstly firefighter safety and then to protect 
people and assets, particularly around Marysville, Narbethong and Buxton’. There is no evidence, however, that these 
objectives were communicated to the fire ground, and nor was a strategy developed to achieve them.133

In 2002, in the inquest into the deaths resulting from the Linton fire, the coroner noted that one of the roles of an incident 
action plan is to put senior members of the incident management team in a position ‘to consider, analyse and evaluate 
all relevant material so that the appropriate direction … can be given to those on the fire ground not possessed of all 
requisite information needed to make appropriate decisions, in terms of safety and operational effectiveness’.134 

The incident management team issued no red flag warning about the wind change, although it did issue a ‘weather 
warning’. There is no evidence that the weather warning was acknowledged up and down the chain of command, as 
is required for a red flag warning under DSE guidelines.135 The poor understanding of the potential impact of the wind 
change contributed to the dangers faced by firefighters when they tried to light a back-burn at Kings Road in Marysville.

Incident management is discussed in detail in Chapter 2 of Volume II.
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10.4 eMergency ManageMenT

box 10.3 Case study: the Municipal emergency Management Plan

The Commission did not consider in detail the emergency management arrangements of all municipalities affected 
by the January and February 2009 fires, although it did make some inquiries into the arrangements of the Shire of 
Murrindindi. The following case study details how these arrangements affected the response to the fires. 

The main impact of the Murrindindi fire was felt in the Shire of Murrindindi, which encompasses the townships 
of Narbethong, Granton, Marysville, Buxton and Taggerty. The fire burned into the Shire of Yarra Ranges but did 
not affect any population centres in that municipality. Murrindindi Shire also contains the townships of Kinglake, 
Kinglake West, Pheasant Creek, Hazeldene, Flowerdale and Glenburn, which were severely affected by the 
Kilmore East fire.136 Together, these fires tested Murrindindi’s municipal emergency management arrangements.

The Murrindindi Municipal Emergency Management Plan, or MEMP, was first adopted in 1996 and has been 
regularly updated since. As required by Victoria’s Emergency Management Act 1986, the Murrindindi MEMP 
is audited once every three years by the Director of Victoria State Emergency Service. It was last audited in 
October 2007, when it was assessed as complying with the guidelines issued by the Coordinator in Chief 
under the Act. The MEMP sets out the general framework for prevention of, the response to and recovery from 
emergencies affecting the shire.137

Despite the Murrindindi MEMP being assessed as complying with the guidelines of the Emergency Management 
Act, the Commission considers the emergency management planning that existed for Murrindindi Shire lacked 
the substance, detail and precision needed to respond adequately to the events of 7 February. The following 
points are of particular note:

The MEMP did not include planning for preventing or responding to bushfire. The shire has a fire prevention ■■

plan, but the plan’s development and review are divorced from the municipal emergency management 
planning process.

The MEMP did not include a plan for the evacuation of Marysville or any other township in the municipality  ■■

or locations identified to be at risk of bushfire. There was no detail covering matters such as the following:

the roads on which evacuation might take place –

the size and nature of the population –

any vulnerable members of the community who might need assistance to evacuate –

any sites used by vulnerable groups such as schools and hospitals –

any places of refuge and possible emergency relief centres. –

Local emergency management planning also failed to identify who would take what action to effect an 
evacuation and the triggers for that action. The MEMP simply repeated the general delineation of responsibilities 
for evacuation set out in the State Emergency Response Plan. 

Although municipal emergency management planning did not extend to the practicalities of evacuating 
Marysville, Marysville VICSES had given the subject some thought. In 2006 and 2007, in consultation with local 
police and with assistance from Murrindindi Shire Council, Marysville VICSES compiled a list of elderly people 
and others who might need assistance evacuating their homes in an emergency.138 As detailed earlier in this 
chapter, VICSES implemented its plan on 7 February.

Murrindindi Shire Council also kept a list of vulnerable residents—including the elderly, people with disabilities and 
people of a non–English speaking background—who might need special consideration. This list was not used on 
7 February.139

The dissemination of public information and warnings about the Murrindindi fire did not occur in the manner 
described in the Murrindindi MEMP; nor was information released in conjunction with the municipal emergency 
response coordinator. And the procedure for releasing emergency information to radio UGFM, set out in the 
Murrindindi MEMP, was not followed.140
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WaTer SuPPly10.4.1 

The urban water supply system for Marysville and Buxton had limited capacity to supply water for firefighting 
purposes. The system had been designed for normal domestic and commercial use, with some, but not unlimited, 
capacity for firefighting. 

Marysville’s water supply comes from the Steavenson River, from which it is diverted by a turbine about 200 metres 
below Steavenson Falls on the eastern edge of the town. The water is diverted from the river to Aub Cuzens 
Reservoir, on the south-western edge of Marysville, which has a capacity of 100 megalitres. Under normal conditions 
the reservoir can hold enough water to supply the towns of Marysville and Buxton for four to six months.141

From the reservoir water flows into the Marysville reticulation network and on to Buxton. The water supply is driven by 
gravity, and water pressure to most properties in Marysville and Buxton is usually ‘good’.142

In response to the extreme fire weather warnings issued on 5 February for 7 February, Goulburn Valley Water district 
managers were instructed to ensure that water storages were as full as possible. Aub Cuzens Reservoir was full on  
6 February.143

On 9 February the reservoir was holding 80 megalitres. Some 20 megalitres of water had flowed out of the reservoir 
during the three-day period—the equivalent of a month’s water for Marysville and Buxton.144 

When the power failed at 17:15 on 7 February the control valve on the Buxton pipeline automatically closed, and from 
about 17:30 no water flowed into the Buxton tank. The tank was probably empty by 21:30, leaving Buxton residents 
without water.145 

In addition, water could not flow quickly enough through the pipes in the Marysville reticulation network to meet the 
high demand for water as the fire approached the town. Water pressure dropped throughout the network, and there 
was no water flow in parts of the town at higher elevations. More than half of Marysville was without water on the 
evening of 7 February.146

Fire damaged some parts of Marysville’s reticulation network, although this had no impact on the town’s water supply 
because the reservoir was full. Only one water main failed. None of the damage would, however, explain the loss of 
water pressure in Marysville on 7 February. The loss resulted from extreme demands placed on a system that had 
been designed for normal domestic and commercial use, with only limited capacity to supply water for fighting fires.147

Water was restored to dwellings in Marysville by the evening of Monday 9 February; Buxton’s water supply was 
restored by the evening of 10 February. Residents were advised to boil water for drinking in Buxton until 18 February 
and in Marysville until 24 March. Repairs to the supply main to Aub Cuzens Reservoir started in March and were 
completed on 10 April.148

rOaDblOCKS10.4.2 

Throughout the afternoon of 7 February roadblocks were established in order to restrict the movement of traffic into 
areas of fire activity.149 

On 8 February numerous full road closures from Buxton to Marysville were activated at the request of the incident 
management team. This was done to prevent access to Marysville and to areas where fires were still burning, among 
them Taggerty, Thornton, Kathkin, Narbethong and Yea.150 

Road closures, full and partial, were introduced so as to prevent access to areas that were unsafe or that needed to 
be restricted pending further investigation. Senior Sergeant Gary Barton explained that the intention was to preserve 
crime scenes, to protect property and to protect people from the continuing fires, and that a further reason for the 
closures was the state of the roads.151

Even after the fires were controlled and the roads were safe, access to Marysville was restricted. Under Victoria’s 
Coroners Act 1985 the coroner issued directions to Victoria Police that access to Marysville was to be restricted  
while the search for remains was conducted. These directions remained in force until about 21 March.152 
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After the coroner’s directions had been lifted Superintendent Peter Billing considered, taking account of advice from 
the Department of Human Services and Murrindindi Shire, that it was inappropriate to allow unrestricted access 
to Marysville. Access was restricted at this time on the basis of the common law obligation of police to protect life 
and property, including by denying people access to areas reasonably believed to be unsafe. Police limited access 
to those residents who had obtained safety information about the remaining risks in the town. A system of stickers 
for vehicles and wristbands for residents was introduced, so that residents could move more freely through the 
roadblocks. The restrictions remained in operation until 30 March, when the roads to Marysville were re-opened.153

COMMuniCaTiOnS10.4.3 

One of the problems identified in a police debrief after the fires was police radio communications—in particular, the 
incompatibility between radios used by metropolitan and regional police. The metropolitan radio network is digital but 
the regional system is analogue.154 This issue is discussed in Chapter 3 in Volume II.

10.5 cOncluSiOnS

The failure to direct and subsequently check staff allocations to incident control centres before 7 February contributed 
to the deficiencies in the incident management team with responsibility for the Murrindindi fire. The Commission 
acknowledges that Mr Peter Farrell, the DSE Land and Fire Manager for the North-East Area, was already overseeing 
the Nariel ski hut fire before 7 February, but the approach he adopted, along with that of Mr Peter Creak, Operations 
Manager of CFA Region 12, of deploying staff to ICCs as required, was flawed and indicative of poor judgment in the 
lead-up to 7 February.

In the Commission’s view, a Level 1 Incident Controller was an unsuitable choice for the position of Incident Controller 
for the Murrindindi fire, the incident management team was inadequately prepared, and it took too long to appoint 
a level 3 Incident Controller. This is not a criticism of those individuals who were underqualified for the positions 
they held in the IMT. The Commission does, however, criticise the lack of coordination between the CFA and DSE 
in planning for the day, their decision to work from separate facilities in Alexandra, and in particular the staff who 
oversaw these arrangements. These limitations led to shortcomings in the Alexandra IMT’s management of the fire.

In its interim report the Commission recommended that the CFA and DSE develop procedures to ensure that 
Incident Controllers are appointed on the basis of their competency, regardless of the land tenure at the point of a 
fire’s ignition. Murrindindi is an example: a DSE level 1 and then level 2 Incident Controller managed the fire during 
7 February while in the same town a CFA level 3 Incident Controller operated separately from a group centre.  
The Commission was advised that the CFA and DSE have acted on this recommendation.155 

The Commission considers that the broad objectives of firefighter safety and protection of life and property adopted 
by the Alexandra Incident Management Team in lieu of an incident action plan did not provide the necessary strategic 
and operational direction for managing a fast-moving, complex fire with large numbers of resources. Although 
incident action plans might not have been completed for other fires on 7 February, the absence of such a plan or 
clear objectives in the Alexandra IMT on the afternoon of 7 February is indicative of the lack of experience of the level 
1 and level 2 Incident Controllers, and it contributed to inadequate organisation and limited the efficiency of those 
working on the Murrindindi fire. 

The Alexandra IMT was further hindered by a lack of information on which to base planning and strategic decisions. 
It did not receive or make proper use of the full range of available information on fire behaviour. Had it received and 
analysed this information promptly, there would have been no doubt that Narbethong was under direct attack and 
that Marysville and Buxton ‘would be directly in the path of the new fire front’ after the wind change.156

The IMT did not seek local weather forecasts from the Bureau of Meteorology until well after the wind change 
had passed through Marysville; nor did it take account of the progression of the wind change across Victoria. The 
Commission considers this wind change information should have come from the integrated Emergency Coordination 
Centre, and the IMT’s failure to ask for a local weather forecast during the afternoon of 7 February avoidably deprived 
it of important information. The earlier than expected arrival of the south-westerly change and the lack of warning 
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for people in Marysville endangered the safety of firefighters and residents.157 The lack of a red flag warning, as well 
as limited fire weather information, meant that timely and accurate wind change information was not conveyed to all 
firefighters, including those about to embark on a dangerous back-burning operation in Marysville.

The failure to appoint a safety adviser probably contributed to the IMT attaching insufficient priority to communicating 
wind change information to firefighters and deprived the Incident Controller of an important source of advice about 
the occupational health and safety implications of tactical fire suppression decisions. Firefighter safety is discussed  
in greater detail in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

Lighting the back-burn at Marysville was a dangerous tactic and offered little likelihood of protecting the town.  
The firefighters concerned were well-intentioned but did not have the information they needed to make informed and 
reasoned judgments, and personnel in the IMT, who had more information, were not involved in making the decision. 
As it turned out, the back-burn made no difference to the effect of the fires when they arrived, but it did place the 
firefighters in an extremely dangerous situation. It is fortunate no-one was seriously injured or killed. Nevertheless,  
the firefighters displayed considerable courage in performing their task and should be commended for this.

The lack of a pre-positioned information officer and the relaying of warnings via the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency 
Coordination Centre, even after an information officer had been appointed, delayed the issuing of public warnings 
about the Murrindindi fire.

The warnings that were in fact issued by the Alexandra IMT on 7 February did not keep pace with the fast-changing 
situation. The first warning to Narbethong was issued when the fire was already there. The first warning to Taggerty 
was issued as the fire was on the southern edge of the town. The Commission does not criticise the individuals 
concerned, each of whom performed soundly in difficult circumstances. It does, however, stress the importance of 
pre-positioned IMTs on days of extreme fire danger and considers that greater emphasis should be given to collecting 
and analysing information and disseminating it to communities and firefighters on the ground. 

The maintenance of roadblocks in the days and weeks after the fire was a source of continuing difficulty and 
frustration for residents of Marysville, Narbethong, Buxton and Taggerty who had remained in their homes and for 
those who had left but wanted to return. Introduction of the system of stickers to allow residents to move more freely 
through roadblocks was a sensible response to a complex situation: it allowed people access to Marysville while at 
the same time managing the safety and privacy of residents and the needs of the coronial inquiries. Issues around 
roadblocks are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2 of Volume II.

Any emergency incident that necessitates the participation of police from both metropolitan and regional forces 
will face challenges with communications. The incompatibility between metropolitan and regional police radios is 
inefficient and could, in some situations, compromise safety. This matter is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.
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The township of Redesdale is on the Kyneton–Heathcote road, south of Lake Eppalock. It is 95 kilometres  
north-west of Melbourne and 35 kilometres south-east of Bendigo. 

The Redesdale fire was reported at 15:11 on 7 February 2009 and burned towards the south-east for about  
19 kilometres. After the south-westerly wind change arrived at 18:35, the fire turned to the north and north-east.  
It affected four municipalities—Greater Bendigo, Mount Alexander, Macedon Ranges and Mitchell—destroying  
14 houses and burning 7,086 hectares. It was the first of two fires in the region on that day, the second originating  
in Maiden Gully, 8 kilometres north-west of Bendigo, at 16:20. Figure 11.1 shows the extent of the Redesdale fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 44.7°C at Redesdale automatic weather 
station at 16:00.1

Minimum relative humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 7 per cent at Redesdale AWS between 
16:00 and 17:30.2

Wind The maximum winds recorded before the wind change were north-north-westerly  
at 50 kilometres an hour at Redesdale AWS at 15:30.3

The wind change was recorded by the Redesdale AWS at 18:35 at 39 kilometres  
an hour.4

The maximum winds recorded after the wind change were south-westerly  
at 42 kilometres an hour at Redesdale AWS at 19:00.5

Fire Danger Index The maximum Fire Danger Index was 87.2 at Redesdale AWS at 16:00.6

Cause Undetermined.7

Fatalities No fatalities.8

Casualties One casualty.9

Houses destroyed Fourteen houses.10

Overall area burnt 7,086 hectares.11

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 536 CFA and 127 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 103 CFA appliances, 21 NEO dozers and 1 aircraft.12

11 THe redesdale Fire
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Figure 11.1 The Redesdale fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Redesdale Fire – Final Fire Perimeter.13
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08:30 11:00 15:11 15:57

Pre-designated 
Incident Controller 
arrives at Epsom ICC

Fire reported 
to CFA

15:30
Epsom ICC 
advised fire is 
out of control

First urgent threat 
message issued

15:37
Awareness 
message 
issued15:12

Redesdale 
brigade paged

IMT in 
readiness at 
Epsom ICC

15:20
Fire crosses 
Metcalfe–
Redesdale road 

Local resident 
calls 000

15:43
Additional 40 
trucks sent to 
fire ground

15:47
Request 
made to close 
Heathcote–
Kyneton road

redesdale

The following time line summarises events associated with the Redesdale fire. For the most part, the times 
given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the accompanying narrative.

7 February

7 February – 14 February
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16:00 17:30 18:35 20:00

Mobile operations point 
established next to 
Redesdale Town Hall 

First local weather 
forecast requested

17:40
Reconnaissance 
aircraft takes off from 
Bendigo airport

Request for army 
graders cancelled: 
threat subsiding

Red flag 
warning issued

South-westerly 
wind change 
moves through 
fire ground

07:00 
Fire controlled

Fire completely 
blacked out.

8 February 14 February
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11.1 sequence OF evenTs

PRePaRaTIOn11.1.1 

On 6 February Mr John Deering, Operations Manager of Country Fire Authority Region 2, and Mr Andrew Matthews, 
the Department of Sustainability and Environment acting Area Land and Fire Manager, established a joint level 3 
incident management team at the Epsom Incident Control Centre, for a ‘hot start’ the following day. Many of the 
IMT members selected for the hot start were at the ICC on 6 February and used that day to test and confirm ground 
observer arrangements and begin fire behaviour prediction work. Those present also participated in a practice 
scenario involving a multi-agency response to a level 3 fire.14

On the morning of 7 February Mr Deering and his DSE counterpart, Mr James Dalton, ensured that all units in the 
IMT were preparing for the day ahead. For example, the Planning Section carried out fire behaviour predictions and 
ensured that the ground observer team was in place; the Information Unit prepared templates for fire information 
releases and established contact with the ABC and local media. A fully staffed IMT was ready from 11:00 on  
7 February. Mr Deering arrived at 08:30 that day and took a joint leadership role with Mr Dalton. Both were  
accredited level 3 Incident Controllers.15

Superintendent Peter Bull was the Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator for the division, which takes in the 
municipalities of Greater Bendigo, Mount Alexander and Macedon Ranges. By Friday 6 February he had ascertained 
that each of these municipalities was prepared to activate its Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre if required.16

Table 11.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Redesdale fire.

Table 11.1 The Redesdale fire – IMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 ICC Yes17

Pre-formed IMT at ICC Yes18

Pre-identified level 3 IC Yes19

Pre-identified IMT members Yes20

Time fire started Approx 15:1121

Full IMT in place by 11:00, 7 February 200922

Safety adviser appointed No23

7 FebRuaRy11.1.2 

Origin and cause

VicFire was notified of the fire at Redesdale at 15:11 on 7 February. The fire was initially reported to have started  
at Coliban Park Road, about 2 kilometres to the west of Redesdale on the western side of the Coliban River.  
Fire investigators subsequently discovered that the fire actually started on the eastern side of the river.24

Ms Samantha Siddle lives on a property at Racecourse Road, Redesdale, very close to the fire’s point of origin.  
Ms Siddle first smelled smoke at around 15:00. She got into her car and drove across her property in search of the 
origin of the smoke. Within about 15 minutes, however, her paddocks were on fire. At 15:20, having returned to her 
home, she called 000 to report the fire.25 

DSE fire tower observers in the Mount Ida and Fryers Ridge fire towers also saw the fire soon after it had started.26

Victoria Police has investigated the cause of ignition of the Redesdale fire but has made no determination.27 
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Fire run, response and management

At 15:12 the Redesdale, Metcalfe, Sutton Grange and Langley–Barfold brigades were sent to attend the fire.  
The ground observer crew that had been pre-positioned on 6 February was also promptly dispatched. Nine minutes 
after the initial report the fire crossed the Metcalfe–Redesdale road.28 

Mr Peter Wilson, Group Officer with the CFA Metcalfe group, was the initial level 1 Incident Controller at the fire 
ground. The Epsom IMT shadowed the first response, preparing to assume control on the basis that the first attack 
was unlikely to succeed. At 15:30 Mr Wilson telephoned to advise the ICC that the fire was beyond the control of  
the initial resources of the responding brigades and asked that the Epsom IMT assume control. From that time until 
about 09:00 the following day Mr Deering was the level 3 Incident Controller.29 

Shortly after 15:25 Mr Andrew Chapman, captain of the Elphinstone brigade, went to the Elphinstone fire station, 
where he learnt of the Redesdale fire. One of the first to arrive at the fire, he intended to set up a control point at 
the corner of the Kyneton–Redesdale road and Siddles Road. While on his way there he realised that the fire had 
travelled past this point and was out of control. The control point was eventually established with Deputy Group 
Officer Mr Dave Penno at the Heathcote–Kyneton road and Perry’s Lane intersection.30

The first alert the Elphinstone brigade received came at about 15:26, while Mr Chapman was on his way towards  
the fire. The Mia Mia brigade also received this alert.31

At the ICC Mr Deering was not directly involved in decisions about allocation of resources on the fire ground. He left 
those tactical decisions to the commanders in the field, conceiving his role as more strategic. He and Mr Dalton had 
discussed beforehand how they would work together: Mr Dalton took responsibility for internal management of the 
IMT and Mr Deering concentrated on external relationships, including keeping the integrated Emergency Control 
Centre and the public informed.32

On becoming aware of the fire at Redesdale the Epsom ICC information officer prepared an awareness message  
for the communities of Metcalfe, Metcalfe East, Barfold, Langley and Redesdale, distributing it by email at 15:37.  
The message was broadcast on 774 ABC radio at 15:50 and on ABC Bendigo at 15:53.33

Thirty additional tankers were requested at 15:43; 40 appliances eventually attended the fire. At 15:47 Superintendent 
Bull received a request from DSE to close the Heathcote–Kyneton road.34

Police working independently of each other operated roadblocks to the north and south of the fire. Communications 
between the Epsom ICC and police to the north of the fire were better than those with police to the south, who had 
great difficulty tracking the fire’s progress because of a lack of information and received no requests to establish 
roadblocks. In some cases residents wanting to return to their properties managed to bypass road closures, gaining 
access to their properties via back roads and tracks.35

When the fire was first reported Mr John Cutting, manager of the Bendigo Regional Emergency Coordination 
Centre on 7 February, immediately sent Mr Craig Brittain, CFA Operations Officer, to the fire ground; Mr Brittain was 
accompanied by Mr Andrew Gill as his deputy. The two men arrived at the fire within 40 minutes and made contact 
with Mr Chapman.36 

Mr Chapman briefed them both, and together they formulated a strategy, sectorised the fire and appointed three 
senior CFA volunteers as sector commanders.37 

Superintendent Bull was already at the Epsom ICC when the Redesdale fire began, and for a period he performed 
the roles of police liaison, command operations and Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator simultaneously. 
He promptly relayed the ICC’s requests for tankers and graders to Sergeant Grant Morris, the Bendigo Municipal 
Emergency Response Coordinator. Sergeant Morris sent the requests to the Municipal Emergency Resource Officer 
for Greater Bendigo, who arranged for the equipment to be provided.38 

Just over 6 kilometres from the fire’s point of origin, and before 16:00, the fire crossed the Kyneton–Redesdale 
road in several places before reaching the community of Barfold. It was deemed too dangerous to attack the head 
of the fire, so the majority of resources were concentrated on its eastern flank. The Bendigo Regional Emergency 
Coordination Centre redirected to the Redesdale fire two strike teams that had been assembled in CFA Region 2  
to respond to the Kilmore East fire.39
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An emergency relief centre was established at the Redesdale community hall soon after the fire started, and Sergeant 
Morris was advised of the establishment of an evacuation centre at Barrack Reserve at Heathcote.40

At about 16:00 an operations point was established in a mobile control vehicle. The fire crossed Watchbox Road  
at about 16:49.41

Mr Andrew Howlett, the Epsom ICC planning officer, asked for local weather forecasts at 16:00 and at 17:00.  
The Bureau of Meteorology issued the forecasts within 30 minutes of the request being received, and the forecasts 
were passed on to the Operations Unit and the information officers. Fire prediction maps were produced in the 
Epsom ICC at 15:55, 18:14 and 20:11 and were projected onto a screen for everyone in the IMT to see.42

The first urgent threat message was issued at 15:57; subsequent threat messages were prepared, distributed and 
broadcast in a timely manner on 7 February, telling local communities of the fire’s location and the timing and impact 
of the wind change.43 

Dozers and graders, supported by slip-on units and tankers, were used to establish containment lines along the 
north-eastern flank of the fire. Mr Brittain asked that graders create a firebreak in front of Redesdale township.  
More work was done near Mia Mia; this work was limited by difficult terrain, but crews were able to establish  
effective containment lines along most of the fire’s north-eastern flank before the wind changed. Tanker crews  
were unable to attack the head of the fire before the wind change and instead supported the crews by direct  
attack on the flanks of the fire, building containment lines, and assisting with protection of property.44 

It is apparent from log entries made by Mr Howlett and Mr Leslie Vearing, the operations officer at the Epsom ICC, 
that both the Planning Unit and the Operations Unit became aware shortly before 17:30 that the forecast wind 
change would arrive between 18:30 and 19:00. Within minutes a red flag warning was transmitted from the Epsom 
ICC to the Redesdale operations point and passed on to all stations on the fire ground.45

Mr Robert Jarvis of Parks Victoria had been on standby at Bendigo airport as air attack supervisor for the Epsom ICC. 
By 17:40 the wind had begun to moderate and he was able to take off in his aircraft and do some reconnaissance 
in the area of the fire. Mr Jarvis provided to Mr Vearing information about the location of the head of the fire and the 
northern flank. He was hampered in his work, however, by extreme turbulence and poor visibility. He was on approach 
to Bendigo airport when the wind changed.46

At 17:46, the incident management team produced an incident action plan summary, which detailed where the fire 
was, where it was travelling, the towns it was near and the incident management team’s objectives—to protect life 
and assets in the fire area and track and hold the eastern edge of the fire ahead of the wind change. The summary 
also detailed the means by which the eastern edge was to be held.47

By 18:00 the fire had reached the locality of Sidonia, where it burnt a number of private blue-gum plantations.48

Between 18:35 and 18:46 the south-westerly wind change moved through the fire ground, pushing the eastern  
flank of the fire towards the communities of Redesdale, Mia Mia and Heathcote. The firefighters’ efforts to secure  
the north-eastern flank of the fire during the afternoon proved effective, and the fire did not reach these communities. 
Once the wind change had passed, weather conditions eased and firefighters were able to attack the fire directly on 
all flanks.49

Soon after 20:00 Mr Vearing was sufficiently confident that the fire would be contained overnight to cancel an  
earlier request that the Army provide graders. He decided DSE did not need to allocate any further resources  
to the Redesdale fire.50 

Residents and firefighters in the area affected by the Redesdale fire do not appear to have experienced the difficulties 
and frustrations with police roadblocks that were experienced in other areas.51 This could be because the Redesdale 
fire burned largely in open country and was brought under control relatively quickly.

The fire’s average rate of spread was 6 kilometres an hour. During the course of the afternoon the fire spread rapidly 
though grassland, at up to 12 kilometres an hour, while slowing to as low as 1 kilometre an hour in areas of heavy fuel 
and forest.52 
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The Redesdale fire was controlled by 07:00 on 8 February, although in the following days there were some break-outs 
as a result of strong southerly winds. During this time firefighters continued to secure the fire perimeter; this involved 
redeploying resources from the nearby Bendigo fire. The fire was not listed as contained until 09:56 on 10 February.  
It was completely blacked out by 14 February.53

As noted, the Redesdale fire burned in four separate municipalities. It started in the City of Greater Bendigo, burned 
mainly in Mount Alexander Shire, and extended to Mitchell and Macedon Ranges Shires.54 

The fire was observed as a ‘blanket of fire’ spreading across the landscape, with a flame front 20 metres deep and  
a flame height of 1 to 2 metres over grassland. It developed into a crown fire in some forested areas, including in the 
Mt Lofty reserve.55 

Fourteen houses and more than 50 sheds and outbuildings were destroyed, as were the Baynton church, a bridge, 
two olive plantations and a vineyard. Two CFA forward control vehicles were damaged.56

11.2 cOnclusiOns

The efficient way in which information was gathered and shared by the incident management team enabled 
assessment of communities at risk, prompt preparation and distribution of informative warnings, and the setting  
up of appropriate road closures. Most crucially, it allowed the IMT to develop the firefighting strategy, which involved  
a concentrated effort to secure the north-eastern flank before the wind change, thus improving the protection of  
the Redesdale, Mia Mia and Heathcote communities further to the north-east. This approach was finalised within  
an hour of the Epsom ICC assuming control of the incident and was effectively implemented in the two hours before  
the wind change arrived.57

In the Commission’s view, the Epsom IMT’s effective management of the Redesdale fire is testament to good planning 
and agency cooperation in the lead-up to a day of extreme fire danger—in particular pre-positioning properly qualified 
and experienced staff in an IMT. It also highlights the value of focusing on gathering and sharing information within the 
IMT, between fire agencies and with the public.

Fire agencies’ response to the Redesdale fire was, however, impeded by communication difficulties. Radio 
communications between Redesdale divisional command and the fire ground were poor. Mobile telephone 
communications were intermittent, and ground observers were unable to transmit information electronically via 
broadband internet connection. At times Mr Brittain was unable to make contact with sector commanders, and  
it was necessary to bring them to the operations point at Redesdale for briefings. Mr Brittain attributed these 
difficulties to various causes, among them the topography of the area, heat and smoke, and radio black spots.58 
Communications issues are considered in more detail in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

Members of Victoria Police responding to the Redesdale fire also had problems with radio communications.  
Although they appear to have had better radio reception than CFA members, their communications were impeded  
by the high volume of radio traffic directed through the police communications network, D24.59

The Commission heard evidence that Mount Alexander and Macedon Ranges Shires provided a great deal 
of support, considering that Greater Bendigo and Mitchell Shires were fully occupied with other fires in their 
municipalities. The detail of the emergency response within the Mount Alexander and Macedon Ranges Shires is, 
however, largely unknown because no statements were provided to the Commission for the Municipal Emergency 
Response Coordinator and Municipal Emergency Resource Officers for those municipalities.60

1 Exhibit 557 – Meteorological Aspects of the Redesdale Fire (BOM.901.0213) at 0227

2 Exhibit 557 – Meteorological Aspects of the Redesdale Fire (BOM.901.0213) at 0227

3 Exhibit 557 – Meteorological Aspects of the Redesdale Fire (BOM.901.0213) at 0227

4 Exhibit 557 – Meteorological Aspects of the Redesdale Fire (BOM.901.0213) at 0227

5 Exhibit 557 – Meteorological Aspects of the Redesdale Fire (BOM.901.0213) at 0227
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Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.



12THE NARRE WARREN AND
            UPPER FERNTREE GULLY FIRES



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

182

THE NarrE WarrEN aNd  
UppEr FErNTrEE GUlly FIrES

On 7 February 2009 a number of small fires burned at the rural–urban interface in Melbourne’s south-east; among 
them were three fires in Narre Warren (one at Harkaway and two at Lynbrook) and one in Upper Ferntree Gully.  
The fires burned in grass reserves and scrubland, on residential streets, and in homes and gardens. 

Each of the fires might have resulted in far greater and more widespread destruction than eventuated. In particular, 
the Harkaway and Upper Ferntree Gully fires could have caused severe damage, the latter having had the potential  
to run into the Dandenong Ranges. In total, seven houses were destroyed.

Figures 12.1, 12.2 and 12.3 show the extent of the fires.

Image 12.1

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.

12
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Figure 12.1 The Harkaway fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Harkaway Fire – Final Fire Perimeter.1 
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Figure 12.2 The Lynbrook—Coral Drive fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Lynbrook Fire – Final Fire Perimeter.2 
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Figure 12.3 The Upper Ferntree Gully fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Upper Ferntree Gully Fire – Final Fire Perimeter.3
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11:32 17:00

Harkaway 
fire starts

11:41
Harkaway 
fire initially 
contained

15:42
Upper 
Ferntree 
Gully fire 
starts

Air support 
requested

The Coral 
Drive fire in 
Lynbrook 
ignites

11:37 15:32 15:55 16:05 16:48

First tanker 
arrives on scene

Harkaway fire 
re-ignites

Alert message 
for Upper 
Ferntree Gully 
fire issued

16:30
Urgent threat 
message 
issued for 
Upper Ferntree 
Gully fire

An air crane 
diverted to 
Harkaway fire

15:33
First tanker 
arrives on scene

Narre Warren and Upper Ferntree Gully

The following time line summarises events associated with the Narre Warren and Upper Ferntree Gully 
fires. For the most part, the times given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided 
in the accompanying narrative.

7 February

7 February



187

The Narre Warren and Upper Ferntree Gully fires

First appliances 
arrive on scene 
at Golf Club 
Road fire in 
Lynbrook

17:42
Wind change 
pushes Coral 
Drive fire towards 
Langbourne 
Drive

Upper Ferntree 
Gully fire 
contained

Lynbrook fires 
reported under 
control

Urgent threat 
message issued 
for Harkaway fire

Harkaway fire 
contained

19:09
Upper Ferntree 
Gully fire reported 
under control

18:10
Mr Glass takes 
over as Incident 
Controller for both 
Lynbrook fires

18:15
Control of 
Harkaway fire 
transferred to 
Belgrave ICC

17:10
Downgrade 
message issued 
for Upper Ferntree 
Gully fire

17:08 18:00 19:01 20:29 21:40 21:5018:5017:45

17:27
Red flag 
warning issued 
to firefighters at 
Upper Ferntree 
Gully

Wind change 
pushes Harkaway 
fire towards 
Dandenong 
Ranges

18:44
First alert 
message issued 
for Harkaway fire

19:15
Strike team 
redeployed from 
Lynbrook to 
Harkaway fire

Downgrade 
message released 
for Harkaway fire

18:50
Harkaway 
fire crosses 
Harkaway Road
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12.1 NarrE WarrEN 

OvervIew

Cause Harkaway: accidental.4 

Lynbrook: not determined.5

Fatalities No fatalities.6

Houses destroyed Seven houses.7

Overall area burnt Harkaway: 147 hectares.8

Lynbrook: 12 hectares.9

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 294 CFA, 16 MFB and 12 NEO personnel attended the fires.  
They were supported by 63 CFA appliances, 4 MFB appliances, 7 NEO appliances 
and 2 aircraft.10

SeqUenCe OF evenTS12.1.1 

Preparation

In the lead-up to 7 February, Country Fire Authority brigades in Region 8 attended other incidents, including the 
Delburn fires, and planning and preparations were advanced in anticipation of fire escaping Bunyip State Park.11  
This meant that some brigades were already fatigued before 7 February. 

Mr Trevor Owen, Region 8 CFA Operations Manager, prepared level 3 incident control centres at Pakenham and 
Moorooduc, and incident management teams were in position on the morning of 7 February. At that time Mr Owen 
supervised the move of MFB appliances to Dandenong, Springvale, Hallam, Frankston and Patterson River; this 
released CFA resources in those stations to respond to the Bunyip fire. Later in the day some of the MFB crews 
responded to fires in Narre Warren.12

From 08:00 on 7 February the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre was running at full capacity.13 

The Harkaway fire

The fire at Harkaway began at about 11:32 at a home in Garden View Court. It is suspected the fire was caused by 
someone using an angle grinder: Victoria Police has charged a man with using a power tool in breach of regulations 
on a total fire ban day.14

The Narre Warren North tanker was the first to arrive at the Harkaway fire, arriving at 11:37. A number of CFA 
appliances subsequently attended, including brigades from Dandenong and Hallam. The fire was initially managed by 
the Narre Warren North CFA Brigade at the local level. The Incident Controller was Mr Shaun Trotter, captain of Narre 
Warren North Brigade. Both the Moorooduc and Belgrave Incident Control Centres monitored the fire during the early 
part of its run.15

The fire initially ran to the south-east. It was contained at 11:41 and stopped at 12:23. At 15:32, however, the fire re-
ignited on the Robinsons Road side of Crawley Road when a resident cut down a smoking branch, causing burning 
embers to hit dry fuel on the ground. Once re-ignited, the fire ran towards the south-east under the influence of 
strong north-westerly winds, crossing Robinsons Road. The fire was again attended by local CFA brigades. Shortly 
after, additional resources were sought, including from Upper Beaconsfield, Berwick and Cranbourne. Crews worked 
quickly, and at 16:05 air support was requested. Initially, the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre was unable to 
secure air resources, but at about 17:00 an air crane en route to the Upper Ferntree Gully fire was diverted to assist.16 
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Mr Owen, the RECC Coordinator, feared that the Harkaway fire could have ‘followed a similar path of destruction  
to that of Ash Wednesday’. He adopted a ‘triage’ approach and focused on developing priorities for the various  
fires in the area and identifying where the available firefighting resources would best be deployed.17

The usual Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for the area was on leave, and no formal arrangement had been 
made for anyone to fill his position during his absence. Sergeant Sheree Moore performed the duties of the MERC on  
7 February, although she had neither been formally appointed to that position nor been trained for the role.18

As the afternoon unfolded Sergeant Moore established roadblocks in the Narre Warren area to control the flow of 
traffic near the fires. She did this without the benefit of information from the ICC. Later in the day she was able to 
speak to the Deputy Incident Controller, but her experience was not satisfactory and in her opinion the police had not 
received adequate information. The lack of information from the ICC made it difficult to situate roadblocks safely—
both for residents of the area and for police staffing the roadblocks. From 16:00 Victoria Police set up roadblocks 
as full road closures; these roadblocks had to be moved a number of times during the ensuing hour because of the 
speed of the fire.19 

The south-westerly wind change arrived at 17:45 and pushed the fire towards the Dandenong Ranges.20

At about 18:15 the fire was formally escalated to the control of the Belgrave ICC. Mr Colin Brown, a CFA operations 
officer, became the Incident Controller.21

Initially, warnings for the Harkaway fire were handled by the Regional Emergency Coordination Centre. The first warning 
issued was an alert message at 18:44; it referred to a fire burning in a north-easterly direction between King Road, 
A’Beckett Road, Harkaway Road and Narre Warren North Road. Mr Brown stated that at the time the alert message 
was sent the fire was already ‘burning out to the Harkaway Road area’. The alert warning was thus too late and of little 
use to residents.22 

The fire crossed Harkaway Road at 18:50 and burnt the area between Helleur and King Roads.23 

At 20:29 the Belgrave ICC released an urgent threat message for Harkaway, Narre Warren North and Beaconsfield 
Upper. Mr Brown explained that the message was issued ‘because of the wind change that had come through and 
was driving the fire in a north-easterly direction and threatening those areas at that stage’. But the wind change had 
occurred two hours before, and Mr Brown was unable to explain why the message was not issued earlier.24 

Subsequently, at 21:40, a downgrade message was released for the Harkaway fire.25 

By 21:50 the fire was contained.26

An alert message was issued at 23:11, saying fire activity was continuing. At 01:25 on 8 February a downgrade 
message was authorised: it advised that the communities of Harkaway, Narre Warren North and Beaconsfield Upper  
no longer needed to be on alert.27 

Overall, the Harkaway fire burnt 147 hectares and destroyed and damaged a number of homes, sheds, garages  
and outbuildings.28

The Lynbrook fires

The Coral Drive fire in Lynbrook started at 16:48 in a grassy area along Coral Drive in Narre Warren South. The grassy 
area appears to have acted as a corridor, assisting the fire’s spread to the boundaries of properties on Langbourne 
Drive. The cause of the fire has not been determined. Having initially run along the grassy reserve beside Coral Drive, 
it then headed north-east and crossed Ormond Road.29 

At about 16:52 Mr Arthur Haynes, a CFA operations officer from the Moorooduc ICC attended the Narre Warren 
North CFA Control Centre to help the local Incident Controller, Mr Trotter. At 17:40 Mr Haynes became the Incident 
Controller for the Coral Drive fire and appointed Mr Trotter as his operations officer. Together they divided the fire 
into sectors and deployed resources accordingly. The strategy was to contain the fire and stop its spread into the 
Dandenong Ranges.30
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Mr David Beards, captain of the Narre Warren Brigade, arrived at the Coral Drive fire at 16:55, some seven 
minutes after ignition. At 17:10 he was advised that a strike team was on its way but that no further resources 
were immediately available. Subsequently, a number of appliances attended the fire, among them MFB crews and 
appliances that were covering CFA stations in Dandenong, Hallam and Pakenham.31

Another fire, at Golf Club Road in Lynbrook, was first reported at 17:08, when a member of the public telephoned 
the Cranbourne fire station. The fire’s point of origin was in grassland on the western side of the South Gippsland 
Highway, about 300 metres north of Golf Club Road. The cause of the fire has not been determined.32

At 17:08 appliances, including MFB resources, started arriving at the fire. A strike team arrived at 17:30, and from 
17:40 onwards a number of additional appliances attended.33 

Shortly after the fire started it crossed the South Gippsland Highway and entered grassland, threatening a landscaping 
business where quantities of LPG, petrol, diesel and other chemicals were stored, and damaging a shed.34 

After the wind changed from south to south-westerly at 17:42, the Coral Drive fire headed to Langbourne Drive and 
into the transmission line reserve. It then spotted back onto the other side of Ormond Road. With the assistance of 
firefighting crews, residents of Langbourne Drive tried to defend their properties with buckets and wheelie bins full  
of water. A number of houses were destroyed. Those burnt on Langbourne Drive were relatively new houses built on 
suburban-sized blocks and positioned very close together. The land was mainly flat, and there was limited vegetation 
along the roads.35

Mr Beards stated that one of the features of the Coral Drive fire was ‘that the residents banded together to help 
protect their properties … with buckets, hoses, anything that could carry water to assist in the fire fight’. One house  
that had a swimming pool was able to be saved because of the availability of water from the pool.36

The two Lynbrook fires were initially managed separately. At 18:10, however, Mr Ian Glass, a fire officer with the 
Cranbourne Brigade, took over the role of Incident Controller for both fires. By 19:01 both fires were reported as 
being under control. At about 19:15 the strike team was redeployed to the Harkaway fire.37

At some time between 19:00 and 19:30 Sergeant Moore received a phone call from Senior Sergeant Hengel  
(the officer normally assigned to be the Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator), who told her she should 
activate the Municipal Emergency Control Centre. Shortly thereafter the MECC was opened in Vesper Drive, Casey.38 

Sergeant Moore agreed that, considering the impact of the Coral Drive fire on the houses on Langbourne Drive, it 
would have been prudent to establish the MECC earlier, when the damage occurred. She also acknowledged that 
more formal arrangements about who would fill the role in the absence of the usual MERC would have been helpful. 
The Commission was advised that since 7 February steps have been taken to improve the relevant police service 
areas’ preparedness for fire.39

No formal warnings appear to have been issued for the Lynbrook fires, which burnt 12 hectares and destroyed homes.40

COnCLUSIOnS12.1.2 

Residents of Narre Warren and police in the Casey Police Service Area were surprised by the outbreak of fire in an 
urban area. In its subsequent research into the three fires, the Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre found that very 
few residents expected to be affected by bushfire.41

The initial attack efforts devoted to each of the fires were successful, and the cooperative arrangements between 
the MFB and the CFA worked well. Effective managing, resourcing and firefighting on the ground—noting the limited 
availability of resources in the region from 14:30—averted possible widespread damage to the Dandenong Ranges.42

The Commission considers that some of the delays and confusion in communications relating to this fire, and the lack 
of information flowing to Victoria Police, might have been avoided by earlier escalation of incident management to the 
Belgrave ICC.

A delay of about two hours in issuing warning messages for any fire is not acceptable. It is unlikely, however, that 
the delay caused any major detriment to residents, who were apparently alerted to the fires by smoke or information 
received from friends, family and neighbours.43
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12.2 UppEr FErNTrEE GUlly

OvervIew

Cause Unknown.44

Fatalities No fatalities.45

Houses destroyed No houses destroyed.46

Overall area burnt 4 hectares.47

SeqUenCe OF evenTS12.2.1 

The Upper Ferntree Gully fire started at about 15:42, near the Burwood Highway and Quarry Road. It was difficult  
for firefighters to gain access to the fire because there was a railway line nearby. The cause of the fire is not known.48

The fire initially spread south-east through scrubland between the Burwood Highway and Quarry Road. It was 
spotting in various places along the edge of the Burwood Highway.49 

From 15:42 onwards a number of brigades were dispatched to the fire. Mr Todd Small, the Ferntree Gully CFA 
captain, attended the scene and at 15:47 asked for five tankers and then a further three. He established an 
operations point behind 1140 Burwood Highway at about 16:00.50

Prompt warnings were issued for the fire. An alert message for Ferntree Gully and Upper Ferntree Gully was authorised 
at 15:55. At 16:30 an urgent threat message was sent to the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre for the 
residents of Quarry Road and the communities of Upper Ferntree Gully, Ferntree Gully and Tremont. The message  
was downgraded at 17:10.51 

Mr Colin Brown, CFA Incident Controller at the Belgrave ICC, was informed at 16:37 that the State Duty Officer was 
sending an air crane to the fire. The air support was diverted, however, to protect assets at Harkaway. At 17:04 a 
Helitack on its way to Moorabbin for refuelling made a number of rapid drops on the fire, obtaining water from a 
nearby disused quarry. The Helitack’s assistance was vital. Mr Brown explained that when the aircraft arrived the  
fire had begun to spread to the northern side of Quarry Road and was heading towards residential properties.52  
The Helitack made a single drop and caught the fire right on the cusp of a wind change from the south-west: 

By pulling that fire up they prevented the fire possibly spreading … into the Tremont – Ferny Creek area. 
We estimate probably within 10 to 15 minutes … [it] would have been impacting on those houses up 
there and this would have been a significant event.53

At 17:14 Mr Brown received advice that the wind change had reached Moorabbin airport, and a red flag warning was 
issued by radio to all vehicles in the area at 17:27.54 

After the south-west wind change the fire spread between homes on the northern side of Quarry Road and headed 
towards Ferntree Gully National Park. At this time there were wind gusts of up to 90 kilometres an hour.55 

By 17:30 there were eight tankers, three slip-ons and three pumpers on the ground. The Helitack was still working 
over the fire as it burned towards Lady’s Walk and the Boulevard.56 

The fire was contained by 18:00, and by 19:09 it was declared under control. Four hectares were burnt, but no 
houses were lost.57 

COnCLUSIOnS12.2.2 

The Commission notes the opportune arrival of the Helitack and commends the efforts of firefighters. This averted 
possible widespread damage to the Ferny Creek area and the Dandenong Ranges which posed a very significant 
potential threat to human life.
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 Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.
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The Beechworth–Mudgegonga area is about 300 kilometres north-east of Melbourne, on the edge of the Alpine 
National Park and in Indigo Shire.

The 7 February 2009 fire in the area began at about 18:00 and burned fiercely until weather conditions moderated 
in the early hours of 8 February. The fire was not contained, however, until 16 February. Two people died, 38 houses 
were damaged or destroyed, and sheds, farming equipment and stock were destroyed. Overall, the fire burnt  
33,577 hectares, including about 23,000 hectares of state park. Figure 14.1 shows the extent of the fire.

Overview

Maximum temperature The maximum temperature recorded was 45.5˚C at Wangaratta automatic  
weather station at 15:01.1

Minimum relative Humidity The minimum relative humidity recorded was 6 per cent at Wangaratta AWS  
at 15:01.2

Wind The maximum wind recorded before the wind change was a north-north-westerly  
at 35 kilometres an hour, gusting to 57 kilometres an hour, at Wangaratta AWS  
at 14:01.3

The south-westerly wind change was recorded by the Wangaratta AWS at 23:01  
at 20 kilometres an hour.4

Ahead of the wind change the wind tended back to the north and eased to  
15 to 20 kilometres an hour by 01:00 on 8 February.5

Fire danger index The maximum Fire Danger Index was 126 at Wangaratta AWS at 13:30.6

Cause Electrical failure.7

Fatalities Two fatalities.8

Casualties Twelve casualties.9

Houses destroyed Thirty-eight houses.10

Overall area burnt 33,577 hectares.11

Firefighting resources On 7 February, 113 CFA and 97 NEO personnel attended the fire. They were 
supported by 23 CFA appliances, 89 NEO appliances and 2 aircraft.12

14 THe BeecHwOrTH–MudgegOnga Fire
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Figure 14.1 The Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire

Source: Exhibit 994 – Beechworth–Library Rd Fire – Fire Spread Map.13
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Only Nariel 
ski hut fire 
continues to 
burn

Power lost to 
Beechworth, including 
DSE office and ICC

Beechworth fire starts

Strike team stood 
down to attend 
Kilmore East fire on 
morning of 8 February

Strike team 
from NSW Rural 
Fire Service 
dispatched to 
Beechworth

21:59
Spot fires at 
Barwidgee 
Creek

22:00
Generator 
provides 
limited 
power to 
ICC

18:05
Incident Controller first 
notified of fire

18:06
Strike team recalled

Thirty-eight new 
fires start in 
north-eastern 
Victoria

Nariel ski hut 
fire declared 
under control

18:15
Firefighters 
arrive on 
scene

19:00
First attack 
deemed 
unsuccessful

21:25
Further 
urgent threat 
message 
issued

21:30
Large crown 
fire develops 
and spotting 
begins

19:10
First urgent 
threat 
message 
issued

19:40
Two fixed-
wing water 
bombers 
arrive on 
scene

Beechworth–Mudgegonga

The following time line summarises events associated with the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire. For 
the most part, the times given are approximate. Further details about the events are provided in the 
accompanying narrative.

1 February – 27 April

18:00 20:40 22:001–3 February 4 February 6 February 7 February
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Larger 
generator 
obtained  
for the ICC

South- 
westerly  
wind change

Fire through 
Kancoona 
Gap, reaching 
the Pinnacles 

Winds ease in 
Mudgegonga 
area

07:30
ICC relocated 
from Beechworth 
to Ovens

Fire spots 
across the 
Kiewa Valley 
into heavily 
forested 
country

18:00
Northern run 
of fire largely 
controlled 
by tankers 
in cleared 
paddocks

Fire declared 
safe

Extreme fire 
behaviour with 
significant 
spotting 1 km 
from Myrtleford

00:20
Incident 
Controller 
advised 
‘fire storm’ 
approaching 
Mudgegonga

02:45
Fire heading 
towards Mt 
Stanley tower

Fire on both 
sides of 
Running Creek 
Road

06:30
Fire estimated 
to have burnt 
20,000 hectares

Alpine Shire 
MECC 
activated

Fire contained

00:00 02:15 03:40 05:10 17:0011:4023:34 8 February 16 February 27 April
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14.1 Sequence OF evenTS

BeFOre 7 FeBruary14.1.1 

Between 1 and 3 February 38 fires started in the Department of Sustainability and Environment’s North East Area.  

All except the Nariel ski hut fire were controlled within 48 hours. On the morning of 4 February the Nariel ski hut fire 
was still burning and had the potential to develop into a ‘campaign’ fire. There was concern that this fire could affect 
DSE’s capacity to prepare for 7 February.14

Between 4 and 6 February containment lines were built around the Nariel ski hut fire. At 17:00 on 6 February the 
fire was declared under control, although it continued to demand resources. On 7 February 68 DSE and Networked 
Emergency Organisation staff were still working on the fire.15 

In preparation for 7 February DSE arranged for personnel to be on duty at various work centres in the region and for 
others to be on standby. Alpine Shire Council positioned earth-moving and other equipment, including trucks and fuel 
trailers, at depots throughout the municipality. In addition, from the morning of 7 February the Benalla Integrated Fire 
Agency Coordination Centre was on standby.16 

Table 14.1 summarises the state of preparedness for the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire.

Table 14.1 The Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire – IMT preparedness

Pre-designated level 3 ICC Yes17

Pre-formed IMT at ICC No18

Pre-identified level 3 IC No19

Pre-identified IMT members No20

Time fire started About 18:0021

Full IMT in place by 8 February 200922

Safety adviser appointed No23

7 FeBruary14.1.2 

The area around Beechworth remained relatively free of fire during much of 7 February. Local firefighters and senior 
personnel were focusing on helping with the firefighting effort for the Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires, which by 
18:00 were at their height. During the day personnel were sent to these fires, among them one of the two qualified 
level 3 Incident Controllers, who acted as Deputy Incident Controller for the Kilmore East fire. Only one qualified 
level 3 Incident Controller remained in the Beechworth area. At 18:00 a 21-member strike team was stood down 
to rest and told to report for duty at 06:00 on 8 February, to travel to the Kilmore East fire.24 

Origin and cause

At about 18:00 on 7 February a fire started 3 kilometres south of Beechworth. A number of witnesses told the 
Commission they had difficulty contacting emergency services via 000.25

A tree had fallen on a power line on Buckland Gap Road, pulling the conductor furthest from the road off the 
supporting insulators at poles 169 and 170 on the Myrtleford-7 feeder. The conductor was energised when it fell, 
and as it fell it came into contact with pole 170. The Commission is satisfied that arcing between the conductor 
and pole 170 was the probable cause of the fire, which started in vegetation at the base of that pole. The incident 
resulted in the power supply to Beechworth being cut.26
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The tree that fell divided into two ‘leader’ trunks approximately 3.5 metres above the ground. The northern side of the 
divided trunk was dead, possibly as a result of a lightning strike, and had probably been dead for about 18 months. 
Mr Colin Bertuch, an arborist for Alpine Shire Council, told the Commission that, because the dead section contained 
most of the tree’s weight, it was likely that at some stage the tree would fall towards the road, in the direction of the 
power lines.27

The tree in question was outside the regulated clearance zone but was ‘hazardous’, as determined by the SP AusNet 
guidelines. As at 7 February SP AusNet had not identified any hazardous trees between poles 169 and 170 of the 
Myrtleford-7 feeder. Standard SP AusNet procedures do not incorporate a systematic method for detecting hazardous 
trees. Vegetation assessors—who are not trained arborists—are responsible only for identifying hazardous trees while 
carrying out standard assessment tasks. They are obliged to look only for ‘obvious defects’ and are not required to 
examine every tree. SP AusNet’s Hazardous Tree Program, which is applied to some parts of the network, provides 
for qualified arborists to inspect all trees in designated areas. Had the tree that fell on the power line on 7 February 
previously been seen by an arborist, the potential hazard would probably have been apparent.28

Automatic circuit reclosers, or ACRs, are circuit breakers that open to break the circuit when a fault is recorded and 
then reclose the circuit to restore power. ACRs had been installed on the Myrtleford-7 feeder power line. The settings 
could have been changed to suppress the reclose function entirely (which could be done remotely) or to make other 
changes (which might have been possible remotely, depending on the model). Because the ACR was not suppressed 
on 7 February it reclosed twice for 1.5 seconds (in addition to the initial 1.5 seconds before the ACR first operated) 
before the current was stopped by the ACR tripping to lockout. This resulted in about 200 amperes of current flowing 
for 4.5 seconds rather than for 1.5 seconds (as it would have if the ACR had been suppressed). It is not possible to 
determine whether ignition of the fire occurred as a result of current flowing during the 1.5 seconds before the ACR 
operated for the first time or whether it occurred during the two subsequent recloses. Nevertheless, the probability  
of a fire starting was greater with current flowing for 4.5 seconds than with it flowing for 1.5 seconds.29 

Chapter 4 in Volume II discusses the role of ACRs, inspection of electrical assets, and Chapter 7 in Volume II 
discusses vegetation management.

Fire run, response and management

From the point of ignition the fire burned on public land in eucalypt forest, moving south-east under the influence of a 
strong north-westerly wind. Initial witnesses described a small fire—only 2 to 3 square metres—burning directly under 
power lines on the eastern side of Buckland Gap Road (also known as the Beechworth–Myrtleford road), just south 
of Library Road.30 

Mr Brian McKenzie immediately assumed the role of Incident Controller and established an Incident Control Centre 
at the Beechworth DSE office. Mr McKenzie was Planning Manager, Land and Fire, for the DSE Ovens District and 
duty officer on the day. He was a level 2 Incident Controller with extensive fire experience and an intimate knowledge 
of the local area, having worked for DSE and its predecessors for 33 years. The intention was to ‘run [Mr McKenzie] 
through the first night’ and if possible bring in a level 3 Incident Controller at the change of shift on the morning of  
8 February.31

Mr McKenzie understood the importance of first attack in extreme weather conditions. On being notified of the fire  
at about 18:05, he immediately dispatched crews from the Beechworth DSE depot; they were at the fire within minutes.  
At 18:06 the strike team that had been stood down to attend the Kilmore East fire the next morning was recalled.  
But containment by first attack was not possible: the fire was in a difficult location; the power line was down; and 
weather conditions did not permit placing crews in front of the fire.32 

There were insufficient resources to have a level 3 incident management team at every level 3 incident control centre 
in the area. The regional strategy was to ensure that there were sufficient resources available to manage first attack 
and enough people to build a team to ‘come in behind’ once an incident had started, wherever the fire might occur. 
Within an hour of the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire being reported an IMT was ready.33 Although the strategy proved 
adequate in this instance, it was found wanting in the case of other fires the Commission examined—namely, the 
Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires. Chapters 5 and 10 of this volume discuss how incident management evolved for 
those fires; Chapter 2 in Volume II discusses incident management more broadly.
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An initial fire report issued at 18:20 noted that 14 personnel had been dispatched to the Beechworth–Mudgegonga 
fire, along with three slip-on units and one first-attack bulldozer. The report noted that the potential for losses and the 
risk of the fire spreading were high.34 

Soon after the initial fire report from crews on the scene, Mr McKenzie contacted Victoria Police to ask it to establish 
a Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre for Indigo Shire. He also contacted Mr Mark Green, the Municipal 
Emergency Resource Officer for Indigo Shire, to ask for his assistance in establishing the MECC.35

The fire initially burned in areas where the amount of fuel had been reduced by the 2003 bushfires and by fuel-
reduction burns in the autumns of 2005 and 2008. As a result, the fire’s behaviour in its initial run was moderate,  
with flame heights of about 10 metres and spotting of about 500 metres. This meant the fire did not initially develop 
into a crown fire, which would have had the potential to progress much more rapidly. Between 18:00 and about 
21:30 to 22:00 the fire travelled about 8 kilometres.36

At 18:45 Mr McKenzie telephoned the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre to arrange for the issuing 
of an urgent threat message. The first message was issued at 19:10. It described the fire as burning 4 kilometres 
south of Beechworth and moving in a south-easterly direction and said the communities of Stanley, Barwidgee Creek 
and Mudgegonga should prepare for direct ember attack. The message was uploaded to the DSE external website at 
19:30. Similar messages were released at 19:50 and 20:40. In all, 14 threat messages were released between 19:10 
on 7 February and 05:15 on 8 February.37 

In keeping with arrangements developed before the fire season, ABC Goulburn–Murray began rolling coverage of the 
fire soon after ignition and broadcast warnings throughout the night.38

At about 19:00 it became clear to DSE personnel fighting the fire that first attack had been unsuccessful and the fire 
would become a level 3 incident. By 19:15, 16 Country Fire Authority tankers, 12 DSE slip-on units, two first-attack 
bulldozers, one large bulldozer and a helicopter were at the scene.39 

Aerial support had been sought almost immediately after the fire was reported. At about 19:40 two fixed-wing water 
bombers arrived and dropped retardant near the pine plantation on the fire’s eastern flank in an effort to slow the fire’s 
spread. It was getting dark, though, and the water bombers were not able to reload and return for any further drops.40

The primary operating difficulty the IMT faced on 7 February was the lack of electricity. The DSE office in Beechworth 
lost power at about the time the fire started. (A back-up generator for the district had previously been dispatched 
to DSE’s Broadford office, which was dealing with the Kilmore East fire.) Without power, the staff found conditions 
difficult: the office was hot because there was no air-conditioning and staff had to use torches in order to see.41 

Additionally, the lack of electricity seriously constrained communications and reporting and planning. The ICC was 
unable to fax incident reports and press releases; nor could it map fires electronically. Reports had to be phoned through 
to the Ovens office or the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre to be written up and forwarded to the 
integrated Emergency Control Centre. Communication and coordination were done using mobile phones and radios.42 

The power failure also affected the Indigo Shire MECC, which was initially set up in a ‘booze bus’ (mobile breathalyser 
unit) that had been dispatched from Wangaratta. Because of the limited space in the vehicle, police liaison officers 
were not able to operate from it on 7 February.43 

By 20:30 the number of CFA tankers had increased to 20. Shortly after, a strike team from the New South Wales 
Rural Fire Service was sent to Beechworth to help with asset protection.44

A Bureau of Meteorology forecast issued at 20:36 said the south-westerly change was approaching the area and 
would probably reach the fire ground between 23:00 and 24:00. At about 21:30 to 22:00 the fire emerged from 
the fuel-reduced areas, and there was a marked increase in fire activity. A large crown fire developed, and spotting 
began to occur up to 9 kilometres ahead of the main firefront. The fire was still burning mainly in forested public land, 
although some private property and private pine plantations were affected.45 

A further urgent threat message was issued at 21:25, warning residents of the potential impact of the wind 
change. Throughout the night, threat messages continued to be issued, alerting residents of Barwidgee Creek, 
Mudgegonga, Stanley, Yackandandah, Bruarong, Rosewhite, Murmungee, Ovens, Myrtleford, Glen Creek, 
Kancoona, Kancoona South, Running Creek and Dederang and along Carrolls Road (near Mudgegonga).46 
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At about 21:30 Senior Sergeant Douglas Incoll, Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for Alpine Shire, was 
told of the fire and that the Indigo Shire MERC had established a temporary MECC.47

At 21:50 Mr McKenzie received reports of a spot fire in Mudgegonga. This was earlier than expected, and it meant 
the fire was spotting long distances. He issued a fire situation report at 21:59, advising that there were new spot fires 
east of the firefront at Barwidgee Creek.48 

At about 22:00 the Beechworth ICC obtained a small generator from the Victoria State Emergency Service, but it 
provided only enough power for a floodlight to light part of the ICC.49 

At 22:35 a further local forecast had the wind change reaching the fire area between midnight and 01:00, with a wind 
speed of 30–40 kilometres an hour.50 

At 23:34 Mr McKenzie reported that there was extreme fire behaviour and significant spotting, including up to 
1 kilometre from the township of Myrtleford. He issued a fire situation report saying the fire was ‘going’. At about 
23:46 he received word that the fire had crossed the Yackandandah–Myrtleford road; this meant the fire was moving 
very quickly. Between 21:30–22:00 on 7 February and 02:30–03:00 on 8 February the fire travelled 24 kilometres.51

The location of roadblocks in the area of the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire on 7 February was largely determined 
by Victoria Police, with heavy reliance on the observations of police in the field. At the time and subsequently, the 
roadblocks were ‘constantly’ being relocated because of the encroaching fire and the immediate threat to police. 
Inspector David Ryan stated that police received from the ICC very little information about the location or direction of the 
fire. All road closures introduced on 7 February were full closures; in subsequent days some closures were only partial.52

8 FeBruary and SuBSequenTly14.1.3 

The predicted south-westerly wind change reached the fire ground at about midnight, turning the northern flank—
which was at that stage about 32 kilometres long—into the main firefront. The fire began heading north-east, towards 
cleared agricultural land, mountainous forest and Mudgegonga.53 

At about 00:20 on 8 February Mr McKenzie was told a ‘firestorm’ was approaching Mudgegonga and heading into 
the Rosewhite Valley.54 Ms Pat Easterbrook and her husband, Lindsay, lived across the road from the two people who 
were killed by the fire. She described the fire as it approached Mudgegonga:

It … sounded as though a few jets were … taking off over the top of our house. I said to Lindsay,  
‘What the hell is that?’ He said, ‘That’s the fire’ … [Shortly after] everything just burst into flames …  
It was like bombs were going off. The mountain on the left side, on the creek side, the north side,  
that just exploded. The tree breaks that were coming up from the creek were on fire. The shed was 
burning down. It was roaring down from the south side as well.55 

At about 01:00 on 8 February, Mr Andrew Taylor, Alpine Shire Municipal Emergency Resource Officer, and Senior 
Sergeant Incoll were told the fire was heading towards Carrolls Road in Mudgegonga. At about 01:50 they decided  
to defer a decision on establishing the Alpine Shire MECC until they had further discussions with the Ovens ICC in  
the morning.56

Between midnight and 02:00 the Beechworth ICC obtained a larger generator; this provided enough power to operate 
some of the computers, the air-conditioning and the lights. The phones were still inoperable, though, because they 
were part of the La Trobe University Commander® phone system, which did not have power. A generator was also 
obtained and set up at the Senior Citizens Hall in Beechworth at 02:30. The Indigo Shire MECC moved to the hall,  
and a number of police liaison officers were then able to operate there.57 

The only communication available to the Beechworth ICC until restoration of power in the township at about 02:00  
on 8 February was radio and mobile phones. Threat messages were approved by the Incident Controller and relayed 
by mobile phone to the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre, which then relayed them to ABC radio 
and the integrated Emergency Coordination Centre in Melbourne for posting to the DSE website.58 

At about 02:15 the fire had passed through Kancoona Gap and reached the Pinnacles. At 02:45 it was heading 
towards the Mt Stanley tower. It was so intense that the radio communication domes on the tower melted and a 
building—which was two to three bricks thick and thought to be fireproof—collapsed.59
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Soon after, the weather and the fire behaviour moderated. The fire was, however, on both sides of Running Creek 
Road by 05:10. At about 06:00 Mr McKenzie started deploying new crews for changeover. Resources from the  
New South Wales Rural Fire Service, Hancock Victorian Plantations, DSE, the CFA and the Network Emergency 
Organisation had all been involved in the firefighting.60 

By 06:30 on 8 February the fire had burnt about 20,000 hectares. The IMT understood that houses had been burnt 
and that there might have been fatalities, although the extent of the destruction had not yet been confirmed. Access 
to parts of the fire was restricted because a major transmission line through the fire ground needed to be ‘rebooted’. 
In addition, there had been many lightning strikes throughout the region, and a fire near Bogong Village also required 
firefighting resources.61 

At about the same time Mr Taylor discussed with the Alpine Shire Municipal Recovery Manager the possibility of 
opening an emergency relief centre. They had very little information about which areas of the municipality had been 
burnt or were burning, so they decided to wait for further advice from Senior Sergeant Incoll.62

At 07:30 Mr McKenzie handed over as Incident Controller to Mr Shaun Lawlor, air attack supervisor on 7 February 
and DSE District Manager for the Ovens District. At the same time the incident control centre was moved from 
Beechworth to Ovens because the only power supply to the level 2 Beechworth ICC was provided by the generator 
and the fire was moving away from that area and towards the level 3 Ovens ICC. The Commission was advised 
that an earlier transfer of the ICC from Beechworth to Ovens was neither appropriate nor feasible since it would 
have necessitated the establishment of another IMT overnight. This would have been extremely difficult to resource 
and would have resulted in even fewer IMT resources being available for the following shift, and an interruption to 
information flows.63

The main challenge for the IMT on 8 February was to devise a strategy for bringing the fire under control. The areas  
of greatest concern were those between Mudgegonga and Bruarong and between Kancoona and Running Creek. 
The Commonwealth Government had also asked that the telecommunication towers and infrastructure on nearby  
Mt Big Ben be protected.64 

At 09:30 on 8 February Senior Sergeant Incoll was informed that a dead person had been found at burnt-out 
premises near Mudgegonga (in Alpine Shire). Soon after, at about 10:00, Mr Taylor began preparations for activating 
the Alpine Shire Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre.65

At 11:40, following discussions with Senior Sergeant Incoll and a briefing at the Ovens ICC, the Alpine Shire 
MECC was activated. A call centre was established in a room adjacent to the MECC; it was staffed by Alpine Shire 
personnel. The purpose of the call centre was to be a central information point for the community.66 

About midday the south-westerly wind began to increase in strength, and the fire began major runs between 
Mudgegonga and Bruarong in the north and Rosewhite and Running Creek in the east. As the fire approached 
Running Creek, between about 17:00 and 18:00, it spotted for several kilometres across the Kiewa Valley into heavily 
forested terrain. This area had undergone fuel-reduction burning in the autumn of 2007, and the result was that the 
fire behaviour moderated considerably.67 

Shortly after 18:00 on 8 February the northern run of the fire was largely controlled by fire crews in cleared paddocks.68 

On 9 February weather conditions moderated further, and fire crews constructed control lines and conducted  
back-burns. This work continued until 10:30 on 16 February, when the fire was declared contained. The fire was 
reported under control on 25 March.69
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Image 14.1

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.

During the fire, emergency relief centres were opened at Myrtleford, Dederang and Mudgegonga.70 

Two people died in the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire. The circumstances of their death are described in  
Chapter 20 of this volume.

Thirty-eight houses were destroyed, as well as sheds and farming equipment. Overall, the fire burnt 33,577 hectares—
about 10,000 hectares of private land and the remainder state park. The fire burnt already drought-ravaged pasture, and 
farmers faced difficult decisions: should they slaughter their stock, try to sell them, or pay substantial sums to agist them 
until feed became more available.71

14.2 cOOrdinaTiOn wiTH THe Mecc

Between 7 February and 30 March the Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre received requests for the following:

assistance with residents’ emergency evacuation and access ■■

equipment, machinery and water tankers■■

stockfeed■■

disposal of injured stock■■

drinking water for people and stock■■

fuel.■■
72
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During the initial stages of the fire the MECC received these requests for support and resources directly from the field 
or from residents. Mr Taylor said this led to inefficiency and frayed tempers because each direct request had to be 
reported to the incident control centre, which would then respond. Usually, all requests for support are channelled 
through the ICC or CFA regional headquarters, which avoids confusion and duplication of responses.73

Mr Taylor reported that in the first few days of the emergency it was difficult to obtain from the Ovens ICC information 
about the location and spread of the fire in the municipality. During this time the MECC relied on ABC radio and the DSE 
website. A liaison officer from the Ovens ICC was not provided to the MECC until Tuesday 10 February. To compensate 
for this, staff from the MECC went to the ICC to obtain information.74 

14.3 THe iMpacT OF Fuel reducTiOn

The firefighters’ experience on 7 and 8 February at Beechworth–Mudgegonga was that, because the fire burned 
through fuel-reduced areas, at critical stages the fire’s behaviour was reduced in intensity. Mr Lawlor noted, ‘If the 
initial phase of the fire had developed in areas where fuel loads had not been reduced, then the main run of the fire on 
7 February would have been at least an extra 12 kilometres based on the observed fire behaviour on that day’. If the 
run had extended that extra 12 kilometres, the front would have become much wider when the wind changed to the 
south-west.75

Mr Lawlor also considered that fuel-reduction burns helped protect the telecommunications towers and infrastructure  
on Mt Big Ben and helped halt the fire before it spread into forested areas on the eastern side of the Kiewa Valley. 
If the fire had spread to that extent it would have been extremely difficult to bring it under control: the area is remote, 
and the terrain makes firefighting very difficult.76

Having observed the fire behaviour, firefighters considered that, were it not for the fuel reduction, it was highly probable 
that the entire Ovens Valley between Myrtleford and Bright would have been directly affected, with significant potential 
for further loss of life and damage to infrastructure and assets. Fuel-reduced areas were also used as a basis for the 
containment strategy that was implemented on 9 February.77 

Dr Lachie McCaw, a principal research scientist for the Department of Environment and Conservation in Western 
Australia, and Dr Kevin Tolhurst, a senior lecturer in Fire Ecology and Management at the University of Melbourne, 
assessed the effect of previous burning on the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire. Both agreed that the rate of spread 
and the final perimeter of the fire were greatly moderated because of previous prescribed burning.78 

Dr McCaw agreed with Mr Lawlor that, had the same fire started in a non-fuel reduced area on a day of such extreme 
conditions, the fire would have become more intense, travelled faster and spotted further in the initial two hours than 
actually occurred. He also agreed that the effect of the reduced fuel load was to slow the run of the fire before the 
south-westerly wind change and that previous fuel-reduction burning helped with containing the fire by providing 
‘anchor points’ for suppression activity.79 

Fuel reduction is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 7 of Volume II.

14.4 warning THe puBlic

In addition to warnings issued by the Benalla Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre and the incident control 
centre, local police and firefighters warned residents about the impending fire. After being notified of the fire, 
Sergeant Geoffrey Still, Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator for Indigo Shire, asked the Yackandandah 
police to personally alert residents of Stanley to the potential fire risk. Other units were directed to warn residents 
on the southern side of the Beechworth–Stanley road and the Stanley–Myrtleford road.80

Senior Sergeant Incoll placed a police liaison officer at the ICC as soon as the Municipal Emergency Coordination 
Centre was opened. He said that once he became aware that fire was approaching an area he arranged for the 
Victoria State Emergency Service and police to do doorknocks in that area to warn people of the approaching fire 
and give them the fire agency warning.81 
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Despite the efforts of Victoria Police, the CFA and the Victoria State Emergency Service, not all residents who chose 
to defend their house could be personally warned or assisted. Ms Pat Easterbrook, who with her husband saved  
their house, said nothing could have prepared them for the impact of the inferno they experienced.82

14.5 cOncluSiOnS

With commitments to the Nariel ski hut fire before and on 7 February and to the Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires,  
DSE resources in the North East Area were much depleted by 18:00 on 7 February. Although this reduction in 
resources did not compromise the first-attack capability, it did cause some delay in getting additional resources to the 
Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire. The Commission notes the appropriate focus on first attack and the rapid response of 
ground crews.

The way the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire started suggests that examination of the role of the particular type of 
electrical circuit breakers used on the power line (automatic circuit reclosers) and the management of vegetation 
around power lines is warranted. 

On a day such as 7 February 2009 it was a high-risk strategy to develop an incident management team once a fire 
had started and first attack had been initiated. It did prove adequate in this instance, but the Commission, noting the 
shortages of staff, does not accept it was a suitable approach for such a severe day and reflected flawed judgment 
on the part of those concerned with regional planning and management. 

Mr McKenzie did not consider that the lack of a generator and the delay in locating a back-up generator for the 
incident control centre interfered with the effort of firefighters on the fire ground. He said that, although the power 
loss created difficulty, the incident management team was ‘able to cope’ and did the best job it could in the 
circumstances. The lack of power did not delay the issuing of warnings. Mr McKenzie praised his team for working 
together very effectively on the night of 7 February.83 There is no evidence that the initial absence of a level 3 Incident 
Controller or the lack of power adversely affected the management of the fire.

The Commission accepts Mr Lawlor’s evidence that, even if aircraft had been immediately available, their 
effectiveness would have been limited in the conditions of the day in the absence of support from ground crews.

Although the fire did result in substantial losses, had the same fire started in a non-fuel reduced area, the fire could 
have resulted in far greater destruction.

The use of liaison officers was not routinely effective. In some cases liaison officers were not appointed; in others, 
police liaison officers, although appointed, were unable to gain the information they needed.

The Commission notes the efforts of police, the Victoria State Emergency Service and others to personally warn 
residents, but it considers it will never be possible to guarantee that such action will be feasible in all cases, and nor 
should individuals expect it. CFA material distributed to the community consistently stresses this.
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The Commission’s primary focus was to find where improvements can be made to preparation for, response to 
and recovery from bushfires. The Commission is conscious that this results in a light treatment of what worked well 
and a heavier focus on shortcomings. This is regrettable but inevitable in an inquiry of this nature. The Commission 
heard ample evidence of the commitment, courage and skill of men and women who worked to protect their 
communities and their state on Black Saturday. Where specific actions are highlighted this is done both to commend 
the individuals involved and to illustrate instances of exemplary actions. Space did not permit an exhaustive account 
of the enterprise and valour of individuals and teams on 7 February 2009. The Commission acknowledges this and 
offers its conclusions in the hope that its analysis will minimise the likelihood of a recurrence of a bushfire of this 
magnitude in the future.

This chapter summarises the main themes and trends that emerged from the Commission’s fire-by-fire hearings.  
In some cases those themes and trends reflected systemic shortcomings that the Commission then considered  
in more detail at subsequent hearings. Accordingly, many of the themes and trends summarised here are discussed 
in detail in Volume II, which draws on a more specialised range of evidence than is summarised in this chapter.

15.1	 Fire	causes

Most of the major fires that burned in late January and in February 2009 started as a direct or indirect result  
of human activity:

Failure of electricity assets was responsible for five fires—Kilmore East, Beechworth–Mudgegonga, Horsham, ■■

Coleraine and Pomborneit–Weerite.

The causes of four fires—Murrindindi, Churchill, Delburn and Bendigo—are thought to be suspicious.■■

One fire—Harkaway—was started accidentally. ■■

Only the Bunyip fire is thought to have been the result of natural causes (lightning), although fire investigators have 
been unable to definitively reach this conclusion. The causes of both Lynbrook fires and the Upper Ferntree Gully  
and Redesdale fires are not known.

Chapters 4 and 5 in Volume II deal with electricity and arson respectively.

15.2	 Fire	Behaviour

Fuel management15.2.1 

Even in the catastrophic conditions experienced on 7 February, previous fuel reduction by prescribed burning slowed 
the rate of spread of some fires and also reduced the final size of the Beechworth–Mudgegonga fire. Where the fuel-
reduced area was of insufficient size or the fuel reduction was insufficiently intense—for example, around Marysville—
the areas treated did not moderate fire behaviour and so-called strategic firebreaks had little, if any, effect. 

Fuel management is discussed in Chapter 7 of Volume II.

the wind change15.2.2 

In Victoria a wind change is one of the most crucial factors in managing a bushfire and the associated risks to 
firefighter and public safety. In most cases on 7 February, where the wind change directly impinged on the path of a 
fire it changed the direction of and breathed new severity into the fire. In many areas the change arrived earlier than 
incident management teams and firefighters expected. This, combined with inadequate planning and advice on the 
part of a number of IMTs, resulted in insufficient warnings for firefighters and communities. 

The wind change is discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

15 conclusions
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15.3	 FireFighting	eFForts	

detection, reporting and First attack15.3.1 

Fires were detected in a number of ways, among them the observations of local residents, the public, firefighters  
and fire tower observers. In a number of cases reporting of fires to fire agencies was hindered by difficulties 
contacting 000—particularly for the Beechworth–Mudgegonga and Bendigo fires. Detection of fires is discussed  
in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

The catastrophic weather conditions of 7 February made successful first attack extremely problematic, even  
when firefighting resources arrived soon after ignition. At Pomborneit–Weerite, for example, firefighters were in 
attendance before members of the public reported the fire, but first attack still failed to suppress the grass fire.  
In some cases, delays in reporting or in the arrival of firefighting resources, including aerial resources, contributed  
to the ineffectiveness of first attack. 

aerial support15.3.2 

Before 7 February, when weather conditions were milder, aircraft had been used to good effect at the Bunyip and 
Delburn fires. On 7 February, however, the use of aerial support—in particular, water bombers—was limited by the 
weather; this restricted opportunities for aircraft to operate and limited the effectiveness of water bombing because 
the suppressant dispersed before it hit the vegetation. Water bombing was more effective at the Narre Warren and 
Upper Ferntree Gully fires, which occurred later in the day and where local water supplies allowed a number of drops 
in a short period. 

Aerial support is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

FireFighter saFety 15.3.3 

Dedicated safety advisers were appointed during the peak period of firefighting activity at only two of the fires—
Bunyip and Pomborneit–Weerite.1 

One interstate firefighter was killed while engaged in firefighting after 7 February. That sad event aside, there were 
very few firefighter injuries and most of those incurred were minor, although the Commission received evidence of a 
considerable number of crews trapped in burnovers, where fire passed over their vehicles as they sheltered inside or 
nearby. The small number of injuries relative to the extraordinary exposure suggests that the training and equipment 
provided by fire agencies contributed much to firefighter safety. 

The risks faced by the crews were heightened by a failure to promptly transmit accurate information about the arrival 
of the wind change. Country Fire Authority and Department of Sustainability and Environment standard operating 
procedures recommend the use of red flag warnings to communicate time-critical information on factors that might 
affect firefighter safety. In a number of cases, however, inconsistent or inaccurate warnings—or no warnings at all—
were sent to firefighters on the ground. 

Firefighter safety is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

15.4	 incident	ManageMent

aiims15.4.1 

The AIIMS structure generally proved effective in relation to fire management, but there were deficiencies.  
The structure was most effectively implemented in the case of incident management teams that had pre-established 
before 7 February. Information functions often did not receive sufficient priority or resourcing. Warnings to firefighters 
and communities were too often lacking in timeliness and accuracy. 
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Although all fires on 7 February should have been managed using the AIIMS framework, there were occasions when 
incident management teams were not pre-positioned and incident control was conducted by CFA Group Officers. This 
use of group management continued at Alexandra even after an IMT was established to manage the Murrindindi fire.

Incident management is discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.

preparation and resourcing15.4.2 

In the week preceding 7 February Victoria’s fire agencies understood that the conditions they were to face would 
be extreme. Resources and personnel were already committed to the Delburn fire, and during the week additional 
resources and personnel were directed to the Bunyip and Nariel ski hut fires. 

On 5 February the CFA and DSE Chief Fire Officers held a teleconference with key operational staff. Both officers 
emphasised the need for pre-formed task forces and pre-positioned incident management teams to meet the 
demands of the day. The CFA Chief Officer envisaged that ‘the pre-designated [incident control centres] would  
be ready to operate in what we call a warm start or a hot start—that is, there are people there, all the facilities,  
the equipment is up and running and tested’.2 

In most regions preparations for 7 February were in keeping with the Chief Officers’ understanding of a ‘hot start’.  
But in CFA Region 12 and DSE North East Region IMTs were not in place and this was not identified at the state 
level. In part, this was because that status was not adequately reported up the chain of command. This meant  
that, despite the fire agencies making every effort to warn and prepare the public before 7 February, the CFA  
and DSE had not adequately prepared their resources in the region that experienced the devastating Kilmore East 
and Murrindindi fires. As a consequence, there were extensive delays in establishing effective IMTs for those fires.

Elsewhere, firefighting and incident management staff were identified and rostered for duty while others were  
placed on alert; equipment was positioned and regional emergency coordination centres and the Benalla  
Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre were on standby; municipal emergency response coordinators  
confirmed their readiness. 

The result was that, despite every effort being made to warn and prepare the public in the lead-up to 7 February,  
and despite the expectations of the CFA and DSE Chief Officers, regional preparations varied. Pre-positioned,  
pre-prepared level 3 incident management teams were not in readiness in all regions. In the regions that were  
poorly prepared there were extensive delays in establishing effective incident management. 

management oF the Fires15.4.3 

leadership

Strong and effective leadership was displayed at some fires. In these cases careful planning and effective management 
of both the IMT and crews on the fire ground resulted in the best outcomes possible in the conditions that applied. 
At other fires the Commission examined IMTs, and specifically Incident Controllers, did not provide the necessary 
leadership to manage the ferocious fires. This largely resulted from a lack of preparation and a failure to appoint 
Incident Controllers with the necessary experience, training and competence. 

Leadership, training and pre-positioning of Incident Controllers are discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.

incident action plans

For a number of the fires the Commission examined incident action plans were not developed, were delayed or were 
developed in response to major fire damage; an example is the Murrindindi fire, where the IMT did not start preparing 
the plan until after midnight on 7 February, some nine hours after the fire had been reported and long after it had 
swept through Marysville. 

Incident action planning is discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.
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information gathering and analysis

Some IMTs, such as that at Bunyip, managed their information gathering and analysis well, and this enabled them 
to develop an informed and viable firefighting strategy. Other IMTs, such as that at Kilmore and Alexandra, were 
hampered by unreliable information on which to base planning decisions. In part, this was because those IMTs did 
not effectively collect or make the best use of the available fireground information. Confusion on the fire ground about 
who actually had responsibility for managing the fire also hindered information collection. 

Information analysis is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

tracking of resources

At the Churchill fire there were shortcomings in management and tracking of resources because the IMT’s Planning 
Unit inadequately identified, recorded and tracked fireground resources and personnel. This led to inefficient use of 
the available resources and at times increased the risks for firefighters. 

Tracking of resources is discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

record keeping

Record keeping was inadequate, and this made it difficult to determine whether red flag warnings were sent. It also 
resulted in confusion about the location and roles of personnel on the fire ground and associated difficulties with 
communication and resourcing decisions. Inevitably, it led to inefficiencies and confusion.

management of campaign fires

 ‘Campaign’ fires both before and after 7 February were managed well. The Commission notes in particular the 
impressive performance of regional and incident management staff during the campaign fire at Bunyip and the efforts 
of firefighters after 7 February to manage the Kilmore East–Murrindindi, Beechworth–Mudgegonga and Churchill 
campaign fires.

handovers

The handover at Bunyip was effective. Pre-planning ensured the smooth transfer of control from DSE to the CFA 
when the fire left Bunyip State Park, then the transfer back once the fires on private land had largely been controlled. 
There was no formal handover at Murrindindi, which meant that CFA resources continued to report to their Group 
Officer, despite a DSE incident management team having taken responsibility for management of the fire. Handovers 
are a critical period in incident management, when information and responsibility are transferred. Every effort, including 
the use of incident action plans, needs to be made to ensure they occur as smoothly as possible.

15.5	 coMMunications	

emergency calls 15.5.1 

A large number of calls were made to 000 on 7 February, and a number of these were from people reporting the initial 
sighting of a fire. Many callers, however, were either unable to get through to an operator or had to make numerous 
attempts before being connected. This delayed initial responses during the crucial early stages of some of the fires. 
This matter was considered in the Commission’s interim report. Information on the measures implemented to deal 
with the problem is provided in Chapter 1 of Volume II.
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operational Fire communications15.5.2 

Communications from incident control centres to firegrounds on 7 February were impeded by system congestion  
and inadequate planning and management. Communication difficulties between ICCs and the fire grounds were often 
attributed to the amount of radio traffic or the facilities at the incident control centre. In the case of the Bendigo fire, 
heat and smoke were said to have caused radio interference, although this was not investigated by the Commission. 
Some firefighters resorted to using mobile phones when unable to raise ICCs by radio. Many attempts at such 
communication were either unsuccessful or very delayed.

Fixed communications were also problematic. Throughout the afternoon a significant proportion of the Kangaroo 
Ground ICC’s attempts to contact the Kilmore ICC seeking information and updates were unsuccessful.

operational police communications 15.5.3 

Police across the state experienced difficulties communicating with other police at a number of fires. These difficulties 
were a consequence of two factors—the high volume of radio traffic directed through the police communications 
centres on the day and the incompatibility of the digital metropolitan and analogue rural police radio networks. 

Communications are discussed in Chapter 3 of Volume II.

15.6	 Warnings	

The nature, timeliness and quality of warnings, for both firefighters and communities, varied among the fires the 
Commission examined. The warnings some IMTs issued were generally timely and appropriate, taking account of the 
path of the fire and the potential impact of the wind change. At other fires there were delays in issuing warnings or 
posting warnings to the CFA and DSE websites, and warnings failed to contain vital information about the path of the 
fire and the predicted wind change. The level of IMTs’ preparation—including the lack of pre-positioned information 
officers—appeared to be a central factor in determining whether timely, accurate and detailed warnings were issued. 

In general, warnings were largely distributed via the CFA and DSE websites and by radio—notably ABC local radio 
and community radio stations such as UGFM. Where time allowed, community meetings were held, and at one fire 
a CFA officer sounded the fire station siren to warn residents of the approaching danger. The Standard Emergency 
Warning Signal was never activated on 7 February. 

In addition to warnings issued by IMTs, the Commission notes the efforts at a number of fires of police, Victoria State 
Emergency Service personnel, and CFA and DSE crews to personally warn residents. 

Warnings are discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.

15.7	 evacuation	and	relocation	

Many residents made the decision to leave either of their own volition or on the advice of individual police, firefighters, 
VICSES personnel or others. Evacuations of vulnerable people were carried out in an ad hoc way, with little, if any, 
input from IMTs. Residents made their way out of affected towns or to places of possible refuge within towns.  
These were simply places where residents felt they would be safe—for example, the CFA sheds in Marysville and 
Kinglake and Gallipoli Park oval in Marysville. 

The State Emergency Response Plan provides that the decision to evacuate people rests with the Incident Controller. 
In accordance with agency practice, however, Incident Controllers and their IMTs did not consider evacuation of any 
towns or localities affected by the fires. Local police, VICSES personnel and firefighters did, however, make ad hoc 
arrangements to evacuate some areas. 

Evacuation and relocation are discussed in Chapter 1 of Volume II.
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15.8	 eMergency	ManageMent

planning and preparation15.8.1 

Before 7 February local councils and Victoria Police made substantial preparations for the extreme conditions 
predicted. In Yarra Ranges Shire, long-term preparations involved simulated emergency exercises. Additional 
resources were mobilised and extra staff were rostered on; municipal emergency coordination centres were  
placed on standby. 

The Commission was not confident, however, that municipal plans gave adequate attention to bushfire risks. It is 
important that those councils that cover bushfire-prone communities take account of major risks such as bushfire 
and incorporate appropriate strategies in their municipal emergency management plans. The Commission reviewed 
the Shire of Murrindindi’s arrangements. Despite the shire’s MEMP being assessed as technically complying with 
the guidelines of the Emergency Management Act 1986, the MEMP lacked substance, detail and precision and, 
in particular, did not accommodate planning for responding to bushfire. There was insufficient detail to enable 
responses to be actioned if an emergency were to occur.

response15.8.2 

Municipal emergency coordination centres, on the other hand, provided valuable support for firefighting operations 
and subsequently during recovery, some remaining open for weeks. They were activated soon after they received 
reports of fires from local incident control centres and provided various types of assistance: 

support with emergency evacuation ■■

activation of emergency relief centres for residents who had evacuated■■

assistance with coordinating road closures■■

equipment, machinery and water tankers■■

drinking water and food ■■

feed for stock■■

material aid such as clothing and personal items■■

transportation assistance, fuel and first aid supplies■■

disposal of injured stock.■■

Emergency relief centres provided support and accommodation for residents who had evacuated. Some of these 
centres remained open as recovery centres for months after the fires, providing continuing support services and 
assistance for displaced residents and others affected by the fires. 

roadblocks15.8.3 

The operation of roadblocks on 7 February and in the following days and weeks raised important questions about 
access for firefighters, other service providers and residents and about the roadblocks’ overall effectiveness. 

Although the roadblocks appear to have been operated in accordance with the guidelines agreed by the CFA,  
DSE and Victoria Police, enforcement of the guidelines became a source of frustration and some animosity between 
police and firefighters because private firefighting appliances, CFA personnel in private vehicles, and maintenance  
and supply crews were restricted from gaining access to the fire ground.

In some areas affected by the Murrindindi fire, access for residents was restricted for many weeks as coronial 
investigations continued. Problems with access were aggravated by inconsistencies in the application of ‘full’  
and ‘partial’ roadblocks and confusion about who should be allowed through. In Bendigo, Redesdale and Churchill 
it was reported that people were able to bypass road closures by taking smaller or less direct roads: this calls into 
question the effectiveness of roadblocks in restricting access, especially in urban areas.

Emergency management is discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.
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15.9	 inForMation	sharing

Police and local councils said they faced difficulties as a result of a lack of information flowing from incident control 
centres. Among the concerns they expressed were difficulties obtaining information about the location and spread of 
the fire and about the location of roadblocks. The lack of information also created difficulties for police and municipal 
emergency coordination centres when trying to make decisions about effective deployment of resources and when 
providing advice to the community.

Most of the difficulties appeared to arise as a result of incident control centres not providing liaison officers to 
municipal emergency coordination centres, despite a requirement in the State Emergency Response Plan for 
response agencies to deploy liaison officers.3 To resolve these problems, in a number of instances police and  
local councils appointed liaison officers to ICCs. In these cases this action largely proved effective. In Horsham  
the local council made alternative arrangements, co-locating the municipal emergency response officer at the ICC. 

Information sharing is discussed in Chapter 2 of Volume II.

	15.10	 utilities	

Loss of power and water supplies is to be expected during major natural disasters. Saturday 7 February made  
it abundantly clear that people in areas of bushfire risk cannot rely solely on reticulated water and external power 
supplies in the event of a bushfire.

1 Exhibit 548 – Correspondence – Safety Advisors (CORR.0911.0107_R); Exhibit 611 – Statement of Owen, Annexure 20 (WIT.3004.032.0051)  
at 0057; Edgar T16751:3–T16751:4

2 Rees T2415:21–T2415:25

3 Exhibit 11 – Statement of Esplin, Attachment 2 (WIT.005.001.0123) at 0180



PART TWO
THE PEOPLE WHO DIED

This part of the report contains information about the last known actions 
of the 173 people who died in or as a result of the fires of 7 February 2009. 
Some readers might find the material distressing.
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OVERVIEW

One hundred and seventy-three people died as a result of the fires that burned across Victoria on 7 February 2009 
and in the following days. This far exceeded the loss of life from any previous bushfires—including Ash Wednesday,  
in February 1983, when 75 people died in Victoria and South Australia.1 

The Commission heard many accounts from people who survived the 2009 bushfires, but it was only by examining 
the stories of those who died that it could complete its investigation of these fires. 

RatIOnalE

The Commission was established to examine, among other things, the causes and circumstances of the Victorian 
fires of late January and February 2009. Although the fires led to great damage to property, flora and fauna, it was 
the loss of 173 human lives that caused the greatest devastation to individuals and communities. As a result, the 
Commission’s most important task was to understand what led to this loss of life and how best to avoid a similar 
event in the future. 

In particular, the Commission considered that its examination of the ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ policy—
often referred to as ‘stay or go’ (see Chapter 1 in Volume II)—would be incomplete without an analysis of how this 
policy was perceived and applied by those who died. The fact that the majority (113) of the people in question died 
inside or close to structures—rather than on the road, as had been the case in previous bushfires involving deaths—
was a further reason for exploring the circumstances of all the deaths. 

The Commission’s examination of the deaths also provides, for the families and friends of the deceased, information 
they would otherwise not have received for some time. The State Coroner will be examining the deaths but not until 
other processes, such as the Commission itself and court proceedings, are complete.

Accordingly, in consultation with the Coroner, the Commission developed an approach to considering  
the deaths that would satisfy two particular criteria:

meet its own requirements for information—especially in connection with its examination of the practical operation ■■

of the ‘stay or go’ policy

provide to the families and friends of the deceased information they may otherwise not have received for some time.■■

MEthOdOlOgy

The Commission developed its methodology for this aspect of its inquiry in consultation with Victoria Police and 
the State Coroner. It held hearings in relation to each death according to where the death occurred. If a number of 
people died in a single location a single hearing was held. Generally, the hearings were grouped according to the 
individual fires and, where feasible, the course of the fires. A total of 86 hearings were held over 23 days.

Because of the sensitive nature of the material being examined, the hearings were not held in the Commission’s 
main hearing room but in a smaller room known as ‘the annexe’. These hearings were usually open to the public, 
including representatives of media organisations, but proceedings were not webstreamed and media cameras were 
not allowed. 

The Commission was not bound by all the rules of evidence that apply to the courts. Notably, it was not bound 
by the rule against hearsay evidence, which normally requires that evidence be provided first hand by the witness 
with direct knowledge of that evidence. This means that in examining the circumstances of the deaths the 
Commission did not have to hear oral evidence from all the people who had made relevant statements to the 
police. The Commission obtained the benefit of extensive investigations carried out by Victoria Police. It could 
hear almost all the evidence from a single source—the senior police officer in charge of Victoria Police’s Phoenix 
Taskforce investigation of the fires and related deaths, Detective Superintendent Paul Hollowood. 

thE PEOPlE WhO dIEd
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Family and friends were not obliged to attend or participate in the hearings, but many chose to do so. The Commission 
went to considerable lengths to ensure that close family members and friends received information about the hearings 
in advance, to help them decide if they wanted to attend. Grief counsellors and other support people were on hand. 
More than 450 friends, family members and colleagues attended the hearings; of these, 19 participated by means of 
video conferences from locations in Victoria and elsewhere in Australia.

Using a multimedia presentation developed by Victoria Police, Detective Superintendent Hollowood presented a 
summary of the statements the taskforce had collected. The presentation involved a stylised re-enactment of the 
movements of the person (or people) who died, as well as pre- and post-burn satellite images of the sites of the 
deaths, maps and other audiovisual material. Detective Superintendent Hollowood’s evidence was led by counsel 
assisting, who also referred as appropriate to individuals’ statements, most of which recounted details of the  
last conversations with the deceased. 

On average, each hearing took about an hour. At the end of the hearing family and friends in attendance had an 
opportunity to ask questions or clarify matters arising from the hearing. On a small number of occasions family 
members made oral statements as part of the hearing, and on one occasion a person was called to provide 
eyewitness evidence.

dEMOgRaPhIc fEatuREs

Five of the 13 major fires that burned in early 2009 led to loss of human life—Beechworth-Mudgegonga, Bendigo, 
Churchill, Murrindindi and Kilmore East. The greatest loss of life resulted from the Kilmore East fire (119 people), 
followed by Murrindindi (40), Churchill (11), Beechworth-Mudgegonga (2) and Bendigo (1). Nearly all these people died 
on 7 February itself; four died in the succeeding days or weeks as a result of the injuries they sustained on 7 February, 
and one person died as a result of injuries sustained after 7 February.

The age and gender profile of the people who died is similar to that of people who died as a result of previous bushfires.2 
Sixteen per cent were aged 70 or over; 28 per cent were aged between 55 and 69; and 13 per cent were aged less 
than 18 (and, of these, a substantial majority were under 15). Fifty-eight per cent of those who died were male.

thE stRuctuRE Of thIs PaRt Of VOluME I

This part of Volume I summarises each of the 86 hearings into the fire-related deaths. The summaries are presented 
in order of the ignition time of the fires—starting with the Kilmore East fire and ending with the Beechworth-
Mudgegonga fire—and then by locality. Within each locality the entries are presented alphabetically by family name. 
At the end of the summaries a conclusion draws together the main themes arising from the deaths, suggests areas 
for further inquiry, and sets the scene for the policy-related discussion in Volume II.
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Figure 1 Those who died: age and gender profile

Source: Exhibit 894 – Review of Fatalities in February 7 2009 Bushfires.3

1 Exhibit 536 – Statement of Valent, Attachment 4 (EXP.009.001.0042) at 0042; B Teague, R McLeod, S Pascoe, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission: Interim Report, Parliament of Victoria, Melbourne, August 2009 at 6

2 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0008

3 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0028
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16.1	 Arthurs	Creek

Josef and Glenys Matheis

Josef and Glenys Matheis had lived all their married life—more than 40 years—in the Arthurs Creek area. For the 
past 26 years they had lived at 40 Matheis Road with their sons, Josef and Peter, on a 20-hectare property at the 
southernmost end of Sugarloaf Ridge. Josef, 68, and Glenys, 61, died in their cellar on 7 February 2009; they are 
survived by their sons and their extended family.

The Matheis house was on the slightly flat saddle of a spur in the south-eastern corner of the property, about 800 
metres up a steep driveway from the road. A small cleared area for parking and turning extended about 50 metres 
in front of the brick house; less space was cleared at the back and sides of the house. The rest of the property was 
moderately thick eucalypt forest and was bordered to the west by Kinglake National Park. Josef and Glenys knew 
the property would be difficult to get to or leave in a fire and had a comprehensive fire plan that, among other things, 
involved them sheltering in the cellar under their house.

The Matheis’ fire plan was based on their determination to stay and fight. They knew the CFA would find it difficult to 
get to their house and get out safely if there was a fire. The property had an adequate water supply—two concrete 
and two plastic water tanks, as well as a large dam about 40 to 50 metres from the house. The family was well 
equipped for firefighting, as their son Josef recounted:

Fire-resistant hoses for all taps; sprinklers to cover two points in the front and two points in the rear [of 
the house]; a tractor with a portable water tanker. The firefighting system was powerful enough to run 
all taps and hoses at full strength and the pressure from the nozzle would clear the roof. A Davey twin 
impeller firefighting pump which was approximately eight and a half horsepower. The pump was right 
beside the dam in a fire-resistant housing. All the water lines were approximately one foot underground. 
The clearing of trees was well enough away that if they fell they would not hit the house … There were 
two exits from the property, one being the main drive and the second was an exit road through our 
neighbour’s property.

Josef and Glenys had planned to use the cellar under the house as a bunker. They would ‘block off all the entrances, 
under the doors … block the windows’. The captain of the Arthurs Creek CFA knew the Matheis’ and their fire plan 
well: ‘All the locals and I knew that their fire plan was to stay and fight, but in fairness there was nothing to prepare 
you for this [fire] … [Josef] had an unrealistic approach that the cellar at his house … will always be safe. In most fires 
he is probably right but this was not an ordinary fire’.

On 7 February Josef and Glenys were at home; both their sons were away. Between 1.00 pm and 3.00 pm they 
received numerous phone calls from family and friends, initially warning them of the fire threat and then updating 
them. During the first call, at 1.00 pm, Josef was outside preparing pumps and hoses. At some time in the afternoon 
Glenys told a family member they were planning to evacuate, Josef taking their car and Glenys taking Josef junior’s 
prized Mercedes coupé. It appears they changed their plan: Glenys also told Josef’s sister she was taking valuables, 
such as the boys’ hard drives, into the cellar.

At about 2.45 pm they were warned to expect an ember attack within two to three hours. At about 4.45 pm their 
neighbour Robyn Quinn called again to warn them of approaching fire. Glenys said, ‘No, we’ve put it out. Joe has 
put it out’. Robyn replied, ‘No, it’s coming up your driveway’—that is, from the south-west. (This suggests that Josef 
could have been attending to a spot fire ahead of the main front.) 

It appears Josef and Glenys retreated to the cellar after this. Arthurs Creek CFA members found their bodies, and 
that of the family dog, the next morning.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the circumstances concluded, ‘The fire travelling up the valley would 
have led directly to the house’, which was destroyed along with the garage, outbuildings and three cars outside the 
garage. The cellar remained largely intact. On the basis of his observations at the property after the fire, Josef junior 
believes his parents retreated to the cellar with very little notice:

16 the	kilmore	eAst	Fire
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I don’t think they had much time as they did not have the other portable pump on the water tanker. My 
father was also very particular about turning petrol engines [off]; the tractor and portable engines were 
left running, which shows to me that it was very quick. My mother also only had about one-eighth of [the] 
personal property and belongings that she planned to be taken into the cellar. This is another example 
[of] how quick it was.

The post-mortem reports record Josef and Glenys Matheis died as a result of carbon monoxide poisoning.1

16.2	 FlowerdAle	ANd	hAzeldeNe

Ronald BaRlinG and RichaRd hall

Ron Barling was 71 and Richard Hall 52 when they died on 7 February 2009 at the property they shared and 
co-owned at 79 Silver Creek Road, Hazeldene, also known as 23 Silver Parrot Road. They are survived by their 
extended families.

Ron had owned the property since the early 1970s, when he and his then wife had bought it with another family. 
Together they cleared the land and built a conference centre in 1973: it was intended to be used for church groups. 
Some years later the other family sold out of the property, and Richard, by that time a family friend of the Barlings 
who had spent time living there, bought into it. The two men were also business partners. 

Andrew, Ron’s son, explained that the building was on the top of a ridge, with steep downward slopes in all 
directions. Close to the house the garden was mainly exotics and some lawn; there were native stringybarks on the 
slopes around the house. The building, between 40 and 50 squares and with a number of different self-contained 
living quarters, had a steel frame, modular cement sheet wall panels and a galvanised iron roof.

Ron and Richard were well aware of the risk of fire and had in fact fought fires together at the property in 1982. They 
had taken a number of steps to prepare the home for fire in the lead-up to the 2008–09 fire season, which they believed 
was going to be a bad one: they had installed two additional 22,000-litre water tanks and cleared around the property, 
and they regularly cleaned out the gutters. They also had a petrol firefighting pump and buckets and spades placed 
around the property.

Before 7 February Ron’s plan had been to evacuate rather than fight any fire. Andrew explained, ‘I think that this was 
predominantly because of his age, the size of the house, the location of the house in the forest, and because there 
were only two of them’.

The first warning Ron and Richard had about fires on 7 February was just before 2.00 pm, when Andrew, who lived 
in Whittlesea, called to tell his father about smoke he had seen coming from the direction of Kilmore. Andrew also 
told his father he should listen to 774 ABC radio, the emergency broadcaster. Before 2.30 pm Ron called Andrew 
to ask if he should pack the car, and Andrew said he should. Andrew also reminded Ron of the 1982 fires and the 
change of wind direction. There were further calls between Ron and Andrew throughout the afternoon as Andrew 
was evacuating to a friend’s house. 

At about 3.25 pm a neighbour, Patricia Cowman, made the first of a number of calls to discuss the fires. At that 
stage she and Richard both believed they were safe and agreed to stay in touch. Just after 4.40 pm there was further 
contact between the neighbours; there was no discussion of Richard or Ron leaving, although that had been their 
plan on previous occasions. Patricia assumed they had decided to stay and defend.

Between 4.45 pm and about 5.05 pm Andrew had a number of separate conversations with Ron and Richard, as he 
updated them about his knowledge of the progress of the fires. At Ron’s request for advice, Andrew suggested he 
should drive north to Yea but first go to the Flowerdale CFA station and ask for directions. As he had done earlier with 
Ron, Andrew reminded Richard of the wind change. Andrew was left with the impression that Ron and Richard were 
monitoring the situation and had no immediate plans to leave. At 5.15 pm Patricia called again, and Ron told her he 
was staying to defend with Richard.
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There were a number of additional calls with family members and Patricia until just before 7.30 pm. In one of the 
calls—with his sister Helen Drake at about 6.30 pm—Ron told her they had packed their car at lunchtime and were 
ready to leave if the fire came too close. Sounding concerned and apprehensive, he said if the wind changed they 
would leave, but there was no point in leaving if they did not know which direction the fire was coming from. Richard 
was on the roof filling the spouts with water at this stage. 

By about 7.15 pm Ron told Andrew about the noise the wind was making, which he put down to the change, but 
he made no reference to smoke or fire. At about 7.25 pm, in the last phone contact, he asked Patricia if the terrible 
noise was the fire. She said, ‘Yes, it will be’. She reported that the fire struck houses in this area at about 7.30 pm.  
It appears to have come from the south-west, after the wind change.

On 19 February the remains of Ron and Richard were found inside what had been a bathroom. The house had been 
completely destroyed.

Post-mortem reports record that the cause of death for Ronald Barling was the effects of fire; for Richard Hall it was 
consistent with the effects of fire.2

Gavin dunn

Gavin Dunn and his two dogs lived at 36 Long Gully Road, Hazeldene. Aged 39 when he died on 7 February 2009 as 
a result of the fires, Gavin is survived by three daughters and his extended family.

In 1992 Gavin had been involved in a car accident that left him with an acquired brain injury, affecting his speech and 
energy levels and resulting in his finances being managed by the courts. 

Gavin’s timber-framed house was built of particle board and had a corrugated iron roof. The property, covering just 
less than a hectare, was mostly bushland, with some cleared space around the house. The land was sloping, and the 
house was set back from the road and cut into the incline, above the level of the road. 

There is no indication that Gavin planned to either fight a fire or evacuate. Rather, his fire plan was to take a blanket 
and to shelter in a small dam on his property. His friend Alex Jones said, ‘Gavin had a small dam on his property 
about 40 metres south of the house. It was really a very steep hole. He dug it himself and it was about the size of a 
kitchen table. The water level would have been very low’. 

Shortly before 4.00 pm on 7 February Gavin called his mother, June Dunn, and told her he had heard on the radio 
there was fire approaching Whittlesea, where June lived. She told him she had seen smoke from the Wandong fire.

At about 4.35 pm June rang Gavin and told him there was a lot of smoke in the direction of the hills and asked him 
what he was going to do. Gavin said he would be alright since there was no smoke at his place. He also said he had 
turned his radio off because he was sick of listening to it. This was consistent with Gavin’s general ‘she’ll be right’ 
outlook, as described by his former partner, Lynette Piltz: ‘He was probably just too relaxed, too complacent. He 
wouldn’t have believed it would ever happen’.

What Gavin did during the rest of the afternoon is not known. At about 8.30 pm a neighbour, Russell Willet, went to 
Gavin’s house to tell him he was leaving. At that point the roar of the fire was becoming louder and the glow on the 
hill was becoming brighter, although there was no sign of flames. Russell suggested that Gavin also leave, but Gavin 
told him he was going to stay and would go to the dam with a blanket if necessary. Before he left, Russell suggested 
that Gavin at least turn his car around in case he had to leave in a hurry.

Fire struck the area at some time after 8.30 pm, destroying a number of homes in Long Gully Road, including Gavin’s. 
On 8 February Gavin’s remains were found just outside his house. The remains of one dog were found in the kitchen.

The post-mortem report records that Gavin Dunn died as a result of the effects of fire.3
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RoBeRt haRRop

Bob Harrop lived at 27 Forest Road, Flowerdale. He and his wife, Betty, spent the summer months in Flowerdale and 
the winter months in Queensland. Bob, aged 83, died on the night of 7 February 2009, having sustained injuries while 
fighting fires at his home. He is survived by his wife and other family members.

Bob and Betty’s house was a timber-framed HardiPlank kit home with a corrugated iron roof. The house was 
surrounded by trees, but the land immediately around it was relatively clear. Bob’s fire plan was not certain, although it 
seems that he planned to stay and defend the property in the event of fire. He had a generator and tank water, as well 
as access to a creek at the back of his property. He also had a petrol pump, hoses, and taps and fittings predominantly 
made of metal or brass. According to family members Bob was in good health, with no history of heart disease.

On 7 February Betty was in hospital in Melbourne. Bob spent most of the day with his immediate neighbour, Rick 
Denvil. Much of that time was spent at Rick’s house, avoiding the heat. At about 3.00 pm Bob and Rick checked the 
hoses at Bob’s house. One was defective, so they disconnected it, leaving one operational hose at the property. At 
about 4.00 pm they heard on the radio that there was a fire at Kilmore East. They could smell smoke and see a slight 
darkening and smoke in the sky to the west, in the Mt Disappointment area. Rick checked the CFA and Bureau of 
Meteorology websites to monitor the weather and the fire. 

Just before 5.40 pm Bob’s stepdaughter, Suzanne Ebacioni, called Bob to see if he was OK in the heat. He told 
her the power was out, which was not an uncommon occurrence, and he was going to start up the generator so 
he would have a fan and light. Bob said there was smoke in the distance, which he thought was coming from the 
Buxton area, but he was fine. 

At about 7.00 pm Rick saw that the smoke was increasing and it was getting darker. He saw fire at his front gate and 
went outside to hose it down. Within minutes the vacant block next to Bob’s place was burning, then the sheds on 
both of the men’s properties were alight. Rick went to check on Bob:

I went through and checked on Bob who was purely putting out small blowing fires on the grassed area 
surrounding their house with a plastic knapsack firefighting pack (approximately 20 to 30 litres). Bob was 
okay, not stressed and seemed quite accepting of the situation. Neither of us felt threatened. We knew 
we couldn’t do anything about our sheds, but both of our houses were still standing.

At about 7.40 pm Rick’s house caught fire and he lost water pressure. He went looking for Bob but was unable to 
find him because of the thick, swirling smoke. He got into his car and drove back to Bob’s, using the headlights as 
a light source. He found Bob lying at the north-eastern corner of the house, unconscious but breathing and with a 
strong pulse. Bob was heat stressed, non-responsive and had an abrasion on his lower outer calf. Rick found Bob’s 
plastic firefighting knapsack melted at the southern end of the house.

Rick put Bob in the car and drove north, intending to take him to hospital. He could see a large firefront coming from 
the south. He then decided to stop in at the Flowerdale hotel, thinking there might be people there with first aid skills. 
When he arrived a psychiatric nurse helped the hotel owner, Steve Phelan, check on Bob: they applied basic first 
aid and tried to make him comfortable. By now Bob’s pulse was weak, he was semi-conscious and he was having 
trouble breathing. 

Steve described the hotel at this time as chaos. The fire was approaching and there were people sheltering at the 
hotel and others who had volunteered to help Steve protect it. Steve recalled that when Bob arrived ‘it added another 
dimension to the gravity of the situation we were facing’.

By this time there were fires everywhere and Rick was told he would not be able to get to the hospital at Yea. At about 
11.00 pm Steve decided that everyone at the hotel would be safer at a roadworks depot opposite the hotel. They 
initially placed Bob on the back of a ute but later put him inside Rick’s car. They took shelter at the council gravel pit, 
where they fought the fire from midnight until daybreak. Meanwhile, Rick and others continued administering first aid 
to Bob. At about 11.40 pm, as he was sponging Bob, Rick noticed he had stopped breathing. In the early morning 
Rick took Bob’s body north to the Yea hospital. Bob and Betty’s house survived the fire; Rick’s did not. 

The post-mortem report records that Robert Harrop died as a result of exposure to the bushfire in association with 
coronary heart disease.4 
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daniela MaRulli, aldo JunioR and Jesse inzitaRi

Daniela Marulli, aged 41, and her partner, Aldo Inzitari, lived with their three children—Jonathon, aged 14; Jesse, 11; 
and Aldo Junior ‘AJ’, 5—at 2323 Whittlesea–Yea Road, Hazeldene. On 7 February 2009 Daniela, Jesse and AJ died 
outside 2527 Whittlesea–Yea Road, Hazeldene, having fled their property by car and then fled the car on foot. Aldo 
and Jonathon survived after a harrowing escape.

The family had lived at 2323 Whittlesea–Yea Road for about four years. The property was a hobby farm of about 53 
hectares and was at times used for hay cutting. The owners employed Aldo to maintain the house and property on 
their behalf.

The family’s fire plan was to stay and defend the property but to leave if the situation became too dangerous. There 
was no plan to go anywhere in particular. The property had some firefighting equipment, including electric pumps, fire 
hoses and sprinklers on the roof, and there were a number of water tanks. There was no home phone and mobile 
reception was poor. The owner of the property said she had instructed Aldo and Daniela ‘that their family came first, 
that the property was insured and that if there was any sign of fire they were to leave’.

The family were at home on 7 February. At about noon Jonathon saw smoke rising from behind the mountain at the 
rear of the property. The family decided the fire was too far away to cause much concern at that stage. At about 
4.00 pm Aldo and Jonathon started to get the pumps ready, but low pressure meant the pumps would not start. 
The power was down for much of the afternoon, and the smoke and haze increased, making it difficult to breathe. 
At some stage in the late afternoon the power came on again briefly, and the family watched some television to find 
out where the fires were. With the power back on they were able to use the pumps to hose down the house and 
surroundings.

By that time it was evident there was fire close by: Jonathon had spotted orange glare at the rear of the house and 
told his parents. Daniela tried to call the fire brigade on her mobile phone but could not get through; Aldo’s mother 
tried to call his mobile just after 6.30 pm but could not get through. Aldo saw fires on the mountain at about 7.00 pm 
and then the paddocks and a shed on the property caught fire.

At about 7.30 pm the family packed the utility—the only registered vehicle on the property and the one nearest the 
house—and left. The bridge they drove over to get to Whittlesea–Yea Road was on fire. Aldo turned right towards 
Whittlesea, unaware that was the direction the fire was coming from. Forced by a fallen tree to do a U-turn, he 
headed north towards Yea. On arriving back near the house, Aldo and Jonathon left the others in the car and walked 
back to the house, noting that the bridge had been destroyed in the meantime. They collected further items and the 
family dog and returned to the car. Jonathan and the dog got into the tray of the ute.

Aldo drove north for about 2.5 kilometres before colliding with a large tree that had fallen onto the road. He and 
Jonathon ran from the car to a tree near the house at number 2527 Whittlesea–Yea Road. Jonathon realised his 
mother and brothers were still in the car and went back to drag them to where he and his father had sheltered.  
The dog, by this stage inside the cabin of the ute, died later when the fire hit the ute. 

The family then sheltered in a number of places near the house until it too caught fire, at which point they moved to 
shelter near some cars at the northern boundary of the property. There was much smoke, and visibility was difficult. 
Aldo and Jonathon climbed a barbed-wire fence and then a gate to enter the adjoining property, 2529 Whittlesea–
Yea Road. Daniela, Jesse and AJ, who had been following them, were not able to climb the fence and collapsed on 
the ground nearby, calling for help. When Jonathon realised they had not made it over the fence, he went back to  
try to help them, climbing the gate and then reaching over the fence, suffering burns to his arms in the process.  
He could hear but not see or find them because of the heavy smoke. Aldo called him back, knowing Jonathon could 
not save the others and not wanting Jonathon to die too.

Aldo and Jonathon fled on foot about a kilometre north along Whittlesea–Yea Road. They took refuge at number 
2637, where they were given clothing and water by the owner, who was defending his property. They then headed for 
the Flowerdale CFA fire station, where they were assessed by an ambulance officer and taken to the Yea hospital for 
treatment. They arrived at the hospital soon after midnight.
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The bodies of Daniela, Jesse and AJ were found by a passing motorcyclist at about 6.45 am on 8 February 2009, 
where they had been sheltering near the fence. The Inzitari/Marulli house was completely destroyed in the fire, as 
was the property at number 2527, near where the family had sheltered for a time. The neighbouring property, number 
2525, survived the fire. 

The post-mortem reports record that Daniela Marulli, Jesse Inzitari and Aldo Inzitari Junior died as a result of the 
effects of fire.5

donald, Minnie, John and cheRi-lee WalkeR

Donald Walker and his wife Minnie, also known as Helen, aged 87 and 86 respectively on 7 February 2009, lived in 
the main house at 38 Long Gully Road, Hazeldene. Their son John, also known as Jack, Jay or Buck, aged 59, and 
his wife Cheri-Lee, aged 61, lived in a caravan on the property. All four died at that address; they are survived by 
extended family.

The hilly property of about 4 hectares supported the house, the caravan, a number of sheds, the five water tanks 
that constituted the water supply, and a dam. Behind the sheds and tanks was a steep incline leading to a heavily 
wooded area. There were also a number of trees close to the house.

Donald and Minnie had lived at the property since the late 1960s and had experienced a couple of fires. John and 
Cherie-Lee had lived there for about 20 years. The fire plan had traditionally been for Donald and John to stay and 
defend. Donald would open the tops of the tanks, turn on the taps and flood the property. John would fight the fire, 
and Helen and Cheri-Lee would move to an unknown evacuation point. The horse fence would be dropped to allow 
the horse to move around safely. Because both Donald and John were in poor health, neither was in a position to 
actively defend the property.

At about 12.30 pm on 7 February Cheri-Lee spoke to a neighbour, Donna Beattie, at the Hazeldene shop. Donna 
told Cheri-Lee to leave the area because a fire was heading their way. Cheri-Lee said she thought the fire would not 
affect Flowerdale because the wind was going towards St Andrews. She also said the family had experienced fires 
before and had plenty of water.

At about 3.00 pm another neighbour, Sharon Dunn, called the family and spoke to Cheri-Lee to warn her about the 
fire and tell her many people in the street were evacuating. Cheri-Lee asked Sharon to keep her informed. After losing 
power at about 4.30 pm, Donna Beattie and her family decided to evacuate. They stopped and spoke to John, who 
was in his driveway, and offered to drive his parents to Yea. John said they would be leaving and that he did not need 
any help with his parents. Donna gained the impression that, despite her urging, John was not going to leave.

Just before 5.30 pm Cheri-Lee sent a text message to her friend Elke Sill-Sikora, commenting on the wild winds, the 
heat and the power outage. Shortly after 6.00 pm Sharon Dunn rang again to encourage the Walkers to leave: the fire 
was coming up the hill. John responded with ‘We’ll be right’. About an hour later Elke and Cheri-Lee spoke. By that 
time Donald was having trouble breathing and seemed to be in need of an inhaler, which he did not have. Cheri-Lee 
told Elke the car was packed. Elke said of Cheri-Lee, ‘She was determined to leave, but Jay [John] wouldn’t leave his 
parents. Don wouldn’t go, Helen wouldn’t leave Don, Jay wouldn’t leave his parents’.

Martin Walker (John and Cheri-Lee’s nephew and Donald and Minnie’s grandson) and his wife, Karen, spoke to the 
family three times between about 8.40 and 9.10 pm. Martin had initially called to check on their welfare. John said 
they were fine and the fire was not near them; he also said Don did not want to leave. But Martin was concerned, 
so he decided to go and collect them all himself. He left home at about 9.00 pm but was stopped at a roadblock in 
Whittlesea. The last contact with the family was a call from Karen at about 9.10 pm. During this call John sounded 
‘really puffed and down’ and Donald was said to be having trouble breathing. 

On 8 and 9 February the bodies of all four were found at various locations. John’s body was found towards the rear 
of the property, near a water tank. The bodies of Cheri-Lee and Minnie were found apart from each other but both 
near one of the cars. Donald’s body was found against the remains of a structure not far from some of the tanks and 
about 6 metres from Minnie. It is possible they were trying to implement their fire plan by opening the tank taps and 
dropping the fence to let the horse run free. 

The post-mortem reports record the deaths of John and Cheri-Lee Walker as a result of the effects of fire and the 
deaths of Donald and Minnie Walker as consistent with the effects of fire.6
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16.3	 humevAle

BaRRy Johnston

Barry Johnston began building his dream home, Waldene, in the forest of the Scrubby Creek valley, at 520 Humevale 
Road, Humevale, in the early 1980s. He loved the bush, and he built Waldene by hand, in stages over the years. 
Barry was aware of the fire risk, so he built a bunker in the side of the hill about 30 metres from the house. He died in 
the bunker on 7 February 2009 at the age of 59. He is survived by his partner of 17 years, Sue Gunningham, and his 
family and friends.

The house was made predominantly of timber; it was on concrete stumps and had a steel roof. From Humevale 
Road it was reached by a steep driveway about 100 metres long. The bush surrounding Barry’s house was described 
as medium to heavy-density eucalypt forest, with trees of medium height and evidence of an understorey of smaller 
trees or bushes. With the exception of a few small areas, bush extended for at least a kilometre in every direction 
from the house, and there were mature trees very close to the house.

Barry was known to be very fire conscious and not at all flippant about the dangers of the bush. His partner, Sue, 
recalled:

From the first time I went to Barry’s house at Humevale, it was clear to me he was fire conscious. He was 
forever clearing around his property, had a sprinkler system on the roof and the bunker … His fire plan was 
to be well prepared. Besides minimising unnecessary growth around the property, he had rakes, a sprinkler 
system that was gravity fed, tanks full of water, buckets and metres of water hoses … He also built a bunker 
to the side of the house … dug into the side of the hill … that was approximately 2 metres by 3 metres.

Barry’s fire plan appeared to be to protect the house and bunker as much as he could. He had a sprinkler system for 
the house and bunker, multiple water tanks, both galvanised iron and poly-pipe, powered by good-quality fire pumps 
and attachments. He told his friend Ron Rumbelow ‘they had plenty of rain before Christmas, which meant [the 
tanks] were almost full’. In Ron’s view ‘Barry was not the type of person who thought he was invincible to the ways of 
nature … [and] would have prepared himself as best as possible to survive a bushfire’. Barry planned to shelter in the 
bunker while the fire front passed.

The bunker had a thick door. The walls were lined with either sleepers or corrugated iron and were supported by star 
pickets. The roof was a concrete slab covered with a layer of soil. Basic supplies—that is, a torch and some water—
were stored inside. Barry told Sue ‘the bunker was not to live in or to have a meal in. It was to be somewhere to 
conceal oneself while a fire passed over’. Sue also recalled Barry was pragmatic about fire. He kept himself informed 
by listening to 774 ABC radio on days when there was a total fire ban and did not have a rigid opinion about staying 
or going. ‘He always said the house was insured, and he would take a commonsense approach to staying or going if 
a fire approached.’

Barry arrived at Waldene at about 9.00 am on 7 February, to keep an eye on the place in case of fire. He appears to 
have spent the day monitoring the radio and possibly later in the afternoon running the sprinkler system. By 2.00 pm 
he was aware of fire in the district. At about 4.30 pm Sue called him; she said he appeared calm. While they were 
speaking he heard a noise that interrupted their call; he stepped outside to take a look, then told Sue he couldn’t see 
anything and wasn’t sure if the sound was the fire or the wind. This was the last known contact with Barry.

At about 5.00 pm fire struck Barry’s property with such intensity it destroyed all the structures on the site—the house, 
the studio, the garage, and the bunker where Barry was sheltering. It caused the gas tank on Barry’s car to explode 
with such force that it turned the car around. The PVC water tank, emptied of water, melted and vanished. 

The post-mortem report records the cause of Barry Johnston’s death as consistent with the effects of fire.7
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lloyd and Rena MaRtin

In February 2009 Lloyd and Rena ‘Mary’ Martin were enjoying retirement. Aged 83 and 76 respectively, they had 
wound down their horse stud business, Pineridge Stud, at 635 Whittlesea–Yea Road, Humevale, some years earlier. 
Fit and in good health, they had a busy social life and played 18 holes of golf three times a week. Lloyd and Mary 
died at Pineridge Stud on 7 February 2009; they are survived by their daughters, Jane and Marisa, and their families.

Pineridge Stud was a 16-hectare property bordered to the west-north-west by the dense eucalypt forest of Kinglake 
National Park, stretching almost 20 kilometres to the Hume Highway at Wandong. The property had been cleared 
and was made up of fenced horse paddocks with trees scattered about. The trees were mostly pines or poplars 
around the fence lines, although there were some eucalypts in the gully of a dry creek bed and near the stables, as 
well as a shelter belt of pine trees running along a ridge line from the western boundary to the house. Around the 
house the trees were mostly exotic, especially fruit trees, and were set amidst a cottage garden.

The Martins had built their brick house in the late 1970s. There were also various sheds and stables on the property. 
Oriented east–west, the single-storey house had a pitched colorbond® roof, a verandah all the way around, and a 
brick carport at the western end. The property was supplied with water from a dam about 60 metres from the house 
and a large concrete tank. The comprehensive pumping system included a diesel pump to convey the dam water 
via underground pipes up to the house to keep the garden watered. There was also a pressure pump to supply the 
house with water from the underground concrete water tank.

Lloyd regularly attended CFA meetings, and the Martin household was part of the Yea Road Community Fireguard 
Group. Lloyd prepared for each fire season by making sure the property was cleared of any fuel. His daughters recalled:

He had large hoses (not your standard garden ones) connected to impact sprinklers around the garden 
surrounding the house. He would have wet the gardens down and everything else (including the house) 
in preparation in the event of fire approaching … they had an independent generator in the event that 
the power got cut off so they would still have water.

It is unclear what the Martins’ intentions were in the case of fire, although it seems they might have had differing 
intentions. Mary had told her daughters and her neighbour (also a member of the fireguard group) she intended to 
leave because ‘no house is worth dying over’ but that Lloyd would have to be persuaded to do the same: ‘he would 
want to save the trees.’

From the evening of 6 February Mary had a number of telephone conversations in which she told friends and 
neighbours she was intending to leave. Just before 1.30 pm on 7 February she told her neighbour Franca Doherty 
she was aware of the fire because she had been monitoring the radio; she wanted to leave but Lloyd wanted to stay. 
Shortly after 3.00 pm Mary told her friend Barbara Duff the car was packed and she was ready to leave. About half 
an hour later Lloyd phoned Patricia McKinnon, a neighbour and another member of the fireguard group, to tell her the 
fire ‘looks like a goer’ and that he was fully prepared, with his pumps connected and everything ready to go.

Mary called her daughter Jane at 4.38 pm. Jane’s son answered the phone and told Mary that Jane was out.  
Mary repeatedly told her grandson ‘It’s OK’ before the call cut out.

The fire reached the Martins’ property shortly after 4.30 pm, travelling from the west and increasing in speed as it 
moved up the slope to the house. It destroyed all structures except one small shed. The accompanying wind was 
so fierce that part of the house’s roof was blown off, ending up 30 metres to the east; trees 20 to 30 centimetres in 
diameter that were near the house were snapped off well above ground level and fell to the east.

Lloyd and Mary Martin were found on 8 February in the ruins of their house. It appears that efforts to save the house 
would have failed when the wind lifted the roof off, exposing the house to ember and fire attack. Mary might have 
been sheltering at the eastern end of the house while Lloyd was trying to deal with the fire. A number of sprinklers 
were found near the house and in the trees, suggesting that they had been used as part of the firefighting effort.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of the deaths of Lloyd and Mary Martin as consistent with the effects of fire.8
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allan, caRolyn and stuaRt o’GoRMan

Allan and Carolyn O’Gorman, aged 55 and 50 respectively, lived at 295 Humevale Road, Humevale, with their 
three children—twins Bronwyn and Patrick, 21, and younger son Stuart, who had just turned 18. On 7 February 
2009 Allan, Carolyn and Stuart died at their home of 10 years. They are survived by Bronwyn and Patrick and their 
extended families.

The O’Gorman family home was brick veneer with a corrugated iron roof. It was set on a relatively flat area near the 
top of a ridge, at the end of a steep driveway leading up a spur for about 350 metres from Humevale Road. The front 
of the house faced north-west, towards Mt Disappointment and Kilmore. The area immediately around the house was 
clear for 15 to 20 metres, and beyond that the surroundings were medium- to heavy-density eucalypt forest.

About 10 metres north of the house was the family’s fire bunker, which doubled as a wine cellar. It consisted of a 
shipping container buried in the north-west face of the spur, under about a metre of soil. An additional room, made  
of brick with a substantial steel door, had been built at the entrance to the bunker. Bronwyn recounted:

Our family had discussed and had a fire plan. It was basically to stay with the house and fight the fire. We 
had a big water tank [22,000 litres] and another smaller tank on a trailer that we could use if we had to 
use it with hoses which we had around the house. We also had a generator with the tanks connected to 
a pump for a tank … We also had a shelter built which was on the north-west corner of the house about 
10 metres from the main building. This was sort of the last resort if we couldn’t leave the house.

Patrick’s recollection of the family fire plan was ‘pretty much to stay at the house in the wine cellar, which is like a 
shipping container converted into a bunker. We were to go in there if the fire got really bad and then come out when 
the fire had passed’.

On 7 February the O’Gormans were busy doing various things. Bronwyn was away at a school camp; Patrick and 
Allan left home separately mid-morning to go to work. Before they left Allan had been showing Patrick how to operate 
the trailer tank, which could be moved to fill up the larger tank using the pump. Carolyn and Stuart were at home, 
possibly preparing for the family gathering to be held that evening to celebrate Stuart’s 18th birthday two days before.

It appears that most of the family members had become aware of a potential fire threat by about 3.00 pm. Patrick 
phoned his parents from work at about 3.15 pm to tell them others were leaving early because of the fires and to 
check if everything was OK. His mother told him the fires were at Wandong, about 30–40 kilometres away, and not 
to worry.

Not long after that Stuart’s girlfriend, Rosemary Symons, arrived and they started monitoring 774 ABC radio, which 
reported that the fires were 30 kilometres away. At about 3.30 pm Carolyn checked the internet, which showed a fire 
at Wandong, and the CFA website, which gave advice about a grass and scrub fire burning about 4 kilometres east 
of Kilmore. It appears that, although Carolyn believed the fire to be 30–40 kilometres away in Wandong, spot fires 
were being reported in the Mt Disappointment area only about 10 kilometres away.

There was thick smoke above the house when Allan arrived home from work at about 4.00 pm. He asked Stuart to 
pack his prize possessions and suggested that Rosemary leave, which she did. At about 4.15 pm Patrick left work 
and headed home to help his family prepare for the fire, but he was stopped at a roadblock and was not able to get 
home. He could see clouds of smoke and helicopters fire-bombing. During the next 15 minutes Carolyn let family 
members know that the party was cancelled and phoned 000, telling the operator that there was fire all around them, 
that it was about 200 metres away, and that it was a threat to them. She continued, ‘Apparently the wind’s changed. 
Yes, it’s just changed, so it’s going away from us now, it’s stopped. It’s gone the other way. It’s good. Okay, thank you’.

In a phone call to her sister at about 4.45 pm Carolyn said Allan and Stuart were outside putting out spot fires. Just 
after 5.00 pm she called her sister again to tell her she could hear the noise of the fire and had to go because she 
could see it coming towards the house.
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It is assumed that Allan, Carolyn and Stuart then tried to retreat to the bunker. Their bodies were found together 
outside the eastern corner of the house, suggesting they left by the laundry door and were either overcome by the 
fire’s intensity or injured by debris from the burning house. The roof and walls of the house collapsed; only a few 
sections remained upright. The shed, carport and two cars were burnt; the bunker remained intact.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the circumstances concluded:

The fire would have impacted on the O’Gorman residence about 5.00 pm, preceded by a brief high-
speed ember attack … The flame height would have been in the order of 25 metres, well above the 
height of the trees, and the fire front would have been travelling perhaps 15 kilometres per hour, possibly 
faster. In these circumstances, firefighting is not practical … evidence suggests [the fire front] came on 
them with a speed and intensity which prevented them reaching the safety of their bunker.

The post-mortem reports record that the cause of death for Allan, Carolyn and Stuart O’Gorman was consistent 
with the effects of fire.9

16.4	 kiNglAke

adRian, MiRRaBelle, MattheW, eRic and hannah BRoWn

Adrian and Mirrabelle Brown lived at 39 Bald Spur Road, Kinglake, with their three children—Matthew, aged 8; Eric, 
7; and Hannah, 3, who was known to friends and family as Brielle. The family had moved to Kinglake in about 2002 
because the area offered the country lifestyle and open-air living they had been looking for. Adrian and Mirrabelle, 
aged 33 and 30 respectively, died with their three children on 7 February 2009; they are survived by their immediate 
and extended families. 

The Browns’ house was made of cedar weatherboard; it had an iron roof, and at the back there was a timber  
deck area that Adrian had built. The half-acre block of land was heavily timbered and sloped away slightly at the rear. 
The house faced west across Bald Spur Road, an unsealed, narrow road meandering through dense forest abutting 
Kinglake National Park. Two polyurethane tanks supplied water to the property.

If there was a fire the Browns intended to leave as soon as they heard an evacuation message on the radio; if they 
were unable to leave, they would stay in the house until the fire passed. Adrian’s mother, Robyn, explained their 
reasons for planning to leave: ‘… during summer they would not have much water in the tanks and they also had 
been told by the local CFA that the fire truck would not go down their street because they couldn’t turn the truck 
around. The other reason they had a fire plan to leave is Adrian had a congenital heart disease and couldn’t do much 
physical manual work and therefore would be unable to stay and fight the fires’.

At about 4.45 pm on 7 February Adrian and his father communicated online via an instant messaging service. His 
father was in China at the time and asked what the temperature was and whether there were any fires nearby. Adrian 
told his father the fires were miles away, at Kilmore, and that it was much cooler since the cool change had arrived. 
About fifteen minutes later Adrian sent a text message to his friend Dale Markou, suggesting that Dale not come to 
visit as planned: ‘We are under fire threat here as is Whittlesea. We can imagine you haven’t made it through, nor 
would you probably want to at the moment’. At 5.20 pm Adrian called Dale and told him the power had just been 
lost and they were under fire threat; the call kept cutting in and out.

It is not known what the family did between then and when the fire hit the area, which was at about 5.30 pm.  
A Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded the Browns were probably caught unawares by the speed of the  
fire and decided to adopt their alternative plan and stay in the house until the firefront passed, which in this instance 
took about 45 minutes.

On 9 February police found the Brown family’s remains near the front or kitchen area of their house. The house had 
been destroyed, as had the two cars. Adrian’s friend Dale said, ‘I don’t think that Adrian would have stayed if he had 
known the fire was coming. I think he would have tried to get out. Adrian was a pretty conservative kind of guy. He 
wasn’t your action man … He wouldn’t have stayed to fight the fires’.

The post-mortem reports record the deaths of Adrian, Mirrabelle, Eric, Matthew and Hannah Brown as being a result 
of or consistent with the effects of fire.10
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neeve and Mackenzie Buchanan, daniel claRk, and Melanie and penelope chaMBeRs

Five people died at 1 Reserve Road, Kinglake, on 7 February 2009. Only one of them was a resident of the house; 
the others had sought shelter there because it had been identified as a ‘safe house’ in the event of fire. 

Reserve Road is a sealed road in an area where most of the blocks might be described as residential suburban 
blocks. The majority of the blocks had some trees on them, and surrounding the residential area was a mix of forest 
and cleared land. Not all the houses in this area were damaged or destroyed as a result of the 7 February fires.

Fires had threatened Kinglake in 2006, and this had prompted many residents to develop and implement fire plans. 
With the support of the then local CFA captain at the time, interested local residents had met and visited each 
other’s houses to assess their safety. Consideration was given to construction materials, the nature and proximity 
of vegetation, the availability of an alternative power supply, and the availability of firefighting equipment such as 
sprinklers and fire hoses.

The Chambers’ house at 47 Victoria Road was assessed as unsafe because of the proximity of bush on three sides 
of the house and the lack of firefighting equipment. Janet Chambers had been told a CFA crew would not be sent to 
her house because it was at the end of a dead-end road and was therefore unsafe because of the restricted access. 
The Clark house at 1 Reserve Road was considered one of the safest: it was built of brick and had a generator, 
pumps, hoses and sprinklers. The residents were encouraged to develop a local telephone fire tree. The Chambers 
and Clarks were part of the same fire tree group.

the clark family

Michael ‘Mick’ and Jenny Clark lived at 1 Reserve Road with their 37-year-old son Daniel ‘Danny’. Their four-
bedroom, single-storey brick house had a tiled roof. The garden around the house, a mix of trees and shrubs,  
was well maintained.

The Clarks’ fire plan was to stay and defend their property. They had a generator to ensure a power supply, a 
13,500-litre water tank supplied by a bore, petrol pumps, sprinklers and hoses. Mick would ‘block the downpipes  
of the house, put specially prepared sprinklers on the peak of the roof and have the firefighter going as well’.

On the morning of 7 February Mick and Jenny were shopping in Yarra Glen with their 9-year-old granddaughter, 
Neeve Buchanan, who had stayed with them overnight. After some car trouble on the way home they arrived back  
at Reserve Road. Despite the heat, Mick spent time packing the caravan for a planned holiday. At some time during 
the afternoon Neeve and Danny logged on to the internet to check the progress of the fires. 

The nearest reported fire was at Wandong, quite a distance away. Mick and Jenny discussed leaving but decided 
not to because they believed the fire to be a long way away. Although there was no sense of imminent threat, Mick 
decided to enact his fire plan anyway. At about 4.00 pm he prepared the pump in readiness but inadvertently filled 
it with two-stroke instead of four-stroke petrol. He told Jenny the fire was worse than first thought and was getting 
close. He was watering the garden when the power went out.

the Buchanan family

Ross and Rebecca Buchanan lived in a two-storey brick house in National Park Road, Pheasant Creek, with their four 
children—sons Calum, aged 18, Mackenzie, 15, and Aiden, 13, and daughter Neeve, aged 9. Also living with them 
was Calum’s girlfriend, Lauren Mortimer. The property was close to Kinglake National Park, but there was also some 
cleared farmland nearby: Ross described the farm next door as having a ‘50-acre paddock’.

Both Ross and Rebecca had been very active in their local community fireguard and had an awareness of the fire risk 
where they lived. They operate their own small business selling and fixing pumps, so Ross was familiar with all types 
of sprinkler systems for firefighting. Their home was equipped with water, sprinklers, a pump and hoses, and they 
intended to set these up to try to protect their house as much as possible.

On 7 February the family members were involved in a variety of activities. Neeve was with her grandparents at  
1 Reserve Road; Rebecca was in Whittlesea because she was involved in the Whittlesea Music Festival; Calum  
was at work at the Kinglake petrol station; and Mackenzie and Aiden were at home with Ross.
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Ross was monitoring the CFA website and listening to 774 ABC radio. At about 3.30 pm he noticed an alert that 
fire might reach Whittlesea in two hours’ time. He could see smoke and estimated the fire to be about 50 kilometres 
away. At 4.16 pm he contacted Rebecca, and they agreed that Ross should take the boys to their grandparents at 
1 Reserve Road for safety. He loaded the boys, their dog and some personal possessions in the car and travelled 
the 10 to 15 minutes to drop them off. His father-in-law, Mick, was watering the garden when he arrived. Ross then 
returned home to prepare the house for defence.

When he arrived home, between 4.45 and 5.00 pm, Ross changed his clothes, helped a neighbour get her pump 
started, and started to prepare the house: he moved wood, set up and started the pump, set up the hoses and 
nozzles, and started the sprinkler at the back. Before he had time to get the roof sprinkler system going the house 
was hit by fire. At about 6.00 pm Rebecca called Ross: ‘He told me he couldn’t talk as he was fighting fires around 
the house … I told him not to do it on his own, to go and help someone else or get out’. Ross left, driving through 
embers and flames to reach the Pheasant Creek store, and then he went in convoy to the Kinglake West CFA shed. 

the chambers family

Janet Chambers lived at 47 Victoria Road, Kinglake, with three of her four children, Melanie ‘Mel’, aged 23, and 
Penelope ‘Penny’, 21. Her son Tom was employed by DSE, was working at Kinglake National Park and lived with 
Janet during the summer. Her other son, Luke, was living in Sydney.

In view of the CFA assessment of their home a few years earlier, the Chambers’ fire plan was to leave their house 
and go to one of two neighbours whose houses had been assessed as safe—the Clarks at 1 Reserve Road or the 
Fullertons at 4 Reserve Road.

Penny had spent most of the morning of 7 February out with her boyfriend, Ben Monagle, and by mid-afternoon they 
were back at his house in Pheasant Creek. She called her mother at about 3.15 pm and then decided she would go 
home because of the weather conditions. Some time after 4.00 pm Janet, Mel and Penny were listening to 774 ABC 
radio when they heard that fire had crossed the Hume Highway. Janet called the Victorian Bushfire Information Line and 
was told there were no fire warnings for Kinglake. After 5.00 pm Janet, Mel and Penny decided they needed to find a 
safe location for their horses. Janet hitched the horse float to her car, told the girls to expect her home in 15 minutes, 
and said that if they needed to go they knew what to do. There was no smoke or embers and Janet did not think they 
were in danger.

While Janet was attending to the horses, she received a text message from Tom, who told her the National Park 
office in Pheasant Creek was on fire and she had better get out. Janet’s attempts to return home were delayed by  
the fire reaching Kinglake. She was unable to get back to Reserve Road until about 7.00 pm.

At about 5.45 pm Mel and Penny had called the Clarks to ask if they could go there for safety and bring their pets 
with them. They arrived some time shortly after in separate cars, with their two dogs, two cats, a guinea pig and 
some goldfish.

1 Reserve Road: 4.30 pm onwards

By 4.30 pm on 7 February, Mick and Jenny Clark had already enacted their fire plan and were making preparations. 
Their neighbour from 4 Reserve Road told them of road closures at Yarra Glen Road. Mick suggested leaving, but 
Jenny said that was not part of their fire plan. They continued with their preparations. It was also at about this time 
that Ross dropped off Mackenzie and Aiden to join their sister, Neeve, and their grandparents and uncle, Danny. 
Everyone helped with the fire preparations.

At 5.10 pm a friend contacted Jenny to tell her there were fires at Mt Disappointment. This seemed to surprise but 
not alarm Jenny. Just after 5.45 pm, when embers from the south were starting to land, Mel and Penny arrived.  
They went inside and joined all the others except Mick, who was outside with the water pump.

Noticing the sky getting darker and a bit of smoke in the air, Jenny told the children to put on some heavy clothes, 
which Aiden and Neeve did. Neeve went to Penny and Mel, who had just arrived with their pets, and Jenny had 
Mackenzie and Danny help her put wet towels in front of the doorways. It appears the fire hit the house very suddenly 
very soon after this. 
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At 6.10 pm Rebecca called and spoke to Danny. He told her there was smoke everywhere, they were on fire and 
they could not get out. At 6.17 pm Penny called her mother to tell her she and Mel were at the Clarks, flames were 
coming over, and she [Janet] would not be able to get there. At that stage everyone was sheltering in the house, in  
or near the hallway. Then the windows started to crack and their wooden frames started to burn. Efforts were made 
to douse them with buckets of water. Aiden grabbed wet clothes he had put in the bath and threw them over the 
others for protection; he also made sure everyone had something wet to put over their mouths to help them breathe. 
At about 6.20 pm the front door caught fire.

Within 10 minutes the ‘safe house’ had been engulfed by flames. Only Jenny, Mick and Aiden escaped. Unable to  
do anything to save the house or those inside, they walked across the road to shelter at a neighbour’s house.

When Janet Chambers returned at about 7.00 pm she found a distraught Mick on the road and learned that her 
daughters had died in the Clarks’ house with Danny, Mackenzie and Neeve. At about 10.00 pm the Kinglake CFA 
captain, Paul Hendrie, arrived and took Jenny to the Kinglake CFA shed, from where she was taken to Whittlesea 
and ultimately the Alfred Hospital. Jenny remained in hospital for five weeks, receiving treatment for burns she had 
sustained while trying to save those inside the house.

On the morning of 8 February the remains of Penelope and Melanie Chambers, Daniel Clark, and Mackenzie and 
Neeve Buchanan were found huddled together in the bathroom–laundry area of the house. A Victoria police forensic 
scientist who examined the site noted that the house was destroyed and concluded: 

The fire appeared to have approached from the south-west through trees at the highest point at the 
rear of the property … The land topography in this immediate area would have made it difficult for the 
occupants to see the fire approaching the house. There would have been very limited evacuation routes 
possible from this area of Kinglake after the time of the wind shift.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of death for Penelope and Melanie Chambers, Daniel Clark, and 
Mackenzie and Neeve Buchanan as the effects of fire.11

MaRk ButleR

Mark Butler lived part time at 22 Cobham Road, Kinglake, about 500 metres from Kinglake Central and 300 metres 
from Kinglake National Park. He was 39 years old when he died at that address on 7 February 2009. He is survived 
by his family and close friends.

Mr Butler had lived at his primary residence, 22 Cobham Road, for about two years. He shared the house with a 
friend, Mr John Hood, who owned it, having moved there to help care for Mr Hood, who had problems with his back. 
The mud-brick house had a corrugated iron roof, timber windows, brick and concrete footings, and a timber floor.  
A large double garage stood about 20 metres to the north of the house, and there were several sheds. The property 
was largely surrounded by uncleared properties, which meant that in effect it was surrounded by forest, particularly to 
the south-west. 

In late January 2009 Mr Butler had described to his close friend Andrew Constable some of the fire preparation steps 
he had taken around the property. This including clearing the land and guttering. 

The fire plan for the property is not entirely clear. Mr Hood said his plan was to leave if the house was threatened by 
fire. He explained,‘My house was not equipped to fight a fire. I had a petrol water pump and a hose attached to a 
water tank. I also had an electric pump attached to a bore. That was the extent of my firefighting equipment’.

In contrast, Mr Butler’s plan was to stay and defend the property. He had told his mother this, as he had another 
close friend, Anthony Adams, and Mr Constable. His sister, Julie Henshaw, understood that Mr Butler’s decision to 
stay was part of Mr Hood’s general plan for the property: one person would stay and defend while the other left. 

On 7 February Mr Butler arrived in Kinglake some time after 3.00 pm, having been in Melbourne. By that time Mr 
Hood was aware of the East Kilmore fire but not of fire in the immediate vicinity of Kinglake. Mr Butler sent a series of 
text messages to friends and family between 4.23 and 5.53 pm, noting fires across the state; from 4.45 pm onwards 
these messages included photos taken from the house, showing nearby smoke.
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At about 5.30 pm Mr Hood drove the 500 metres to the Kinglake CFA station for advice. On being told that the fire 
was in Kinglake West and that all roads were closed, he decided to take refuge at the CFA station, as other residents 
were starting to do. He drove back to his house and told Mr Butler what he had learnt; they agreed Mr Hood should 
put the four dogs into the car. Mr Hood tried to persuade Mr Butler to leave with him, arguing that this fire was no 
ordinary fire and Mr Butler should not try to defend without electricity and therefore with insufficient water. Mr Butler 
was adamant that he could successfully defend the house. Mr Hood and the dogs left for the CFA station.

Just after 6.00 pm Mr Butler rang Mr Constable, whom he had previously been updating by text message. Mr Butler 
was running during the call and was obviously afraid. It seems likely that he was outside during at least part of the 
call. The call cut out, and Mr Constable was not able to get through to him again.

On 10 February 2009 Mr Butler’s remains were found in the garage, which was the structure furthest from the south-
west, the direction the fire is thought to have come from.

The post-mortem report for Mark Butler concluded that the cause of his death was the effects of fire.12

RoBeRt, natasha, JoRJa and alexis davey

Rob and Natasha Davey, aged 36 and 33 respectively when they died, moved into 15 Bald Spur Road, Kinglake, in 
2002. They lived there with their two daughters, Jorja, aged 3, and Alexis, 8 months. All four family members died in 
their home on 7 February 2009. Natasha’s cousin Tanja Tsimiklis and her husband, Dimitrios Tsimiklis, also died in the 
Kinglake fires on 7 February 2009. The Daveys are survived by the parents of Rob and Natasha and a close network 
of extended family and friends.

The Daveys’ house was made of timber, with painted western red cedar shingles on the exterior. It had a corrugated 
iron pitched roof that extended over the whole house and the verandah, which went all around the house. Although 
the land around the house was cleared, the property was about 200 metres from the boundary of Kinglake National 
Park, and some of the surrounding properties were only partially cleared.

Rob and Natasha’s fire plan was to stay and defend. They formulated this plan after attending CFA meetings at which 
they were told they could stay and protect their house but if they left they might lose it. Their fire preparation included 
a 10,000-litre plastic above-ground tank linked to a 5,000-litre tank with a petrol pump and fire hoses attached. They 
also had a 20,000-litre concrete in-ground tank with an electric pump for the house water. At the time of the fires 
the tanks were about half full. Rob had recently installed an in-ground sprinkler system. They kept the house and 
surrounds generally tidy, and on 7 February spent time doing further tidying up and placing buckets around the house.

At about 6.30 pm on the preceding evening, Wolfgang Krause, Natasha’s uncle (and the father of Tanja Tsimiklis), had 
rung the Daveys to warn them about how serious the fire risk would be on 7 February. Wolfgang was a CFA volunteer 
and had been receiving CFA pager messages about the forecast weather conditions and the Forest Fire Danger 
Index; he was concerned to ensure that the Daveys appreciated the danger. Rob confirmed he understood, was 
taking the situation seriously, was preparing, and had his fire pump ready.

A number of other people rang the Daveys to check on them during the day of 7 February. Elizabeth Halls, 
Natasha’s mother, rang at about 11.00 am, and Natasha reassured her they were well prepared. Rob’s mother, 
Joan Davey, called just before 2.00 pm, and Natasha told her Rob was outside enacting the fire plan while she and 
the girls stayed inside in the cool and she monitored the CFA website. This information was reiterated in calls at 
about 3.20 pm from Natasha’s father, Michael Halls, and Rob’s friend Stephen Edwards. At that time there was no 
sign of fire. Both Elizabeth and Joan tried unsuccessfully to call again later in the afternoon.

At about 4.00 pm, in a conversation with a man visiting a neighbour, Rob confirmed that he was staying to see what 
happened. At about 4.20 pm Marcia Nelson called and spoke to Natasha as part of the community fireguard tree 
that operated in the street, telling her of a fire at the bottom of Bald Spur Road in St Andrews. (This turned out to 
be a spot fire.) Natasha called three separate neighbouring households to pass this message on. At this stage there 
was no sense of imminent threat or urgency as the fires were at the other end of the road and moving away. She 
then made an additional call, at about 5.00 pm, to warn friend Sandra Koch in St Andrews about a fire at Jacksons 
Road, Strathewen.



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

252

There were further calls from the Daveys’ landline to the SP AusNet fault line and the Kinglake CFA. At 5.55 pm 
Natasha’s friend Madeleine Jablonski rang, saying she was thinking about evacuating with her children. Natasha 
confirmed her family’s plan to stay because they had pumps and invited Madeleine to bring her children over. 
Madeleine recalled that Natasha ‘was calm and organised and in fact settled me down’.

At about 6.15 pm Ralph Koch, Sandra’s husband, called the Daveys. Natasha answered and yelled, ‘Going, fire’ 
before hanging up. At 6.20 pm Natasha used Rob’s mobile to call 112, the mobile emergency services number. She 
spoke to the operator, describing fire in the roof and computer room of the house, and could be heard moving the 
children into the bathroom. The operator lost voice contact with Natasha, but the line remained open for some time.

On 9 February Rob, Natasha, Jorja and Alexis were found lying close together, in what had probably been the 
bathroom. Their house was completely destroyed.

The post-mortem reports record that Rob and Natasha Davey died as a result of the effects of fire; the reports for 
Jorja and Alexis Davey recorded that their deaths were consistent with the effects of fire.13

Michael flynn

Michael ‘Mike’ Flynn and his wife, Jane, had been married for 36 years and had lived for the last five of those years 
at 18 Extons Road, Kinglake Central. Their two children, Malinda and Mark, both lived elsewhere. Mike Flynn died on 
19 February 2009 at the age of 64 as a result of the injuries he sustained when trying to flee the fires of 7 February. 
He is survived by his wife and children and their extended families.

The Flynns’ weatherboard cottage was about 5 years old and was positioned near the centre of their relatively well 
cleared block, which had neighbours on both sides and at the rear. Mike and Jane’s fire plan was to leave.

On 7 February Jane was at work in Mernda and Mike was at home. At about 5.20 pm Jane was on her way home 
when she was stopped at a roadblock on Whittlesea–Yea Road. She did not know why the roadblock was in place 
and called Mike to let him know she was delayed. Mike suggested the roadblock might have been because of a car 
accident. At about 5.30 pm Mike visited his neighbour John Reeves. About 15 minutes later he called Jane to tell her he 
was leaving despite there being no sign of fire. He and Mr Reeves had seen smoke high in the air but so far Mr Reeves 
had heard no warnings on radio 3AW, which he had been listening to. Under no apparent imminent threat, Mike was 
nonetheless putting the pets in the car and going.

Shortly after, at about 6.00 pm, Mr Reeves saw the sky suddenly become very dark—‘… as dark as it would be at  
9 or 10 o’clock in the evening’. He saw heavy smoke and a red colour in the distance, to the west. He went to Mike’s 
house to tell him fire was coming and he should get out straight away. Mike came to the door wearing shorts, a light 
top and sandals and was, as Mr Reeves said, ‘just as surprised as me’.

Mike made an attempt to leave: he had put his parrot in the car but, by the time he went back to the house to get 
the dogs, the house was already alight and his hands were burnt and bleeding. Then the car caught alight. With no 
means of escape, Mike tried to shelter in a neighbour’s nearby shed before trying to flee that. At about 7.00 pm, 
after the main front had passed, two other neighbours, Mark Fealy and Thomas Libreri, went looking for Mike and 
Mr Reeves. Mr Reeves had survived by sheltering in various places once his house had begun to burn. Mr Libreri, 
searching on foot, found Mike, badly burned and with his clothes still on fire, outside 29 Sutherland Road, the 
property at the back of the Flynns’ home. Mike was carefully loaded onto the back of a car and taken to the Libreri 
property, at 36 Extons Road. By 7.15 pm he had been placed in the Libreris’ swimming pool.

Between 7.15 and 10.00 pm numerous calls were made by various people—most of them neighbours who had 
sheltered at the Libreri home and helped defend the house. The calls involved repeated requests for medical 
assistance, when they might expect the ambulance to arrive, and advice about how to care for Mike. The initial 
advice was that he be given no water or medication for pain. As his condition deteriorated, however, and he began 
to go into shock at about 8.00 pm, the advice was to keep him cool and give him medication for pain relief, by which 
time he was unable to swallow the medication. A number of those at the house helped support Mike in the pool. 
Tessa Libreri phoned Mike’s daughter, Malinda, to tell her of the situation. Malinda subsequently called the Epping 
police station, seeking police help in speeding up emergency services assistance. 
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Firefighting efforts continued throughout the evening and into the night. Just after 10.00 pm Thomas Libreri flagged 
down the Kinglake West CFA tanker, with Second Lieutenant Karen Barrow aboard, as it was travelling down Extons 
Road. Second Lieutenant Barrow checked on Mike’s condition, advised those caring for him of the importance of 
fluids and the need to give him frequent sips of water, and confirmed through VicFire that the ambulance service had 
been notified by radio. She then left to attend to firefighting duties, assuming the ambulance service was on its way.

On returning at about 11.20 pm, having saved the house across the road, Second Lieutenant Barrow learned that 
no ambulance had arrived and that the nearest one would be at the staging area in Whittlesea. She arranged for a 
stretcher to be fashioned from a fire ladder and some fire blankets and then had Mike carefully transported from  
36 Extons Road to the Kinglake West CFA shed. She noted that those who had been caring for him had been ‘calm, 
compassionate and very loving towards him’.

Second Lieutenant Barrow sat with Mike throughout the journey:

Mike was conscious and able to communicate throughout his ordeal. He was describing some pain, 
but his level of pain was not indicative of his injuries as the burns were extensive and nerve tissue was 
damaged … He never complained and he showed courage, pride and determination. … I sat with [him], 
keeping him informed of our progress and giving him sips of water … There were still trees all over the 
ground and progress was slow. When we got close to the [CFA] station I told him that we were nearly 
there and that this time I meant it. He responded with a smile.

An ambulance arrived within five minutes of the tanker arriving at the CFA shed. Mike was transferred and arrived at 
the Whittlesea staging area at about 12.20 am, where he was attended by St John Ambulance nurses and doctors. 
At 1.40 am he and another patient were airlifted to the Alfred Hospital, arriving there just before 2.00 am. It had been 
almost seven hours since Mike had been found. Despite treatment and several operations, his condition deteriorated, 
and he died on 19 February 2009 as a result of his injuries.

The post-mortem report records that Michael Flynn died as a result of complications of cutaneous burns.14

david and caRol holcoMBe

At the Kinglake Central end of Bald Spur Road, which winds its way up a ridge line from St Andrews, the unsealed 
road meanders through a heavily forested area abutting Kinglake National Park. Carol and David Holcombe lived in 
a two-storey mud-brick house they had built on the western side of Bald Spur Road, Kinglake Central. They died 
there on 7 February 2009. Aged 55 and 61 respectively, they are survived by their three children—Ella, Patrick and 
Eugene—and their extended families.

The Holcombes built their home in the early 1980s and raised their family there, close to the National Park. The densely 
wooded property sloped down into the park, and the family was very conscious of living in an area of high fire danger. 
They kept the property free of litter and debris. There were four water tanks, a sprinkler system on the roof, a diesel 
pump, fire hoses connected to both sides of the house, and metal garbage bins full of water around the perimeter of  
the house. The fire plan was to dress in protective clothing and stay and defend, as Patrick explained:

Just from growing up in the bush we were taught from a young age that you would fight ember attack as 
the fire was approaching and retreat to the house while the firefront passed over, then as soon as it was 
safe go back outside and continue fighting spot fires.

The Holcombes were active members of the Bald Spur Road fire tree. As their family and friends described it, their 
fire plan was an orthodox one, in keeping with advice from fire agencies. The Holcombes believed their house was 
defendable.

Carol was at home on 7 February; David was at work in Epping. She was conscious of the weather forecast and 
was taking precautions such as moving the mulch off the garden beds near the house. David became aware of the 
Kilmore East fire at about 1.00 pm and after a couple of calls to Carol returned home at about 2.30 pm. The Bald 
Spur Road fire tree was activated just after 4.00 pm in response to a reported spot fire near the Strathewen end 
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of the road. Carol received her call at about 4.20 pm and very soon after called neighbour Chris Harvey. She left 
a message for him: ‘It’s 4.30 pm and we have had a report that a fire is burning at the bottom of Bald Spur Road, 
around Hildebrand and Jacksons Road. There is no need to worry and it should be okay’.

Son Patrick became aware of the fire threat to Kinglake at about 5.45 pm after reading a message on Facebook that 
said ‘… watching Kinglake burn’. He phoned his parents and spoke to his mother, who sounded frantic. Ella phoned 
soon after; Carol told her, ‘We’re in very big trouble. I can’t talk’. The last known communication from Carol and David 
was a phone call Carol made as part of the fire tree to another neighbour at 5.53 pm, in which she told the neighbour 
there was a fire coming up Bald Spur Road. The fire hit the area minutes later, at about 6.00 pm, with great ferocity. 
An eyewitness described the scene:

Suddenly without any other warning there was an absolute blizzard of embers blowing horizontally 
in from the west-south-west. It was similar to the most ferocious snow blizzard I had ever been in. 
Seemingly seconds after this had started, the fire suddenly, and again without any warning, exploded 
about 5 metres away to my right, which was from the west. The intensity of this explosion was 
extraordinary with the flames towering above me.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded that the Holcombes were most probably caught unawares by a wave of 
heat and embers moving rapidly up the hill ahead of the fire. Their property was destroyed. Their bodies were found 
on 9 February about 8 metres north-east of the remains of the house.

The post-mortem reports record that David and Carol Holcombe died as a result of the effects of fire.15

GeoffRey and suzanne hyde

Geoff and Suzanne Hyde, aged 55 and 53 respectively, lived at 26 Cobham Road, Kinglake, and died at their 
property on 7 February 2009. They are survived by their extended families.

Cobham Road is a narrow, unmade dead-end road in a very heavily forested area of Kinglake. The Hydes’ house was 
a two-storey cedar weatherboard on concrete stumps and with a corrugated iron roof. Other than buckets and hoses, 
there was no specific firefighting equipment at the property. There was tank water but no alternative power source.

Geoff and Suzanne were active members of their local community fireguard group, where they gained some 
awareness of fire preparation, current fire risk and fire plans. It is not certain what their fire plan was in the lead-up to 
or on 7 February, although various friends and neighbours said it was probable their plan was to leave. Neighbour 
Phillip Edmonds recalled, ‘Each fire season we would have a meeting of local residents and the CFA captain, and at 
the last meeting in December 2008 I recall Geoff saying that their fire plan was “to bolt” in his words’.

Geoff, Suzanne and Suzanne’s niece, Alysha Snell, were at home on the morning of 7 February. At about midday 
Alysha’s father, Michael Snell, collected his daughter, making arrangements to return her at about 8.00 pm that evening.

Little is known about the Hydes’ movements during the afternoon. At about 5.40 pm Phillip Edmonds was near his 
home at 27 Cobham Road when he heard a roar caused by approaching fire. He, his wife and their daughter and 
grandchildren evacuated in two cars. As they drove past the Hydes’ place Phillip saw Geoff and Suzanne standing in 
their driveway beside a maroon Magna sedan with a trailer attached to it. He assumed they too were going to evacuate.

At about 6.10 pm Michael Snell received a mobile phone message from Suzanne, who sounded anxious: ‘Michael, 
you are going to have to take Alysha back to your place, it looks like we’ve got bushfires’. Phone records show that  
at 6.14 pm there was a 15-second call from the Hydes’ phone to 000 and another call to directory assistance. Neither 
call was answered. At some time between 6.10 and 6.15 pm the fire, coming from the south-west, struck the area.

On 9 February Geoff’s and Suzanne’s remains were found inside their destroyed home, in the room closest to their 
cars and furthest from the direction of the oncoming fire. There were no signs they were in the process of evacuating: 
the trailer had been packed with things Suzanne needed for the market she was planning to attend on 8 February, 
rather than with personal belongings. Geoff’s beloved Monaro was still parked in the garage. A Victoria Police forensic 
scientist noted that this could be interpreted as evidence that the couple were unaware of the severity or proximity of 
the fire. Phillip Edmonds had noted that there had been insufficient time to activate the fire tree.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of death for both Geoffrey and Suzanne Hyde as the effects of fire.16
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GennaRo laudisio

Gennaro Laudisio was aged 80 when he died on 7 February 2009, having been involved in a multi-vehicle accident 
and then becoming caught in the fire. The accident happened outside 305 Whittlesea–Kinglake Road, Kinglake. He  
is survived by his children and grandchildren.

Gennaro lived in Pheasant Creek, with his daughter, Isabella; his son, Rossario ‘Ross’; and Ross’s wife, Morgan, and 
their four children. The family’s fire plan before 7 February had been to stay and defend. As Ross described it, they 
had ‘one-and-a-quarter-inch fire hoses around the house, an electric [pump] and petrol pump, two tanks, bore water 
and it was green around the houses. I even had fire suits’. 

On 7 February Gennaro was at home, working on the farm. Morgan and the children were also at home. Isabella and 
Ross were at their pizza shop in Kinglake. At about 3.00 pm Isabella went home to help her father attend to a sick 
cow. She saw smoke in the direction of Kilmore and was concerned about the wind and heat. She returned to the 
pizza shop not long after and continued to monitor the fire situation by radio and through conversations with locals 
and customers. She also telephoned her father a number of times.

Shortly after 5.00 pm Morgan telephoned the pizza shop. She said things were not looking good: the sun was like a 
fireball, there was a lot of smoke, and there were flames in the trees in the valley. Ross—by then also concerned by 
customers’ reports of fires in Flowerdale and in Kinglake West—decided to go home and collect his wife, children 
and father: ‘If I had … expected the fire or received some warning we could have stayed, but we really didn’t know 
much about it’. 

Isabella continued to monitor the radio and to receive worrying updates about the progress of the fires from locals. 
She rang the home phone at about 5.50 pm, told Gennaro that Ross was on his way, and asked him to gather 
together some things. Soon after, Ross arrived home to find Gennaro spraying the verandah. The power was off. 
Ross connected the fire pump, hosed around the pump and sheds and then organised for everyone to leave the 
property. Gennaro, Ross and Morgan left simultaneously but in separate cars; the children were with Morgan. Ross 
went back to unlock the gate in case the CFA needed access.

Between 5.50 and 6.00 pm a collision involving two cars occurred outside 305 Whittlesea–Kinglake Road, blocking 
the southbound lanes. At this stage the trees on the eastern side of the road were on fire. Passers-by helped the 
passengers from one of the cars, among them three children, to safety. The other driver remained trapped in his car. 
Within minutes, because of poor visibility, a third car driven by Keith Gibson collided with the two stationary cars. 
Mr Gibson, was unable to restart his car, panicked, and left his car, running towards Kinglake. Fearing he might be 
hit by other cars on the road, Mr Gibson returned to his car, where he became trapped when a fourth car, driven by 
Gennaro, became involved in the collision.

Gennaro, who had overtaken Morgan, had struck the side of one of the vehicles involved in the initial accident. The 
impact of Gennaro’s collision allowed the driver who had been trapped in the other vehicle to free himself. A fifth 
vehicle, containing four people, then collided with Keith Gibson’s car. The driver, Vicki Lacey, and her son, helped 
Keith Gibson out of his car. Gennaro, however, remained inside his vehicle, which was blocked in by one of the other 
cars. At this point Ross arrived on the scene. The cars involved in the collision began to catch alight. Ross saw his 
father sitting in the driver’s seat with his head down. He tried to get his attention, but Gennaro did not respond.

Ross and the others still at the scene then retreated to a nearby paddock, where they took refuge in their cars while 
the firefront passed. Ross did not know where his wife and children were or if they were OK. At about 6.30 pm he 
and one of the other drivers returned to the collision scene. They moved the car blocking Gennaro’s car, and Ross 
opened the door of his father’s car, which had been substantially burnt. He could not see his father and assumed he 
had managed to escape. 

Shortly after 7.15 pm another driver, who happened to be a federal police officer and crime scene scientist, arrived 
at the scene. After speaking to Ross he checked inside Gennaro’s car, finding Gennaro’s remains in the back seat, 
where it appears he had taken refuge. 
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Morgan and the children survived the fire, as did Isabella, although she had to evacuate from the pizza shop, which 
was destroyed. The Laudisios’ house survived.

The post-mortem report records that Gennaro Laudisio died as a result of the effects of fire.17

GRahaM, deBoRah, tRey and lyRic o’shea

Graham O’Shea, aged 37, and Debbie O’Shea, aged 38, died on 7 February 2009 at their property at 30 Shelley 
Harris Court, Kinglake, along with their son, Trey, aged 10, and daughter Lyric, 8. They are survived by their 
respective families and friends.

The family home, made of cedar weatherboard, was in a densely treed residential area of Kinglake, about 500 metres 
north of the main township. The O’Sheas’ fire plan had been developed after the 2006 Kinglake fires, when Debbie and 
Graham had not felt prepared to fight a fire and so left the mountain. They decided to develop a fire plan for the future 
that incorporated an element of active defence after evacuating the children. As Debbie’s sister Pauline Zealley said:

That experience showed that if you stayed and fought the fire you could save your house. They decided 
after that fire that they would get a fire plan prepared and, for any future fire, the plan was that Debbie 
would get the children off the mountain and I would meet her to collect the children somewhere along 
the Whittlesea–Kinglake Road, and Debbie would return to their property to help Graham fight the fire.

A single large metal tank held the family’s sole water supply. Their firefighting system consisted of a pump that would 
be connected to the tank outlet pipe by a heavy-duty firefighting hose. Graham and Debbie had installed gutter 
guards and regularly cleaned out their gutters; they also kept a large area around their house free of fire fuel. They 
had a bitumen driveway installed to give firefighting units easier access to the house.

During the afternoon of 7 February there were various phone calls between Debbie and her sisters, Carlene and 
Pauline. In some instances the children from the various families were involved in the calls. By 4.00 pm Lyric was 
reporting smoke in a conversation with Carlene, and at about 5.10 pm Debbie told Carlene it was very smoky and 
that she was getting a few things together to bring the kids down from the mountain, in keeping with her fire plan. 

At about 5.50 pm Debbie rang Pauline and told her she had heard the fires were 20 to 30 minutes away. She was 
calm. She said she thought the fires were going in the other direction but that Graham was getting the pump out of 
the shed to get ready ‘just in case’. She also said she had packed the car and had decided to take the children off 
the mountain as a precaution. They arranged to both leave straight away, driving until they met up with each other.

Shortly after 6.00 pm Debbie called Pauline’s mobile while they were driving to meet each other. Debbie said, ‘We 
can’t get through, we have to go back’. Pauline encouraged her not to panic and to just go back to the house, 
driving slowly so she did not have an accident. The call ended abruptly: Debbie said ‘Oh, my God’ and the call cut 
out. It is not known what prevented Debbie from ‘getting through’ on the road. 

At about 6.20 pm Debbie again rang Pauline, confirming they had arrived home safely. She said there were fires on 
the property, that Graham was putting them out, and that they had no power and thus no water other than drinking 
water. This was the last contact with the family. Fire hit the area at 6.30 pm. On the morning of 8 February the 
O’Sheas were found where they had sheltered together inside the house, which was destroyed. 

The post-mortem reports record that Graham and Debbie O’Shea died as a result of the effects of fire. The cause of 
the deaths of Trey and Lyric O’Shea was recorded as consistent with the effects of fire.18

diMitRios and tanJa tsiMiklis

Dimitrios, also known as ‘Dimitri’, ‘Dimi’ or ‘Dim’, and Tanja Tsimiklis, were aged 35 and 39 respectively when  
they died on 7 February 2009. They lived at 335 Whittlesea–Yea Road, Kinglake, just south of the intersection  
with Bowden Spur Road. Married since 1992, they had been living at that address for four years. They died inside 
their home. Tanja’s cousin Natasha Davey and Natasha’s husband and children also died in the Kilmore East fire on  
7 February. Tanja and Dimitrios are survived by their parents, their siblings and other close family members. 
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The Tsimiklis’s house was weatherboard and had a corrugated iron roof. Their property of just under half a hectare 
was next door to an electricity substation. They had animals they were very attached to—a horse, two ponies, two 
dogs and some chickens.

Their fire plan was to stay and defend both their house and their animals. They regularly cleaned up debris around 
the house and kept the gutters clean. They had a petrol-driven fire pump and a 5,000-litre plastic water tank for 
firefighting. With the help of Tanja’s father, Wolfgang Krause, a long-term CFA member, they had taken a range of 
other fire protection steps, such as removing shrubs and placing flyscreens over exposed vents. Wolfgang further 
explained, ‘We discussed wearing protective clothing, patrolling the perimeter of the house and putting out spot fires. 
In the event of the house catching fire, we discussed using the house as a refuge and then once the fire had passed 
to leave the house’.

As their friend Robert Pasqua said, Dimitrios and Tanja believed they would be OK, partly because of the location of 
the substation:

He [Dimi] expressed to me that he believed he and Tanja would be OK because they had an electricity 
substation next door and the CFA would attend and protect it and them if there was a fire. Dimi told me 
there had been other fires in the past and that’s what the CFA had done then.

On the preceding evening Wolfgang had rung to warn Dimitrios of the severe fire conditions expected for the 
following day. Dimitrios said he felt they were prepared and confirmed their intention to stay and protect the property.

At about 8.45 am on 7 February Tanja started work in Eltham. Dimitrios stayed at home. At about 11.45 am he rang 
his mother and sister, speaking to his sister, Theoni. He sounded calm and mentioned he was looking out for embers.

Between 2.35 and just before 3.00 pm Tanja called both the home line and Dimitrios’s mobile to check that 
everything was fine. She was unable to get through to him and told her colleague Nicola Tuffin that she presumed he 
was on the internet. At about 3.25 pm Tanja managed to reach Dimitrios on his mobile and they spoke for a couple 
of minutes, and then she sent Nicola a text telling her there were fires at Mt Disappointment and Glenburn. Tanja left 
work about 20 minutes later.

Shortly after 4.00 pm Dimitrios’s long-term friend Anthony Bulach rang to ask him about the fires. Dimitrios sounded 
calm and said he was aware of the fires. At about the same time Nicola rang the landline, speaking to Dimitrios 
because Tanja had not yet returned home. Dimitrios told Nicola he was monitoring the fires on the internet and radio. 
After that, Nicola and Tanja spoke a number of times until 4.45 pm, both while Tanja was on the road and once she 
had arrived home. At no time did Tanja sound concerned: she said she thought the fires were under control and 
confirmed they were monitoring them on the internet and radio. Tanja did not answer Nicola’s final call at about  
4.55 pm, when she rang to warn her about the fire warning for Kinglake on the internet. 

Just after 6.00 pm Maree Eaton, a friend of Tanja’s, rang to warn her about the fires. Tanja initially seemed relaxed 
and said they had nothing prepared to fight the fires. While they were speaking Maree heard Dimitrios shouting in 
the background, saying the fire had arrived, and Tanja said he could see flames. Maree quickly said goodbye so as 
to leave Tanja to do what she had to do. The fire is believed to have struck from the south-west at about this time. 
Maree’s was the last known contact with Tanja or Dimitrios. On 10 February Tanja and Dimitrios were found together 
inside the north-east corner of the remains of their house, possibly in the entrance hall. 

The post-mortem reports record the cause of death for Tanja and Dimitrios Tsimiklis to be the effects of fire.19

RichaRd, eileen and eva zann and kaRMa hastWell

Richard, Eileen and Eva Zann lived at 29 Bald Spur Road, Kinglake. Richard, aged 64, and Eileen, 62, had lived 
there for 31 years; Eva, 26, had lived there all her life. Karma Hastwell, aged 88, was a neighbour; she lived at 
number 85 Bald Spur Road, about half a kilometre south of the Zann property. They all died on 7 February 2009 at 
the Zanns’ property. The Zanns are survived by their son and brother, Christopher, and extended family. Karma is 
survived by her friends.
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At the Kinglake Central end of Bald Spur Road, which winds its way up a ridge line from St Andrews, the unsealed 
road meanders through a heavily forested area abutting Kinglake National Park. The Zann house was a five-bedroom 
western red cedar log cabin on the eastern side of the road. It was on three-quarters of an acre and was surrounded 
by mountain ash trees and native shrubs, although the immediate environs of the house were clear. 

There were two concrete tanks, a firefighting pump and a number of hoses, and the Zanns were participants in a 
community fire tree, members of which met a couple of times a year to discuss preparations for the fire season.  
The family took a range of fire preparation steps both at the start of the fire season and on days of high fire risk. 
Richard would fill the bath with water at the start of the fire season, covering it with a lid he had made. On days  
such as 7 February he would wet towels and blankets.

The Zanns’ fire plan is not entirely certain, although it undoubtedly involved looking after Karma. According to some 
neighbours, the Zanns planned to leave the mountain, taking Karma with them. Karma’s plan was to pack her bags 
and drive to the Zanns’ house.

At about 9.30 am on 7 February Gay Chatfield, a friend of Karma’s, visited her at home. Karma was packing her bags 
in preparation for enacting her fire plan. Having become increasingly frail in recent weeks, she used a walking frame, 
and she was anxious about leaving her home. She tried unsuccessfully to practise leaving as Gay left but said ‘I can’t 
do it’ and went back indoors. Gay promised to return later in the day to check on her.

All three of the Zanns were at home during the morning. Eva, who was in the process of moving out of home, had 
arranged to meet up with her new housemate that afternoon, but she decided to cancel this plan: she wanted 
to remain at her parents’ home because of the fire danger. Just before 2.00 pm Christopher called and spoke to 
Richard. They discussed the weather, and Richard told Christopher everything was OK and that he was monitoring 
on the CFA website a fire in Kilmore, about 50 kilometres away, and he felt safe.

At about 3.00 pm a neighbour, Alaina McKee, returned home to 25 Bald Spur Road. She saw Richard walking up 
and down outside her place as she was watering down her house. Richard called out to her but she could not hear 
him properly because of the wind. Alaina thought Richard might have mentioned something about Karma. Just 
before 5.00 pm there was a call from the Zann landline to Karma’s landline, the call lasting almost two minutes. 
About 5.15 pm Richard called another neighbour, Alaina’s father, Graham McKee, who lived in the house next door 
to Alaina, asking for help in bringing Karma to the Zann home. The telephone cut out during the conversation and the 
power went off. At some point after that Karma either drove herself or was driven in her car to the Zanns’ place.

At about 5.30 pm Alaina saw burnt leaves falling and decided to evacuate. As she drove out she saw Richard and 
yelled to him to get out. He acknowledged her by waving his arm, gesturing for her to leave. She did not recall seeing 
Karma’s vehicle in the Zann driveway at that point.

Just before 6.00 pm a call was made from the Zann residence to the DSE office in Wendouree; it lasted more than a 
minute. A few minutes later a call was made from Richard’s mobile to Gay Chatfield’s home, but she was not there.  
At 6.20 pm a call was made from Eva’s mobile to the 112 emergency number but it failed to connect. Some time 
after 6.20 pm a neighbour saw that the Zann home had been destroyed. On 9 February the remains of Richard, 
Eileen, Eva and Karma were found in the burnt-out premises.

Post-mortem reports record the cause of the deaths of Richard, Eileen and Eva Zann and Karma Hastwell to be the 
effects of fire.20

16.5	 kiNglAke	west

tina Wilson, kRystal and nathan BReeze, teaGan hayMes, Rex noRRis, and paul, kaRen, 
caitlin and nicola Rolands

Nine people died at 9 Pine Ridge Road, Kinglake West, as a result of the fires of 7 February 2009. They were not 
residents of the house. 
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Pine Ridge Road is an unsealed road in Kinglake West; it is close to Kinglake National Park and culminates in a 
very steep, impassable section that eventually leads to Strathewen, where the road becomes Chads Creek Road. 
The area was heavily wooded, dominated by native species but also including a large number of mature pine trees 
backing on to some of the properties in Pine Ridge Road. 

Some residents of Pine Ridge Road were warned of the coming fire early in the afternoon of 7 February. Natalie Brida, 
a Parks Victoria employee who owned a house there, attended a briefing about the risks posed by the fire shortly 
after 1.00 pm. She was then given permission to leave the office and advise her tenants at 17 Pine Ridge Road to 
evacuate. She did this and also warned the neighbours on either side, Craig Draper and Vanessa Shea. Word spread 
to varying degrees along the road. 

tina Wilson and her children

Tina Wilson, aged 36, her children Krystal and Nathan Breeze, aged 15 and 13, and Teagan Haymes, aged 5, lived  
at number 7 Pine Ridge Road. 

The 30-year old house was made of treated pine logs; it had cathedral ceilings made of timber, and there was a four-
car garage. Tina was aware of fire risk and had attended at least one community meeting in which fire safety had 
been discussed. The household did not have firefighting equipment, and the fire plan was to leave the mountain.  
This was confirmed by Cathy Barber, whose daughter was friendly with Krystal: ‘As part of our fire plan we had 
arranged with about four to five other families in Pine Ridge Road that we would notify each other of any news of 
approaching fires so that we could evacuate. Tina and her children were one of these families’.

Tina spoke to Sam Gents a number of times during the day. He recalled that Tina was aware of the fire threat, thanks 
to a text message Krystal had received. Tina and Sam spoke of her packing the car in case they had to leave, and 
Tina agreed she would bring the children down to the Brunswick East café where Sam was working. 

It is not clear precisely what time this conversation occurred. Sam thinks it was during a call at about 1.20 pm, but 
other evidence suggests Krystal was alerted to the fires at about 2.15 pm. At some point, probably about 2.20, 
Tina and Sam spoke again: initially she said she had decided to stay at home because there were no signs of fire or 
smoke, but then she became concerned when she spotted smoke and abruptly ended the call. At about 2.45 pm 
she began a long call to the Victorian Bushfire Information Line, seeking information about fires in the Kinglake area.

At about 3.30 pm Tina contacted her parents, John and Jean Wilson, in Darwin. She told them she was leaving the 
mountain and would ring them back in 10 minutes, once she reached safety. They did not hear from her again.

Just after 3.30 pm Krystal had another text exchange with a friend in which Krystal said she was going to evacuate. 
She also had the first of a number of phone conversations with Cathy Barber at 3.35 pm. They discussed what 
they knew about the fires. Phone records show there was also a four-minute call between Tina’s household and the 
Rolands, at 14 Pine Ridge Road, at about 3.45 pm.

Tina and her family tried to leave the mountain in their car. Jennifer Richings, from number 9, saw them near the 
Pheasant Creek store when she was evacuating. They had a brief conversation in which Tina explained her plan to head 
down the mountain. Jennifer saw her turn left towards Whittlesea at the Whittlesea–Yea intersection on Main Road.

Tina and her children went to the Kinglake West CFA shed for advice at some stage after this. She had a 
conversation with a young volunteer, who gave her the same advice he had given others: it was not possible to get 
down the mountain to Whittlesea, and the safest place for people to be was in their homes.

At about 4.20 pm another neighbour, Jacqueline Hainsworth, was evacuating from Pine Ridge Road in convoy with 
her husband when she saw Tina and her children turning back into the road. Tina was stressed. She told Jacqueline 
to go back, that the road was blocked and there was no way off the mountain: ‘They told me to go home and go into 
the house, it would be safer there’. Jacqueline was reluctant to return to her house or street: ‘I just knew the street 
was a death trap.’ With some assistance from a friend with a CFA scanner, Jacqueline and her husband then found 
out the road to St Andrews was still clear and they escaped that way. 
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On their return to Pine Ridge Road, an upset Krystal asked another neighbour, Eileen Gillespie, if her family could take 
refuge at the Gillespie house. Eileen agreed, but Tina and family later decided to go ‘to a brick home with a sprinkler’. 
Eileen died in her home later that day.

Krystal had further contact by phone or text with two friends, in each case describing being ‘boxed in’ and unable 
to leave the mountain. She also spoke again to Cathy Barber, who advised her to go back to the Kinglake West CFA 
shed for information about where to go, so the CFA could keep track of them.

Just before 5.00 pm Tina spoke to Sam Gents for the last time. She was very anxious as she explained their 
predicament and said they were going to a neighbour’s house at number 1 (Eileen Gillespie’s address). Some time 
shortly after that, having decided to evacuate herself, Cathy Barber received a call from Krystal, who told her they 
were going to the next-door house, which had sprinklers; there were other people there, and her mum believed it  
was the safest place to be. It appears she was referring to number 9 Pine Ridge Road.

Rex norris

Rex Norris, aged 76, was visiting Tina and her family. He was a regular visitor to Tina’s home, travelling to visit her 
once or twice a month. He had not been well and enjoyed walking in the hills surrounding Kinglake. Rex died with 
Tina and her children on 7 February 2009. He is survived by his children and their families.

There is no indication that Rex had a fire plan for when he visited Tina, and not much is known about his movements 
on 7 February. Just before 3.00 pm he rang his friend Douglas Burge to ask what he thought about the smoke. 
Douglas, who lived nearby in Kinglake West, said he did not think it was too bad but to pack the car and get ready  
to go if need be. 

At about 4.05 pm Douglas rang Rex, saying, ‘This is a dirty fire. It’s time to go’. Rex responded with ‘I can’t get out, 
I’m in a firestorm’, and the call ended abruptly. It is not clear what Rex did until he arrived at 9 Pine Ridge Road with 
Tina and her children, although it appears from the evidence of Rob Richings (owner of 9 Pine Ridge Road) that Rex 
might have been in the car with them or possibly following in his own car when they tried to leave the mountain.

the Rolands family

The Rolands family—Paul, aged 42; Karen, aged 40; Caitlin, 14; and Nicola, 12—lived at number 14 Pine Ridge 
Road, in a house Karen and Paul had built in 1992. The house was a single-storey brick building with a corrugated 
iron roof, and it adjoined a large pine plantation. They are survived by their respective extended families.

Paul was conscious of the bushfire risk in the area. In the lead-up to 7 February he had been cleaning around the 
house. According to his mother, Dianne ‘Di’ Rolands, his bushfire plan involved watering down the house, filling the 
gutters with water and evacuating with the family to a safe place, which is what they had done previously. Di was 
confident their plan was to evacuate. Karen’s sister, Deborah Trezise, said that Karen was not the type of person 
to stay and fight a bushfire but that she knew what to do if there was one, having attended community fireguard 
meetings with Paul.

Karen’s mother, Sheryl White, had a number of conversations with her daughter during 7 February. Karen was 
well aware of the fire risk, both to herself and to other members of her family living in Kinglake and Whittlesea, and 
monitored the fires through phone calls and the internet. 

At some time after 4.00 pm, possibly after 4.30, Karen rang Sheryl and told her they were packing the car and were 
going to leave. Sheryl could hear Paul in the background telling the girls to get organised and grab what they needed, 
and Karen was telling them to grab long clothes that were cotton or similar. Karen reported that many cars were 
leaving Pine Ridge Road but said no-one had told her they were evacuating because of the fires. Di Rolands also 
spoke to the family on a couple of occasions, during which Karen confirmed they had packed the car to evacuate. 
Karen told Di they knew they would not be able to leave through Whittlesea and would have to go through Kinglake.

A few minutes later Karen rang her mother again, saying they could not get out, the power had gone off, and she 
could see the fires coming from behind the house. She said it was now too late to leave, and they were going to stay 
in the house. Di rang at about this time, too, and spoke to Caitlin, who said they were evacuating. Karen grabbed the 
phone and said something like ‘No we are not; we are trapped’.
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A neighbour, Craig Draper, reported a conversation with the Rolands at about 3.30 pm, in which Paul said their 
plan was to stay because this was the safe option. It is difficult to reconcile this account with the clear evidence of 
evacuation plans, which included evidence, found after the fire, of the packed cars.

9 pine Ridge Road: 4.45 pm onwards

Number 9 Pine Ridge Road, owned by Rob and Jennifer Richings, was one of a small number of brick houses on the 
road. The property was relatively clear, having no loose fuel of any significance. Rob kept the gutters clean and had 
two large water tanks, an electric pump and a back-up generator. His plan was to stay and fight a normal bushfire 
but, when he saw signs of the fire on his way home from work on 7 February, he decided he would not stay to fight 
it. He arrived home at about 4.45 pm, planning to water down his house and then leave to join his wife, who had 
already evacuated to a relative’s house. 

On arrival he saw Paul Rolands on the roof of number 14, hosing down his house. A short time later, he saw Tina, her 
children and Rex arrive at her house, presumably just back from the CFA shed. Tina told Rob about the advice she 
had received. Rob explained he was not staying and told Tina she should get out. Tina replied that she had been told 
to return to her house because it was the safest place to be and it was too late to leave. Her household members 
started hosing down number 7.

Tina, her children and Rex arrived on Rob’s doorstep a short time later as he was hosing down his house. Rex asked 
if he could give Rob a hand and started hosing down the other side of the house. Rob asked them to bring their 
cars over. Tina and the children went inside, and Tina starting filling the sinks and pots and pans with water. Within 
minutes the fire reached the pine trees behind the Rolands’ house and the Rolands family came to number 9. Paul 
helped Tina while Karen looked after her children. Rex and Tina seemed to have a plan, which Paul went along with.

At some time close to 6.00 pm the house caught fire. Rob noticed one window exploding, tables and chairs inside 
catching fire and the kitchen window making a crackling sound. The walls were getting hot and Rob judged it was no 
longer safe to stay in the house. Tina and Rex, on the other hand, considered it was safer to stay in the house than 
to go outside. Rex drew on his experience of Ash Wednesday and his extensive CFA experience. Rob shouted at 
everyone to get out and begged them to follow him. He went out and got into his car, which would have had room 
for them all. He started up the air-conditioning and sat there waiting—for ‘what felt like ages but may have been a 
minute’—in the hope that the others would join him. No-one came, and Rob judged it was too dangerous to stay 
because there was a risk that the now burning house would set the car alight.

Rob had a harrowing drive to safety—through smoke, past burning houses, over and around fallen trees. He passed 
a DSE or Parks Victoria ute and called out to the occupants about the trapped people. The ute turned around to 
escape not long after. 

The remains of Tina, her three children, Rex and all four members of the Rolands family were found together in an 
area that was probably the study, the part of the house furthest from the fire. The house was almost completely 
destroyed.

Post-mortem reports record that the cause of death for Tina Wilson, Krystal Breeze, Nathan Breeze, Teagan 
Haymes, Rex Norris, Paul Rolands, Karen Rolands and Nicola Rolands was the effects of fire. The cause of death 
for Caitlin Rolands was reported as being consistent with the effects of fire.21

lesley leahy and kiona, Jye and ava GiBson

Lesley Leahy and her partner Darrin Gibson, aged 39 and 41 respectively, lived with their three young children—
Kiona, aged 4; Jye, aged 3; and Ava, 22 months—at 185 Coombs Road, Kinglake West. On 7 February 2009 Lesley, 
Kiona and Jye died in the fire at their property. Darrin and Ava sheltered in the dam before Darrin carried Ava away 
from the property. Badly burnt, Ava died in hospital on 10 February 2009. Suffering extensive burns, hospitalised and 
in a coma for four weeks, Darrin survived.

The 6.5-hectare Gibson family property was known as Wattle Mist. It was moderately to heavily timbered but had 
a cleared area around the house. The vegetation was especially dense on the eastern boundary, where it adjoined 
Kinglake National Park.
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Darrin and Lesley bought the property in 2004 because they thought it was beautiful and ‘an idyllic place to practise 
horticulture’, although Darrin also ‘acknowledged that it could be a fire risk’. They moved there in 2008. The relative 
seclusion of the property meant the family had no close neighbours; they also did not know many people in the area. 
Darrin was aware that some of his neighbours had organised a fire meeting in the past, but he and Lesley had been 
unable to attend.

The family house was about 100–150 metres from Coombs Road, at the end of a sloping gravel driveway. It was a two-
storey timber house with a corrugated iron roof, and its placement in an excavated clearing at the bottom of a slope 
meant the roof was below the level of Coombs Road. Darrin had laid crushed gravel on the area immediately around 
the house. There were three dams on the property, the smallest of them being about 30 metres from the house. A 
firefighting pump was connected to one of the larger dams. Darrin recalled that all three dams were at a low to medium 
level on 7 February. The property was also serviced by three sizeable water tanks, two of which were concrete.

Lesley and Darrin had planned to go to the Whittlesea Country Music Festival on 7 February but decided not to 
because of the heat. They were also planning a party to celebrate Jye’s third birthday the day before. Unaware of any 
fire danger, the whole family took a mid-morning nap, waking up at about 2.00 pm. Darrin was listening to the radio 
and heard about a fire in Kilmore, which he thought was about 100 kilometres away.

At about 4.00 pm Darrin heard on the radio about a fire in Kinglake West: he had no idea the fire was so close. He 
ran to the front gate, the highest point on the property, and was confronted by a wall of fire about 150 metres away, 
on the western side of Coombs Road. He immediately returned to the house and told Lesley to change the children 
out of their swimming clothes. Just after 4.30 pm Darrin called Whittlesea police station. He was told the road to 
Whittlesea was closed and it was unclear whether the road to Kinglake was open. The police advised him to stay in 
his house. This information and advice, the extreme heat outside and the knowledge that the fire had reached his 
property, led Darrin to decide the family should shelter inside the house.

At about 5.00 pm Lesley called her mother in Sydney, telling her they could not leave the house because it was 
surrounded by fire. Her mother urged her to call the fire brigade, but Lesley had done that earlier in the day and had 
been told she would be given an hour’s notice to leave.

The family was sheltering inside when the fire hit the house from the west. As the house began to burn and fill with 
smoke, Darrin led Lesley and the children out the southern side and headed east down a slope to shelter from the 
heat, their only protection two wet towels.

Suffering from the intense heat and being burned by the hot ground, Darrin tried to get his family further away from 
danger and towards the safety of one of the dams. This meant crossing open ground and getting over a fence. 
Lesley and Darrin each took children and tried to make a run for it. Lesley and Kiona succumbed in the heat as Darrin 
battled on with Jye and Ava. He rested Jye on one of the towels under a tree while he managed to get Ava into the 
dam. The ground was so hot it had burned his shoes off, leaving his feet completely exposed and badly burnt. Darrin 
returned to get Jye but couldn’t find him in the heat and smoke. No longer able to walk, he crawled back to the dam, 
where he and Ava sheltered.

After some time, and despite his injuries, Darrin carried Ava about 400 metres along the gravel driveway to the road, 
and along the road, which was blocked by fallen trees. He called for help and was eventually found by a neighbour, 
who tried to assist until a CFA truck arrived and took Darrin and Ava to Whittlesea and medical aid.

Darrin suffered serious burns to most of his body. He woke in hospital four weeks after the fire, to learn that Ava had 
died in hospital on 10 February. 

The post-mortem report records Ava’s death as a result of pneumonia complicating extensive burns. The bodies of 
Lesley, Kiona and Jye were found on the family property, roughly where Darrin could recall last seeing them alive. 
Post-mortem reports record that the deaths of Lesley Leahy and Kiona Gibson resulted from the effects of fire; the 
cause of Jye Gibson’s death was recorded as the effects of fire and smoke inhalation.22
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eileen Gillespie

Eileen Gillespie died on 7 February 2009 in her home at 1 Pine Ridge Road, Kinglake West. She was 58 years old, 
and she is survived by her daughter, Naomi Gillespie, and her extended family.

Pine Ridge Road is an unsealed road in Kinglake West; it is close to Kinglake National Park and culminates in a very 
steep, impassable section that eventually leads to Strathewen, where the road becomes Chads Creek Road.

Eileen had lived in Pine Ridge Road since 2001, with her two cats and a pet pigmy possum. Her timber house  
was built on stumps, had an iron roof, and had a verandah all the way around. It was on a half to three quarter acre 
(0.2–0.3 hectares) block and was surrounded by bush and tree species such as blackwood, eucalypt and pine.  
The property also had a carport and two water tanks that held about 19,000 litres each. Eileen’s niece, Naomi Wolfe, 
described the property: ‘… always kept in a neat and tidy state. There was also a big wooden/timber deck at the 
rear of the property where my aunt had a small table and chairs and was a place where she fed wild king parrots  
and cockatoos every morning and every evening’.

Eileen was aware of the dangers posed by bushfires and, according to her niece, regularly attended CFA community 
meetings. As well as keeping a large hose, fire hydrants and other firefighting equipment at her house, she kept fire 
safety items in her car and had battery-operated radios so that she could listen to emergency broadcasts. She had  
a sprinkler system attached to the house but, as her niece explained:

Eileen did not have a generator connected to the house. This meant that when the power went out 
there was no way that water could be pumped around the house from the adjacent water tanks. On 
her property the generator needed to be connected up to the pumps on the two water tanks so that 
water could be pumped out in the case of a power failure. I also don’t think that she had cleaned her 
gutters out … for a while. I am aware that there was a system at the house where Eileen could flood 
the drainage pipes and guttering with water and then use an attached hose to spray falling embers. 
However, this system relied on a generator being operational.

Eileen had spoken to a friend about her plans to clear her block, which had become overgrown, and to purchase 
more equipment such as pumps in order to have a fully operational firefighting system. These plans had, however, 
been delayed because of financial constraints.

Eileen was at home on 7 February. She spoke to her daughter several times during the afternoon, and they discussed 
the fire. When Eileen saw two pillars of thick smoke coming from the south-east in the early afternoon she asked 
Naomi to contact the CFA for information. Naomi was unable to get through on the CFA hotline, but she did gain 
access to the CFA website shortly after 1.30 pm and read a warning about fire at Saunders Road, Kilmore East, 
which she relayed to her mother. Eileen told Naomi she was putting her fire plan into action by clearing gutters, 
removing debris from around the house, setting up buckets of water and mops, putting wet towels under the doors, 
and wearing clothes that minimised skin exposure.

At about 4.00 pm, in another telephone conversation with her daughter, Eileen said some neighbours wanted to 
come and stay with her, but shortly afterwards she told her the neighbours were no longer coming to stay and would 
be going to a different house. At 4.50 pm Eileen rang Naomi again and told her the power had gone out and that she 
would not be able to get the generator started. She confirmed that she could now hear the roar of the fire.

At 5.15 pm Naomi Wolfe called, having seen news of the fires on television. Eileen told her the fire was already there, 
that it was too hot and she was too tired to leave the house. She also said the heat had prevented her from cleaning 
the gutters so the water pump could work and that her fire pump was not connected because the generator was still 
in the shed. When Naomi said it was time for Eileen to leave, Eileen said she could not because a neighbour and her 
children had tried to leave in their car but had been turned back. She ended the call by saying that she would go to a 
neighbour’s place.

Naomi Gillespie spoke to her mother for the last time at about 5.30 pm, when her mother called her to say ‘the fire 
was [there] and it looked like a holocaust’. Eileen told her daughter there was not much time and she would do the 
best she could to call her when she got away from the fire.
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The fire destroyed Eileen’s house, car, carport and shed. Part of the roof of the house was found in the back 
paddock, about 120 metres away. On 9 February 2009 Eileen’s body was found in the northern corner of the house, 
where she had sheltered in the bath. 

The post-mortem report records the cause of Eileen Gillespie’s death as the effects of fire.23

BRian and MoiRee nayloR

Brian and Moiree Naylor were both 78 years old when they died defending the property they had owned for 33 years 
at 345 Coombs Road, Kinglake West, on 7 February 2009. They are survived by their children and extended family.

The Naylors’ house was at the top of a ridge. From the house the land sloped gently down before it dropped sharply 
into a gully. The house was built of brick and had large expanses of glass, a timber verandah and an interlocked 
metal sheeting roof. Apart from some trees near the house the property was relatively clear of vegetation. Kinglake 
National Park bordered the property to the west, south and east.

The Naylors’ fire plan was to stay and defend. They had a large concrete water tank and an electric pump, and on  
a trailer attached to a car there was a small metal water tank fitted with a mechanical firefighting pump and hoses.  
Their back-up option was to take refuge in a neighbour’s swimming pool a few houses away. 

Other members of the Naylor family also lived nearby on Coombs Road. They were away during the day of 
7 February, so Brian and Moiree tried to defend that property as well.

Fire first arrived at Brian and Moiree’s property in the mid-afternoon. The Naylors’ daughter, Jane, called them at 
about 3.10 pm, and Brian told her there was fire burning at the top of the driveway and in the bottom paddock.  
At that stage the fire was moving away from them and Brian was considering going up onto the roof. Jane told her 
father her husband was on his way with a tank of water and a pump. Jane’s husband did not reach the Naylors, 
though, because he was obliged to stop at a roadblock en route.

At some time before 3.30 pm Brian and Moiree went to their family members’ property further along Coombs Road. 
When neighbour Barry Johnson saw flames there between 3.30 and 3.45 pm, he went over, finding Brian and Moiree 
already there. Moiree was hosing down the house. Barry headed to the rear of the property, where a fire was burning 
in a gully, and tried to put the fire out. He was later relieved by two CFA trucks.

Barry and Brian then drove to various properties in the vicinity, checking on the progress of the fires. At one point 
they spoke to two men who told them, ‘The fire has crossed the road. You’ve got to get out. It’s dangerous’. Brian 
and Barry then headed back to 290 Coombs Road, where they advised the CFA to go to another property while they 
stayed fighting the fire at 290 themselves.

Just after 4.00 pm the family from 290 Coombs Road arrived home. They spoke to Moiree and then quickly collected 
a few things and put them in their cars. They wanted Moiree to leave with them, but Moiree said she would go and 
get Brian. As the others left Moiree was looking concerned but not panicked. At this stage the fire was only about  
20 metres away, but it was still low and not out of control and CFA members were present.

While the family from 290 Coombs Road was collecting their belongings Brian and Barry left in Barry’s car to check 
on Brian and Moiree’s house. They then split up: Brian stayed at his house, where the fire was coming up from the 
valley below, and Barry headed back to 290, keen to check on it: ‘When I left Brian the fire at the bottom of the gully 
wasn’t too bad, it was sort of just like a grass fire … it had all been cleared really and there were no trees’. 

As Barry drove past 290 on the way to his own house he saw Moiree, who appeared to be OK. At this point he could 
hear the roar of the fire coming up the mountain and decided it was time to evacuate.

At about 4.15 pm Karyn Norbury from the CFA spoke to Brian at his house. She asked if he had a fire plan in place 
and Brian told her he did—that he would stay and fight the fire. Karyn saw a grass fire trickling along the back of the 
Naylor property.

Just before 4.30 pm Brian called Moiree on her mobile. It seems that she returned home after this. At about  
5.00 pm Brian and Moiree spoke to two family members. Brian told his grandson the fire had burnt past the house 
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and they would be fine; Moiree told her daughter-in-law they were fighting the fire and would be fine. The wind 
changed direction at about this time.

On 8 February Brian’s and Moiree’s remains were found inside the bathroom of their destroyed home. A Victoria 
Police forensic scientist gave the opinion that the house probably ignited as a result of ember attack on the verandah 
or the roof, or both. 

The post-mortem reports record that Brian and Moiree Naylor died as a result of the effects of fire.24

16.6	 reedy	Creek

dR chRistopheR toWie

Christopher Towie, aged 53, lived at 75 Leviathan Road, Reedy Creek. He died there on 7 February 2009 after the 
south-westerly wind change drove fire through the area from the south. He is survived by his mother and extended 
family and friends.

Dr Towie purchased the 100-hectare property at Reedy Creek in 1997. It was relatively remote, having access via an 
unsealed road to Clonbinane in the south and Reedy Creek in the north. The house Dr Towie built was at the top of a 
hill. The area around the house was cleared, but further out there was dense bush on all sides of the property. About 
100 metres down a slope to the north of the house was a dam. There were no utility connections: power was provided 
by solar panels and a generator; a galvanised tank estimated at 15,000 litres’ capacity provided water to the house.

In February 2009 the house was still a work in progress, it consisted of three self-contained units all under one roof 
line. Dr Towie lived in one of the units. There is variation in the accounts as to the amount of work that was needed to 
complete the house, but it is possible that some interior finishing (such as bathroom tiling) remained to be done and 
the exterior was not quite complete. Abdul Ibrahim, a friend of Dr Towie’s, explained:

The house had a concrete floor for some parts, some was on chipboard, but I think it may have been 
on top of the concrete slab. The verandah which ran around most of the house was on timber stumps, 
with cement sheet over the stumps and tiles. The walls were timber frame, and I helped Chris and other 
builders to put blueboard on the inside and outside, with insulation in between. Chris wanted to make it 
weatherproof from high wind, cold and heat. Chris was under the impression that the blueboard would 
never burn. The roof was a timber frame with insulation and tin on top.

Dr Towie kept a number of animals at the property: apart from his dogs, some pet mice and a pet ferret, he also had 
camels, cattle, ponies, and a horse or two. A friend recalled, ‘I don’t know what animals he had, but I knew he always 
had some, including his dogs, at his house’.

Dr Towie did not have a specific fire plan. He had made basic preparations, such as keeping the house’s 
surroundings clear of vegetation, but he had no firefighting pump or hoses. Most of his friends understood he would 
leave in the event of fire, but what would prompt him to do that was not clear. One friend thought he would stay to 
look after his animals: ‘He was that attached to them’.

Dr Towie’s property was about 10 kilometres from the point of origin of the Kilmore East fire, and he was aware of 
fire as early as 12.30 pm. Throughout the afternoon he monitored websites, listened to the radio and kept watch. 
In numerous telephone calls with friends, neighbours, an employee and his mother, he assured them all the fire was 
some distance away, he was not in its path, and he was not anxious. At 5.00 pm he told a friend he could see ‘plenty 
of flame and smoke, but well away from his house’. Just after 5.00 pm Dr Towie told his mother the lower part of  
the mountain was on fire, the roads were blocked or closed, and he had packed the car in preparation to leave.  
She recalled he didn’t appear overly concerned.

It appears that Dr Towie became concerned at about 6.45 pm, after the wind change. This was when he made the 
first of a number of calls to 000, most of which went unanswered. In the hour after that there are records of 14 calls, 
half of which were made to 000. It is evident that Dr Towie became increasingly panicked and unsure of what to do 
as he became trapped by fire. At 7.22 pm he told his friend David Perkins he was putting the ferret and the mice in 
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the car, ready to leave. Five minutes later he called the Seymour police station: he was extremely distressed because 
the fire was right there and he did not know what to do. His final call was made at 7.47 pm, to 000.

In the morning of 8 February neighbour Mark Aitken found Dr Towie’s remains in the rubble of the house, which had 
been completely destroyed. Dr Towie’s car, parked just near the house, was relatively undamaged.

The post-mortem report records that Christopher Towie died as a result of the effects of fire.25

16.7	 strAth	Creek

huBeRt Jelinek

Hubert Jelinek was born in Austria in 1927. He married after World War 2, and in 1960 he and his wife migrated to 
Australia. In the mid-1980s they moved to 484 Falls Road, Strath Creek, where they had a 100-hectare property.  
On 7 February 2009 Mr Jelinek died at 484 Falls Road; his wife had died in 2000. He is survived by their son, also 
called Hubert, and his family.

Mr Jelinek and his wife lived a fairly reclusive life in Strath Creek. Their dwelling consisted of two prefabricated 
portable rooms: one was fitted out as a basic kitchen and the other as a bedroom. A roof connected the two ‘sheds’, 
and the couple sat outside to eat. The younger Hubert Jelinek described the property as only partially cleared and 
‘not what you would refer to as a working property’. His father ran some cattle and pigs. The property had no 
connections to public utilities, and Mr Jelinek had no mobile phone. After his wife’s death he had become more 
withdrawn from his family.

The extent of Mr Jelinek’s fire plan and his awareness of fire are not known. Nor is it known what his actions were  
on 7 February. A number of his neighbours became aware of the imminent fire threat between 6.00 and 7.00 pm.  
The last person to see Mr Jelinek alive was a neighbour, Michael Etherton: at some time between 6.30 and 7.30 pm 
Mr Jelinek had gone to Mr Etherton’s driveway to tell him that the back of his (Mr Jelinek’s) hill was on fire. Fire swept 
into the area from the south-west between 7.00 and 8.30 pm, after the wind change.

Neighbours went to the Jelinek property in the days after the fire. They did not know what had become of Mr Jelinek 
but found one of his dogs and returned to feed it. On 13 February a police officer went to the property and after a 
search found Mr Jelinek’s remains in a burnt-out vehicle. He observed:

… the buildings, dwellings and a number of vehicles that were scattered around the property, including 
tractors and heavy machinery, had all been destroyed by fire. The cleared areas (bottom paddocks) were 
burnt out and the forest/hills behind the dwelling had been severely burnt out.

The position of the extremely badly damaged car on top of a large burnt log in an otherwise relatively cleared area 
suggested the car had either been reversed or rolled back to the position in which it was ultimately found. Mr Jelinek 
was seated in the driver’s seat of the car, the doors were closed, and the key was in the ignition. A Victoria Police 
forensic scientist concluded that this was indicative of Mr Jelinek becoming suddenly incapacitated while driving, 
leading to the car rolling back and eventually catching fire.

The post-mortem report records that Mr Jelinek died as a result of the effects of fire.26

16.8	 st	ANdrews

GaRRy, Jacinta and eRRyn BaRtlett and Michael Real

The Bartlett family—Garry and Jacinta and their daughters Maddison and Erryn—lived at 560 Bald Spur Road, St 
Andrews. This unsealed road winds its way through bush up a ridge line from St Andrews to Kinglake Central. On 
7 February 2009 Garry, aged 57, Jacinta, 46, and Erryn, 6, died in the fires. Michael Real, aged 58, who at the time 
was visiting the Bartletts with his partner, Judith Hawkins, also died. Maddison, aged 12, and Judith, 38, survived, 
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although they sustained serious injuries. The Bartletts are survived by Maddison and their extended families; Michael 
is survived by Judith and family.

The Bartlett house was built on a steep slope near trees, but Garry and Jacinta kept the area around the house fairly 
clear of leaves and grass. There were two dams and a couple of water tanks on the property, as well as a petrol 
pump protected by a corrugated iron cover. The household fire plan appeared to be to leave if the fire was bad but  
to stay if it was small.

The house had two storeys. All the living and sleeping areas were upstairs, this level being mainly made of timber  
and having a corrugated iron roof. Downstairs were a study and drafting room. 

On 7 February the adults were aware it was going to be very hot and the threat of bushfire was high. Soon after 
lunch they saw a plume of smoke over Mt Sugarloaf. They monitored the radio and Maddison checked the internet 
for information about the fires. During the afternoon Garry and Michael worked outside on Michael’s car, listening to 
the radio. Garry filled the house gutters with water and continued to keep an eye on things. At about 4.40 pm Garry’s 
friend Dean Platt rang to talk about the fire threat. Garry seemed calm and confident that he and his family were doing 
all they could to monitor what was happening around them. He explained smoke was coming from Mt Sugarloaf. 

At some time in the afternoon a man pulled up outside the property to tell them there was a fire in the neighbour’s 
back paddock. Judith remembers: ‘From this time on this put all of the adults on higher alert. It made us aware that 
spotfires were happening in the district’.

Just after 5.00 pm Fiona Brown, a neighbour, rang and spoke to Jacinta, warning her there was a spot fire on 
Jacksons Road, 1.5 kilometres south-west of the Bartlett property. Jacinta replied, ‘It’s okay, it’s just a spot fire’.  
Fiona rang back five minutes later to tell them she could see smoke coming from Mt Sugarloaf. Jacinta remained 
calm, saying, ‘I think what you’re seeing is just smoke from Kilmore’. She assured Fiona they were keeping a close 
eye on the situation. Jacinta then encouraged Judith and Maddison to watch out for flying embers. Garry and Michael 
continued to check the house and surrounding area.

Not long after 5.30 pm all the household members were outside watching Mt Sugarloaf, which was covered in 
smoke. They heard a roar coming from that direction and retreated inside. Jacinta helped the girls change their 
clothes, and they placed wet towels in the door and window cracks. Garry and Michael monitored the fire from 
upstairs; the others were downstairs in the study.

Soon after 5.40 pm the firefront reached the house. Garry and Michael tried to save the upstairs area. Smoke 
came down into the study, upstairs windows began exploding, and the fire became uncontrollable. The men went 
downstairs and joined the others in the study.

The house was engulfed in flames and smoke. Garry gave the direction to leave via the study door. He opened the 
door, closed it, and said, ‘We’ve got to get out or we’ll die’. He ran out and Michael and Judith followed. As she was 
leaving Judith pulled on Jacinta’s arm and told her to get out, but Jacinta appeared to be in shock. Garry, Michael 
and Judith ran about 30 metres from the study to the south-west driveway gate. When Garry asked where the others 
were, Judith said, ‘They wouldn’t come’. Garry and Michael instantly went back to the house.

Judith continued west down Bald Spur Road and was joined by Maddison, who was burnt and in pain. They walked 
more than 500 metres west to a nearly empty dam off Jacksons Road; there they sought refuge. In the next few 
hours they were found, assisted by emergency services personnel and taken to hospital for treatment. 

At about 8.00 pm emergency services personnel noticed the bodies of Garry and Jacinta near the intersection of 
Rankines and Bald Spur Roads. Michael Real’s body was about 100 metres to the east, closer to the Bartlett house. 
Erryn’s remains were found on 12 February in what had been the house’s study.

Post-mortem reports record that Garry Bartlett and Michael Real died as a result of smoke inhalation, carbon 
monoxide poisoning and the effects of fire; Jacinta Bartlett died as a result of smoke inhalation and the effects of 
fire; Erryn Bartlett died as a result of the effects of fire.27
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anGela BRunton and ReGinald evans

Bald Spur Road is an unsealed road that winds its way through bush up a ridge line from St Andrews to Kinglake 
Central. Angela Brunton and Reginald ‘Reg’ Evans lived on the western side, at the St Andrews end, at 420 Bald 
Spur Road. Reg was 80 and Angela 48 when they died sheltering in their home on 7 February 2009. They are 
survived by Reg’s daughters and their families and by Angela’s father and her brothers and their families.

Reg and Angela’s house, which Reg had built, was a two-storey A-frame building that faced north. The lower level 
was mud brick and the upper storey timber. Nearby was the mud-brick studio and loft where Angela worked; Reg 
had built it too. To the south and west of the mostly uncleared 6-hectare property there were patches of farmland, but 
otherwise the property was dominated by the surrounding Kinglake National Park. There were several tanks and dams 
to supply water for household use and for firefighting. Reg and Angela were conscious of the bushfire risks where they 
lived. They planned to stay and defend the property in the event of a fire, as Reg’s daughter Claire explained:

Dad always said that if a fire ever came through they would stay and fight … They intended to follow 
their plan. They were going to pump water from the dams into the holding tanks. They had carpets to roll 
down over the windows and would wet them. They would stay in the house and wet blankets and hide 
under something. They intended to put tennis balls in the gutter and would fill the gutter with water. The 
tennis balls would be on a string. I know they had a couple of pumps. They would also clear any trees 
that were close to the house.

According to Claire, Reg was very active for his age. Despite taking medication for a range of conditions and 
experiencing shortness of breath in recent years, he was still working in films as an actor and was also involved in 
community work. He and Angela used to take their dog, Baci, for a walk every afternoon.

After the 2006 fires in nearby Kinglake, friend Phillip Chubb became concerned about the trees around Reg and 
Angela’s house and asked to see their fire plan. He recalled that they were both confident about their plan and noted 
the tank on the house roof to provide gravity-fed water if the pumps failed. Reg had made a number of implements 
such as flaps of leather on sticks to beat out spot fires. He had also placed in a pit near the house a pump with two 
fire hoses attached, and there was another pump near the dam, about 90 metres from the house. This latter pump 
was for transferring water from the dam to the tank by the house. Both Reg and Angela had protective clothing, 
boots and gloves. Phillip recalled, ‘On the day of Reg showing us his plan, we were concerned about the bush 
around him. He did say that he was trying to keep the bush away and make firebreaks’.

It appears that Reg and Angela started their fire preparations at about 2.00 pm on 7 February: a neighbour Reg 
called could hear the noisy fire pumps in the background. Reg spoke to another neighbour at about 3.45 pm; he kept 
the conversation short so he could continue his fire preparations, although he was not concerned at that stage. At 
about 4.30 pm he spoke to a neighbour in Jacksons Road, Robyn Bailey, who had called to tell him about a spot fire 
in the rear paddock of her property. Not long afterwards Reg went to the Bailey property, but he stayed only a short 
time. Robyn thinks this was because he had become concerned about the situation. 

Reg’s van broke down as he was returning to his place, but he managed to get a lift with a neighbour who was 
evacuating and who tried to encourage Reg to do the same. Reg was anxious to get home to Angela, though, and 
was last seen alive at about 5.20 pm, walking down his driveway after being dropped off by the neighbour. It is not 
clear what Reg and Angela did between that time and the time of their death.

The fire struck the property between 5.30 and 6.30 pm, destroying both the house and the studio. Roofing material 
was found lying some distance to the south-east of the house, suggesting strong winds from the north-west. On 
9 February the bodies of Reg and Angela were found in the kitchen – dining room area on the eastern side of the 
house, suggesting that the fire first hit the western end of the house.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the circumstances concluded, ‘The fire was at a level of intensity 
for which his [Reg’s] firefighting equipment was inadequate’ and ‘Once the firefront arrived, there were no realistic 
options for escape’.

The post-mortem reports record that Angela Brunton and Reginald Evans died as a result of the effects of fire.28
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JennifeR Bundy

Jenni Bundy lived on her own at 215 Rankines Road, St Andrews. She was 55 years old when on 7 February 2009 
she died in her car just short of the driveway to a neighbour’s house, at 195 Rankines Road, which was where she 
intended to seek shelter. Ms Bundy is survived by a number of close friends.

With the exception of a couple of years spent in Queensland, Ms Bundy had lived in the St Andrews area for  
16 or 17 years. She was very involved in the Green Wedge Protection Society and was well known in the community.

Ms Bundy rented 215 Rankines Road from Geoff and Nancy Mortimer. Her fire plan appears to have involved two 
options, the first of which was described by her friend Kahn Franke:

Jenni was a smart and very capable person, she was also very determined. If she was going to do something, 
she would do it. Whenever I mentioned fire plans she would always say she would go to the St Andrews pub. 
She was aware that her home was not defendable and on an extreme day she should leave.

The second option was to go to the Mortimers’ house. The Mortimers had built their home from mud brick and its 
pantry was designed to function as a fire shelter, offering protection from radiant heat. Geoff Mortimer said, ‘It was 
common knowledge with the neighbours that I had the pantry. The fire plans for most of the neighbours were to 
come to my house if there was a fire. That included Jenni Bundy’.

Ms Bundy suffered from a number of health problems, one of which was chronic fatigue syndrome. Mr Franke  
said she tired quickly and needed substantial time to recuperate after outings, ‘although her natural enthusiasm  
kept her going’. He also said she suffered particularly in the heat. On 6 February she had told the Mortimers she  
was not feeling well, although she refused their offer of a lift to the doctor’s surgery, saying she would drive herself.  
Mr Mortimer believed she could not walk very far, but he did note she was very independent.

On 7 February Ms Bundy was at home until about 2.00 pm. She spoke to a couple of friends on the telephone and 
confirmed arrangements to go to Mr Franke’s house to work on a document there and then go to the St Andrews 
pub for the rest of the afternoon.

The Frankes were listening to a CFA scanner when Ms Bundy arrived at about 2.30 pm. At about 3.30 they heard  
a report of a fire at the intersection of Harrys Road and Eagles Nest Road in Strathewen, about 6 kilometres from  
Ms Bundy’s house. Ms Bundy then told the Frankes she had to go home to collect something. She also rang  
Mr Mortimer and told him she was heading home to pack a bag. He assumed she would then go back to St 
Andrews. The Frankes tried to persuade her that it was unsafe to leave and advised her to go to the Mortimers  
as soon as she had packed her bag.

Between 4.00 pm and sometime after 5.30 Ms Bundy appears to have been at her house gathering personal 
belongings, including her computer and pieces of her pottery collection. Mr Franke tried to call her mobile just after 
4.00 pm to warn her of another spot fire, but the call rang out. Records show that just before 5.30 pm her landline 
was used to call both 000 and the Mortimers, but neither call was answered.

Shortly after 5.30 pm, by which time there was substantial fire activity in the area, Ms Bundy left home to drive to 
the Mortimers. She drove through the entrance to 195 Rankines Road, then, in an apparent attempt to flee the 
approaching fire, she appears to have reversed along the driveway, colliding with the front gate, which became 
entangled with the rear of her car. The car continued in reverse across Rankines Road, coming to rest against a tree 
and a wire fence.

Two firefronts then passed through the area within 25 minutes of each other. At about 6.00 pm a neighbour who 
had taken refuge in the Mortimers’ house, Jamie Robinson, saw Ms Bundy’s burnt-out car and found her remains 
in the car.

The house Ms Bundy lived in was destroyed, as was ultimately the Mortimers’ house, although it survived the initial 
firefront and gave sanctuary to a number of people who fought for hours with the Mortimers to try to save the house.

The post-mortem report records that Ms Bundy died as a result of the effects of fire.29
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Raye caRteR

Raye Carter and her husband, Alan, had lived at 2150 Heidelberg–Kinglake Road, St Andrews, for 34 years until  
7 February 2009, when fire destroyed their dairy goat farm, killing Raye and injuring Alan. Raye, known affectionately 
as the ‘goat lady’, was 68 when she died. She is survived by Alan, who suffered extensive burns, their two children, 
their grandchildren and a large extended family.

The Carters built their three-bedroom mud-brick home, which had a corrugated iron roof, huge wooden-bridge-
support uprights, leadlight glass windows, a big old church door, and a brick floor throughout. The house faced 
south-west and had large windows through which the couple could view their farm—‘a brilliant view’, as Alan 
described it. Set on a ridge at the north-eastern corner of the 8-hectare farm, the house had a fairly small native 
garden around it. Apart from trees along the driveway, the rest of the property was almost completely cleared. Near 
the house were nine sheds, all of which were used in one way or another for the goats: the Carters had 40 dairy 
goats and eight cows. One large dam (close to 4 million litres), three small dams and two concrete 19,000-litre water 
tanks supplied water to the farm.

Alan and Raye, who was secretary of the St Andrews CFA, were both fire conscious. They kept their property well 
cleared; there was a pump connected underground to deliver water from the big dam to a sprinkler system at the 
front and back of the house; and buckets of water, mops and homemade beaters were strategically placed around 
the house and sheds to put out any flames.

On 7 February Alan and Raye were up at 6.00 am to milk the goats. By 9.30 they were back indoors, having a cup 
of tea and discussing the Drouin fires with a friend who had helped them with the milking. They spent the rest of the 
morning pottering about the house and listening to 774 ABC radio, the emergency broadcaster. At about 1.00 pm 
Raye went to the St Andrews CFA in response to a call-out, returning home about half an hour later.

Aware of fire in the area, Alan and Raye were watchful during the afternoon. It was not until after 4.00 pm that embers 
started to land on their property. Just as Alan arrived at the local pub the barman came out to the carpark and told 
him Raye had called and asked that he come home. Alan recalled:

I got home and I started to help Raye to put out the embers with the bucket and mop. There were only 
two embers I really needed to put out. Nothing really happened after that for about an hour and we just 
did things around the house to prepare if a fire came. I know that Raye went out and started the fire 
pump so it was ready to go.

In that hour there were phone calls to friends and neighbours. Shortly after 5.00 pm Raye called a friend to ask him 
to come and help protect the property. By 5.15 pm Raye had spoken to the St Andrews CFA captain a few times to 
update the captain on the fire situation, but she did not mention they were in any danger.

At about 5.30 pm Raye and Alan were at the back of their house, and they noticed the fire about 100 metres north 
of their gate on the main road. Alan said, ‘The wind was blowing in a south-west direction and not blowing that hard 
… and I could tell that it [the fire] wasn’t going to hit our place unless the wind changed’. At that point Raye went to 
check on the goats while Alan put the dogs inside the house. He had been inside for no more than five minutes when 
he saw what he described as a fireball hit their front gate and hurtle up the 400-metre driveway towards the house. 
Before he had time to react the fireball hit the house and went straight into the roof, which exploded into flames. Alan 
escaped via the back of the house and tried to get to the hose at the front, but he was beaten back by the radiant 
heat. Noticing the sprinklers were still operating but making no impact, he tried to find Raye:

I knew the area she was in, but I couldn’t see more than a metre in front of me. The area Raye was in is 
a 9 metre square mud brick goat and dairy shed which was situated 25 metres from the house, but she 
could have been out in the paddocks trying to get the goats in. To Raye the goats would have been her 
first thought, regardless of the fire.

Unable to find Raye, Alan drove to the dam and sheltered there, trying to cool the burns to his arms and legs.  
He then tried to get back to the house to find Raye but was again beaten back by the heat. He drove through  
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thick smoke and over fallen trees to reach the St Andrews CFA shed, where he was given assistance and then  
taken to hospital. Early in the morning on Sunday 8 February, Alan and Raye’s son, Mark, managed to get through  
to his parents’ property to search for his mother. He found her in the ruins of the house.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the circumstances concluded it was not clear whether ‘the Carter 
property was hit by a spot fire, then the main front, or both at the same time, or only the main front. The effect was 
that of the main firefront, preceded by extremely strong winds, then with the wind change more strong winds’.

The post-mortem report records that Raye Carter died as a result of the effects of fire.30

aRthuR enveR

Arthur Enver lived with his partner of 36 years, Petra Bouwmans, at 2350 Heidelberg–Kinglake Road, St Andrews. 
Arthur and Petra were new arrivals to the district, having moved there in September 2008. Motoring enthusiast 
Arthur died on 7 February 2009 fleeing the fire on the Harley-Davidson he refused to leave behind when he and Petra 
decided to leave their home. Arthur was 56 years old when he died. He is survived by Petra and by his mother and 
extended family.

Arthur and Petra’s house was on the eastern side of Heidelberg–Kinglake Road, the main road between Kinglake and 
St Andrews. It was built of brick veneer and had a tiled roof. There was a large carport and a shed on the southern 
side of the property. In preparation for their first fire season at the property, Arthur and Petra had cleared the property, 
tidied up rubbish around the house, and cleared the gutters. They had an electric pump and a standard hose 
connected to water tanks. The capacity of the water tanks is not clear, but Petra described them as full.

It is not known what Arthur and Petra’s fire plan was in advance of 7 February, although once they became aware  
of fires in the immediate vicinity Arthur took some precautionary action before they decided to leave.

They first became aware of fires at Mt Disappointment at 2.30 pm, when Arthur received a call from a friend.  
Arthur told the friend he was in the process of cleaning up the property. After 3.30 pm Petra noticed smoke from  
the west and told Arthur to turn on the television for news reports. There were none.

Although aware of spot fires in the area, Arthur did not seem concerned because he couldn’t see any fire. He continued 
preparing the property, blocking the downpipes and filling the gutters with water. Meanwhile, Petra walked across the 
road to a neighbour’s house and told the neighbour there was smoke coming from the west. As she returned a man in 
a passing car stopped her and told her the fire was a quarter of a kilometre away. Petra quickly returned to the house, 
wanting to leave:

I ran up the driveway. Arthur was still on the roof and I asked him if we could leave. I was in the Mt 
Beauty fires in 2003 and heard the noise from that. I heard a similar noise and then felt the walls 
vibrating. We went outside and the sky was orange with black smoke. This was up towards Kinglake. 
I started to panic and we decided to leave. One minute it was clear and the next there were flames 
everywhere. …there just seemed to be fire all around us on both sides of the road.

Arthur refused to evacuate by car with Petra: he wanted to take his beloved Harley-Davidson motorbike. At about 
4.00 pm, as Petra was leaving in her car, she heard Arthur start the bike. She then had a harrowing journey south 
along Heidelberg–Kinglake Road towards St Andrews, through flames and over a tree that was blocking the road. 
She heard popping sounds, which she thought were the tyres bursting, but kept going. The heat caused the fog 
lamps on her car to explode. Petra kept looking for Arthur in her rear vision mirror but could not see him.

It is not known precisely what happened to Arthur once he left the property. At some time between 4.00 and 4.30 pm 
he was travelling north along Heidelberg–Kinglake Road when a CFA member spoke to him and suggested that he 
not go that way because it was too hot and the fire was spotting too quickly. There was a further reported sighting of 
him about 5.00 pm: the police received a report that a male motorcycle rider on Heidelberg–Kinglake Road seemed 
disoriented, riding back and forth along the road, and then putting his bike down and running.

The firefront appears to have struck this location from the south-east at some time between 5.30 and 6.30 pm. 
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Before 6.00 pm the North Warrandyte CFA tanker captain saw Arthur’s motorcycle lying on its side about 600 metres 
south of Olives Lane. Arthur’s body was found a further 100 metres along the road and later recovered by police. 
A police forensic scientist suggested that as Arthur ran along the road, essentially without any protection, he would 
have experienced extreme heat as the firefront passed and it would not have been possible to survive that type of 
exposure. Petra returned to the property in late February and found ‘the house was all rubble and looked like a bomb 
had hit it’. 

The post-mortem report records that Arthur Enver died as a result of the effects of fire.31

GeoRGe Jackson

Aged 74 years on 7 February 2009 George Jackson had had two brothers who had died in separate accidents in 
1960. Mr Jackson had not married and had no children of his own. He lived at 255 Jacksons Road, St Andrews, on 
land that had been in his family for more than 50 years. Having moved there at age 19 to start his own dairy farm, he 
was still running a small herd—about 29 cows. As a younger man he had saved his farm from the fires that swept 
through the district in the 1960s, and it was well known that he would stay and defend again. George Jackson is 
survived by his nephews and nieces and their families.

Mr Jackson’s 50-hectare farm was midway between Strathewen and St Andrews. It was cleared, and there were 
five dams, some sheds and a 60-year-old weatherboard house about 100 metres from the road. Family and friends 
were aware that Mr Jackson’s fire plan was to stay and defend. John Mesman, husband of one of Mr Jackson’s 
nieces, noted:

George was always confident that he had equipment and because his land was bare he would be OK. 
I was also pretty sure his house was safe from being burnt down and George would be able to protect 
himself … I would say George was well prepared and not very concerned that his property was at great 
risk. He lived on 120 acres of pretty sparse land and had sufficient water pumps, equipment and dams 
to protect him. 

It is not known how Mr Jackson spent most of the day on 7 February or his level of awareness of the threat posed by 
fire in the area. It appears that spot fires in the vicinity of Hewitts Road and Jacksons Road were reported to 000 just 
after 4.00 pm. At about 4.45 pm Mr Jackson received a call from his neighbour, Robert Saniga, warning him about 
a fire at the nearby Bailey property, at 165 Jacksons Road. Mr Jackson thanked his neighbour and said he would go 
outside for a look.

Fire hit the Jackson property at about 5.00 pm, destroying almost everything except the hayshed. Trevor Boyd, 
member of a CFA crew that was in the area of Jacksons Road at the time, said the fire arrived with no warning and 
with extreme intensity, forcing the crew to abandon firefighting in order to ensure their safety. At about 5.30 pm, when 
the Sanigas left their property and drove past 255 Jacksons Road, they saw that George’s house had been virtually 
razed: only the chimney was standing.

Evidence found at the property after the fire suggests that Mr Jackson had made some attempts to protect his place. 
A tap next to where the house had been was found turned on, with water gushing out, and hoses attached to trailer 
tanks had been run out in preparation for use.

Early on 8 February Mr Saniga returned to the property with members of Mr Jackson’s family, some of whom had 
travelled from interstate. They found Mr Jackson’s remains in the lounge–kitchen area of the house. 

The post-mortem report records the cause of George Jackson’s death to be consistent with the effects of fire.32

saMuel MattheWs

Sam Matthews lived at 55 Mullers Road, St Andrews, with his sister Ellie, and his parents, Carol and David Matthews. 
The family had bought the 8-hectare property, Flowerdell, in 2001. Sam, who was at home alone when fire reached 
the area on 7 February 2009, died at the age of 22, having tried to protect his family’s home. He is survived by Carol, 
David and Ellie.
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Flowerdell, built in the mid-1800s by one of the district’s pioneer families, was a five-bedroom weatherboard 
homestead with a corrugated iron roof. North-west of the house was a barn of similar construction (which had been 
converted into an apartment) and an in-ground swimming pool. Apart from a row of 150-year-old pine trees acting 
as a windbreak along the driveway and bush along the creek at the southern end of the property, Flowerdell was 
considered to be mostly cleared paddocks.

Not long after moving to Flowerdell, the family contacted the CFA, seeking general information; this resulted in both 
David and Sam becoming members of the St Andrews brigade and undergoing training. On the basis of their CFA 
experience and CFA material showing diagrams about the science of fire and what to do while a firefront passes, they 
persuaded Carol that the family fire plan would be to stay and defend the property. This material asserted that houses 
are more likely to burn down after the fire front has passed. The family took some practical steps as part of their plan: 
they had a fire pump and tank with a petrol pump, a long fire hose that reached the house from the tank, and an 
above-ground brick tank that held 60,000 litres. (The brick tank was about half full on 7 February.) There were also 
garden hoses, mops and buckets for putting out spot fires. The family believed they had all the equipment that was 
needed, and they were also part of the local phone tree.

On 7 February David and Carol were away at the family holiday house. Ellie and Sam were at home. By 1.00 pm they 
were aware of a fire threat. Sam had called their neighbour, Felicity Wiltshire, a CFA member and part of the phone 
tree, to tell her he was planning to stay and defend the house. Just after 1.00 pm Felicity called Sam back and told 
him to enact the family’s fire plan because of the extreme weather conditions. Sam and Ellie started to fill buckets and 
place them around the outside of the house; Sam primed the fire pump and started to wet down the roof.

At about 1.30 pm Carol called the family home and spoke to both Ellie and Sam. Sam told her they could see 
smoke in Whittlesea, about 15 kilometres away, that they were preparing the house, and that she was not to 
worry because the wind was blowing the smoke away from the house. He assured his mother they were in no 
danger. Mid-afternoon Ellie and Sam checked the CFA website and Google Earth; these confirmed the fires were 
no immediate threat. At 2.30 pm they were patrolling the property and found embers that were cold to the touch. 
Between 3.30 and 4.00 pm Ellie called Carol twice and assured her everything was OK. At 4.00 pm a neighbour 
heard the Matthews’ fire pump start. Ellie and Sam checked the CFA website again. It had an urgent threat message 
for the communities of Whittlesea, Humevale, Arthurs Creek, Eden Park, Nutfield and Doreen. St Andrews, to the 
south-east of Whittlesea, was not mentioned and, with conditions a little better, Ellie decided to leave for work 
in the car. Sam stayed to defend the house in case of ember attack. Ellie wanted Sam to call her if the situation 
deteriorated, so she could come back to collect him.

Just after 5.20 pm Sam tried to call 000 but was not able to get through. He called his parents, told them things could 
get bad, and asked them to come home immediately. During the call he told Carol he had just seen a tree explode 
and there was fire everywhere. Sounding anxious, he asked what he should do. Carol told him to go back inside. 

Two minutes later Sam called Carol again, worried that he could not find the two cats. Carol recalled that he sounded 
panicked, and in the background she heard a loud explosion as the windows blew in. She told Sam to go into the 
bathroom and that she would call 000. Carol was not able to reach 000, and this was the last time she spoke to 
Sam. He tried to make two more calls in the next five minutes, one to Felicity Wiltshire and another to 000. Neither 
call was successful.

The Wiltshires had also been trying to defend their home. When they were no longer able to shelter inside it they 
retreated to their cars and drove the 50 metres to the Matthews home, planning to use the turning circle there as 
a refuge. This was at about the same time as the Matthews home was engulfed by fire. By the time the Wiltshires 
got there the house had been reduced to two chimneys. A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the 
circumstances said a possible explanation for the entry and rapid spread of fire at the Matthews home might have been 
the loss, or partial loss, of the roof as a result of the extremely strong winds that preceded and accompanied the fire.

Police went to 55 Mullers Road on 8 February and found the property destroyed; they were unable to find Sam. 
Sam’s remains were found on 11 February in the ruins of the kitchen. 

The post-mortem report records the death of Sam Matthews to be consistent with the effects of fire.33
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dR RoBeRt pieRce

Dr Robert Pierce lived at 370 Bald Spur Road, St Andrews, with his wife, Jan. Their two-storey mud-brick house 
with a tower was part of a complex of buildings that included a studio, art workshop, tacking shed, woodworking 
workshop and woodsheds surrounding a courtyard. One of their sons, Nicholas, lived in a two-bedroom mud-brick 
cottage about 500 metres further east along the driveway and closer to the entrance from Bald Spur Road. Nick lived 
there with his partner, Judith, and daughter, Maya. On 7 February 2009 the women were evacuated from the property 
while the men stayed to defend. Robert was 62 years old at the time of his death. He is survived by his wife and 
extended family.

The Pierce property, on the western side of Bald Spur Road, was described by Nick as being ‘approximately 40 
acres [16 hectares] of eucalypt forest; with steep slopes … All [the] adjacent properties are bush or national park’. 
The main house, where his parents lived, was on a steep east–west ridge, with 30° northerly and southerly slopes. 
The bush came to within 30 metres of the house.

The Pierces were aware of the fire risk where they lived, and their fire plan was to stay and defend their houses. Four 
galvanised iron tanks, one plastic tank, and one concrete header tank supplied water to the main house, which also 
had access to water piped from a dam some distance from the house. (The dam had a capacity of 300,000 litres and 
was about 30 per cent full on 7 February.) The main house had two areas that were set up as fire bunkers with metal 
shutters; one had a sprinkler system on the roof. Nick explained their preparations:

Robert and I are both sailors and we are very familiar with weather patterns and high fire danger days. 
We were monitoring the weather forecast and fires in the area in the week leading into the 7th February. 
Robert and I upgraded our fire plans in the weeks preceding. We decided that we would stay and 
defend the property. We had all CFA recommended equipment, such as pumps, hoses, chainsaw, water 
and fuel sources, knapsacks, torches, radios, maps etc. We were both well drilled in our fire plans from 
past experience.

On 7 February Nick had started to check websites at about 3.00 am. He evacuated his partner at about 10.00 am 
and spoke with his parents about an hour later. At about 1.00 pm he and Robert checked the horizon from the 
house’s tower and saw a wide plume of smoke behind Mt Sugarloaf. He told his father they had three or four hours 
to live or die. Robert was unwavering in his intention to stay and defend the property. They started to make fire 
preparations at their separate houses.

Mid-afternoon Robert and Jan agreed that Jan would go and shelter with their neighbours the Mortimers. Jan 
phoned their other children, who lived nearby, and warned them to evacuate before Robert walked her to the 
Mortimers. Robert returned to continue his fire preparations. It was about this time that Nick went back up the tower, 
from which he could see spotting about 10 kilometres away. From his own observations he knew that 774 ABC radio, 
the emergency broadcaster, and the CFA website were inaccurate.

At about 4.30 pm Robert and Nick met at one of Robert’s bunkers. They discussed their fire preparations and were 
satisfied they had done enough. They started Robert’s sprinklers, checked his gear, shook hands and wished each 
other luck. Nick left to return to the cottage, noting that Robert was calm and well prepared.

About 15 minutes later Robert was contacted as part of the local phone tree, to be told about a spot fire in nearby 
Jacksons Road. Just before 5.30 pm he tried to call the Kinglake CFA and then a little later he tried to call Nick; the 
calls went unanswered, but he left a voicemail for Nick to warn him the fire was coming and was in Jacksons Road. 
The fire arrived very soon after. Nick who was busy defending his own house, recalled its noise being 130 to 140 
decibels: ‘It was bloody loud. The wind was blowing between 120 and 150 kilometres an hour. I’m certain of the wind 
speed due to my experience out at sea. The front lasted for around an hour’.

Once the fire front had passed Nick went back to the main house. He found all the structures surrounding the 
courtyard ablaze and collapsed; the vehicles were also on fire. He realised no-one could have survived the intensity  
of the fire that had struck the main house complex. On 9 February he found Robert’s body lying in the doorway of 
one of the bunkers. 

The post-mortem report records that the cause of Dr Robert Pierce’s death to be consistent with the effects of fire.34
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GRaeMe savaGe

Graeme Savage and his wife Elizabeth Savage-Kooroonya lived in a four-bedroom home at 130 Olives Lane,  
St Andrews. On 7 February 2009, while Elizabeth was in Apollo Bay at a conference, Graeme, aged 57, spent 
most of the day at the Whittlesea Country Music Festival, returning home in the mid-afternoon. He died near the 
swimming pool when the property was hit by fire. Graeme is survived by Elizabeth, their children, and their  
extended family and friends.

Having moved to their 8.5-hectare property in Olives Lane in 1978, Graeme and Elizabeth built their house in stages, 
using mud bricks and recycled materials. Both house and property were developed with fire awareness in mind. As 
they built, they incorporated recommendations arising from the 1983 Ash Wednesday fires. They cleared large areas 
around the house and planted fire-retardant plants. There was an extensive network of tanks and dams. The seven 
water tanks and the swimming pool were full on 7 February. Graeme and Elizabeth’s fire plan was to stay and defend. 
Elizabeth explained:

We had an electric pump ready to pump water to use on any fire that was approaching. Graeme 
intended to spray the walls of the house with water and fill the gutters full of water. There was also a 
submersible pump in my large duck pond, and a pump in the swimming pool. Four of our tanks were 
strategically placed to give good gravity feed water pressure if the power went off. We had about twelve 
210-litre barrels always full of water at every entrance to the house and on every corner of the house. 
Cotton mops were hung near these barrels to use during ember attacks. We had numerous hoses 
connected to outside taps to put out spot fires.

The Savages’ intention to stay and defend was bolstered by a visit from the CFA in late 2008. Elizabeth recalled that 
the CFA did an inspection of the property to look at the fire preparation, and left with the parting words ‘This place is 
very defendable’. Mindful of the fire risk where they lived, the Savages kept their property relatively cleared. But not all 
the surrounding properties were in a similar state, and Kinglake National Park was only about 300 metres to the south. 

On 7 February it appears that Graeme was aware of a general fire threat during the day but not necessarily of any 
imminent danger to his area. He had left home at about 8.00 am to go to the Music Festival, where he and his band 
played for most of the day. When he returned home in the mid-afternoon he intended to return to the festival in the 
evening. At about 3.15 pm he spoke to a neighbour, Helen Chasemore, who had called to ask if he had seen any 
smoke or fire. Graeme said he had not, but that he intended to stay and defend if necessary. At about 4.00 pm he 
spoke to his son David, telling him it was extremely hot and he had seen smoke in Whittlesea. David recalled that his 
father was not worried and made no mention of being in any danger. The Chasemores were evacuating from their 
property at about the time Graeme was talking to David.

Having become aware of a fire threat near home, Elizabeth called Graeme at about 4.30 pm. Reception was poor, 
but she managed to ascertain that he was aware of fire, had filled the bath with water, was prepared, and was inside 
resting. She heard a strange loud roaring sound before the line cut out; she assumed it was the sound of the fire.

Just before 5.00 pm Graeme called Sylvia Gajek, a musician friend, in response to a text message. They did not talk 
about fire, and Sylvia recalled that Graeme sounded calm.

Fire reached the property sometime between about 5.00 and about 5.30 pm and, according to neighbours’ 
accounts, it arrived with unexpected suddenness. It appears to have taken Graeme by surprise, catching him while 
he was out in the open. David found him on 9 February. Graeme was wearing the jeans, boots and long-sleeved shirt 
that were part of his firefighting clothing. He was lying between the pump and the swimming pool. A Victoria Police 
forensic scientist concluded that other evidence at the scene suggested Graeme might have fallen and ‘he [Graeme] 
did not appear to be aware that a major fire was heading for his property. While he could see the main road to the 
north, he may not have been able to see the main front approaching from the north-west, behind the hill’.

The post-mortem report records that Graeme Savage died as a result of the inhalation of fire fumes.35
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MaRcel sMits

In December 2007 Marcel Smits and his wife, Carole Webb, moved into their 40-hectare dream retirement property 
at 190 Jacksons Road, St Andrews. They named it ‘Grenoch’. Marcel, who was home on his own, died sheltering 
in a shed on the property on 7 February 2009. He was 56 years old; he is survived by Carole, her children and their 
partners, and his large extended family.

Marcel and Carole’s house was at the end of a long driveway winding downhill from Jacksons Road. The house was 
built of brick and had a tin roof. To the west of the house were several sheds where they kept some animals. An in-
ground pool, emptied in readiness for repairs, was to the north-east of the house.

Grenoch was well supplied with water: there were three large dams about 180, 220 and 240 metres from the house, 
as well as two smaller dams. There were also three concrete water tanks and two recently installed plastic tanks. The 
property was kept constantly watered. Carole considered that she and Marcel were fire aware. Their plan was to stay 
and defend and, if they needed to, run to a dam to shelter while a fire passed. They had in the garage coats, boots 
and woollen blankets they would wet down. There were sprinklers on the roof of the house, and Marcel kept the 
gutters clean and free of debris. The property was mostly cleared, there being only a few trees near the house.

Carole was at work in Greensborough on 7 February, and Marcel had gone there to help her. He left earlier than 
Carole, however, arriving home at about 3.30 pm. Carole left at about 5.15 pm, after she had listened to a phone 
message from Marcel, who was asking when she would be home. She called him just before 5.30 pm to let him 
know she was about 20 minutes away in Diamond Creek; Marcel did not seem concerned about a fire threat. 

At about 5.45 pm, and only 6 or so kilometres from home, Carole was stopped at a police roadblock at the 
intersection of Hildebrand and Strathewen – Cottles Bridge Roads. She ‘immediately phoned Marcel to tell him about 
the roadblock and to get the animals together’. It was a short call and she did not have a chance to ask him whether 
he had been able to ready the property for the oncoming fire. Carole, desperate to get to Marcel, was not allowed 
through the roadblock: ‘[The police officer] told me I couldn’t go up there as I’d be committing suicide’. While she 
was waiting at the roadblock someone came through from the other direction and described Jacksons Road to 
Carole as ‘terrible’.

Marcel phoned Carole at 6.00 pm to tell her ‘there was smoke everywhere’ and ‘he was sheltering in the shed’, 
prompting Carole to try to get some CFA assistance to him. Not long afterwards, at about 6.15 pm, Carole’s son 
Peter and his girlfriend arrived at the roadblock. After a number of attempts they managed to reach Marcel again on 
his mobile phone at 6.22 pm. Carole was too distressed to speak to him, so Peter took the phone. Marcel told Peter 
‘he was in the shed and was finding it hard to breathe. He said he could smell smoke and … something toxic’. He 
could not see any flames—‘just smoke everywhere’. Marcel, who had no water, was lying on his back in the shed 
with a pillow case over his face to help with his breathing. He sounded frantic. That was the last contact with Marcel.

At about 8.00 pm, after being stopped at another roadblock on Nankervis Road, Carole and Peter eventually reached 
Grenoch, where they found three DSE trucks in the driveway. One of the trucks went with Carole and Peter to the 
house, which they found destroyed. Peter went to the shed he knew Marcel had been sheltering in and found his body.

It appears fire hit the area at some time between 6.00 and 6.30 pm, mainly from the south-west. It destroyed almost 
everything at Grenoch. A Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded that Marcel ‘appeared to be unaware of the 
proximity of several extremely large fires’.

The post-mortem report records the cause of Marcel Smits’ death to be consistent with the effects of fire.36

	16.9	 strAtheweN

peteR avola

Peter and Mary Avola had been married in 1965 and by the early 1970s had two children and had bought land in 
Strathewen. In the early 1980s they bought a peach orchard on 8 hectares at 105 Chads Creek Road, Strathewen, 
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and in 1990 they built a two-storey brick house with a tiled roof. Bellheaven, as the property was called, was 
surrounded by a mixture of grazing land and medium-density eucalypt forest and was close to Kinglake National 
Park. Peter, aged 67 when he died, is survived by Mary, their two children, their children’s partners and their 
grandchildren.

The Avolas were mindful of having a fire plan when they were building their house, and part of the plan was ensuring 
an adequate water supply. The two dams on the property provided ample water for the gardens and lawn. The lawn 
was kept mown and the property cleared of debris. Mary explained their fire plan:

Our plan was to stay and fight. We installed a firefighting pump on the dam. That was a mechanical 
pump so if the power went off it would keep working. We also had a trailer with a water tank on it which 
also had a mechanical pump. We learned about fire plans everywhere. Peter was in the CFA when he 
was younger. Even the kids were junior members of the fire brigade. 

Early on the morning of 7 February Peter started the firefighting pump to water the garden and wet the ground 
around the house. He left the hose positioned so it could continue watering by itself while he attended to other 
chores. The Avolas had been expecting their grandchildren for the weekend, but the visit was cancelled late in the 
morning because of the heat. By about midday Peter had started to put their fire plan into action, moving hoses and 
preparing the pump. 

At about 2.30 pm Mary noticed smoke in the sky, a yellow glow to the west, scorched leaves being carried by the 
wind, and burnt black things like gumnuts falling. She started to hose down the patio and the ferns. At about 4.50 pm 
Peter told Mary to change her clothes while he moved their two cars to the driveway and away from the house, leaving 
the keys in the ignition.

Events moved rapidly in the following half hour. As the sky became darker and darker Mary tried to call 000 but could 
not get through, so she phoned her good friend Marilyn Spooner, who had also been trying unsuccessfully to call 
000. At about 5.00 pm Mary received a call from Judy McIver, another neighbour in Chads Creek Road; Mary told 
Judy things were OK and she was hosing the patio. Five minutes later Peter and Mary saw fire erupting in the area 
and in Kinglake National Park. This prompted Mary to try calling 000 again, but the 11-minute call went unanswered. 
At 5.15 pm Peter told Mary to get into one of the cars; he got into the other and they left, ahead of the fire that had 
by then reached their property from the west and north-west.

They drove across the road into the neighbouring property until fire forced them to turn around and head north up 
Chads Creek Road. It appears that Peter, now in the front car, failed to take a bend in the road: Mary saw his brake 
lights go on and then saw his car resting on the opposite side of the road, just south of the Strathewen oval. Mary 
pulled up beside him, but he motioned her to move on:

It didn’t even occur to me to tell him to get in with me, too much was happening. I drove down Chads 
Creek Road towards the oval and I stopped and waited for him but he didn’t come. I had ash coming in 
the car and flames all around me up in the air. I saw kangaroos everywhere and horses running around 
me. I put the windows up and still he did not come behind me. Then I just went.

A number of cars were parked at a neighbour’s house, the home of the Minetts, at 190 Chads Creek Road, and 
Mary drove in. The Minetts, who were busy defending their house, asked Mary to go inside and comfort their young 
daughter, who was frightened. The fight to protect the Minetts’ house took more than two hours. At 7.15 pm Lisa 
Minett’s father, Dennis McCrohan, made his way to the property to check on his daughter and her family. He had 
seen Peter’s body on the Strathewen oval and told Mary Peter had died.

Peter was found in a grassed parking area about 300 metres from where his car had been abandoned on the 
roadside and about 700 metres from the Avola home. The nearby changing-room sheds had been destroyed and  
the ground was severely scorched. 

The post-mortem report records that Peter Avola died as a result of the effects of fire.37
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Max eMMins and teRRence and donna paulka

Max Emmins, aged 45, lived on a property adjoining that of Terrence ‘Terry’ Paulka, 53, and his wife, Donna Paulka, 
51. Max, Terry and Donna died in the Paulkas’ house at 5 Arthur Street, Strathewen, shortly after 5.30 pm on 
7 February 2009. Friends and neighbours, they had been part of the Strathewen hall committee, and it appears they 
had sought shelter in the Paulka house after staying to defend their properties. Max is survived by his wife, Lisa, and 
their two children; Terry and Donna are survived by their three children and their extended families.

Max emmins

The Emmins family home, at 10 King Street, Strathewen, was built of mud brick and had a timber frame and a 
corrugated iron roof. A small rural block, the property relied on tank water that was pumped to the house by an 
electric pump. The property, along with neighbouring private properties in this part of Strathewen, projected north  
into Kinglake National Park.

Max and Lisa were conscious of the fire risk where they lived. Max had attended CFA Community Safety fire meetings 
and had decided he would stay and defend their property; Lisa was to leave and take their children, aged 12 and 10 
on 7 February, to safety. Reliant on tank water for firefighting, Max had a back-up petrol pump for the tank in case the 
power went out; he kept the fire hose next to the pump during the fire season and kept the gutters cleared of debris. 
The swimming pool provided a secondary water supply.

On the morning of 7 February Max was listening to the CFA scanner and keeping an eye on the internet. He and 
Lisa made their fire preparations, filling the sinks, laundry trough and bath with water, fitting a hose to the washing 
machine tap, and putting towels in readiness near the bath. Just after 1.00 pm neighbours from Bowden Spur Road 
lent the Emmins a petrol firefighting pump because they had decided not to stay and defend their own property. 
Before they left they helped Max connect the pump to his swimming pool.

Lisa left with the children and the family dog just after 2.30 pm, concerned about the smoke she could see in the 
distance and about the wind direction. She could not persuade Max to leave with them. Throughout the morning  
Max had visited the Paulkas, whose plan was also to stay and fight the fire.

terry and donna paulka

Donna and Terry Paulka lived at 5 Arthur Street with their three children. They loved their mud-brick home. Terry had 
built it with his brothers 23 years earlier, and Donna had decorated it. Terry had extended the house once already and 
was in the process of doing a second extension in February 2009. Their daughter Grace recounted:

Dad built the house using mud bricks he made himself … He had put his heart and soul into the house 
and would have been very reluctant to give it up to a fire. Mum was the same. Mum had put a lot of time 
and passion into the interior design of the house and the gardens.

The Paulkas’ home was about 65 metres from the Emmins’ home, separated by a wire fence. Like the Emmins’ 
property, the Paulkas’ property projected north into Kinglake National Park. Both properties were on dirt roads 
bordered by trees. The nature of the water supply to the Paulka residence is not known, but Grace had noticed  
that in the week leading up to 7 February Terry was carting a lot more water than usual from Arthurs Creek.

The Paulka family’s fire plan was quite clear to Grace. Her parents intended to stay and fight, and ‘whenever I tried 
to discuss fire plans with my Dad, all he would say was that us kids, … would not be staying if a fire came. He would 
not discuss this further and was adamant on this point’. Grace outlined her father’s annual fire preparation:

Every summer Dad would prepare the house for the fire season. He would lay out the fire hoses at easily 
accessible locations. He had two permanent water pumps that were quite noisy. I think they were petrol. 
He also had other pumps that he put out for the fires season but I’m not sure how many … Dad also 
had two large plastic portable water tanks, one on the back of the his ute and the other on the trailer 
hitched to the back of his ute … Dad was careful about keeping the yard clear and made sure the trees 
weren’t too close to the house … Dad was forever on the roof clearing it and the gutters and he made 
my brother go up there a lot and clean it as well.
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from 4.00 pm on 7 february

At about 4.00 pm Max phoned Lisa to make sure she and the children were safe; he told her he needed to go to put 
out some embers. At about 4.30 pm he had an unhurried chat with family friend Philippa Carland before he ended 
the call, saying he needed to go. At about 4.45 pm the Paulkas’ son called his home and spoke with Terry, who 
assured him everything was fine. Phone calls made to both houses after 5.00 pm went unanswered.

It is thought the firefront reached the area at about 5.40 pm, destroying both the Paulka and Emmins properties along 
with most of the rest of Strathewen. It seems the fire approached from the west or south-west, or both, along Arthurs 
Creek, although the direction would have been influenced by the complex array of ridges and spurs.

It is not clear how Max Emmins came to be at the Paulkas’ home when the fire arrived. It is possible he went there 
either to help them with their firefighting or to flee from fire at his own home. It appears that Max, Terry and Donna 
sheltered in the Paulkas’ kitchen, on the side of the house furthest from the fire, where their bodies were found in the 
ruins on 10 February 2009.

The post-mortem reports record that Max Emmins, Terrence Paulka and Donna Paulka all died in the ‘Victorian 
bushfire’.38

RoBeRt o’sullivan, susanne evans, Jon le Gassick, haydn McMahon and kaya MehMedoff

Robert ‘Bob’ O’Sullivan and his partner, Susanne ‘Sue’ Evans, lived at 75 Pine Ridge Road, Strathewen, with Sue’s 
18-year-old son, Jon Le Gassick. On 7 February 2009 a couple of Jon’s school friends, Haydn McMahon, aged 17, 
and Kaya Mehmedoff, 18, were also there. All five died when fire tore through the area at about 5.30 pm. Bob was  
48 and Sue 46. All five are survived by their respective extended families and friends.

The location of Bob and Sue’s property, at the Strathewen end of Pine Ridge Road, was quite steep in parts 
and undulating in others. There were some heavily treed areas leading up to the house, as well as some cleared 
paddocks, especially on the other side of the road, where the land sloped down towards a creek bed. Their house 
was a single-storey weatherboard with a corrugated iron roof.

It was well known among family and friends that Bob and Sue’s fire plan was to stay and defend. Their friend Karen 
Crabtree recounted:

Robert was an ex-CFA member and I know that he was very thorough with the fire protection for the 
home … I know that he had a sprinkler and pump system in place all around his property. I know that 
all the water tanks were full because they told me. I also know that the property was slashed the week 
before the fires. They had a well-practised fire plan. All of their friends were told of this plan in case we 
were up there in fire. 

When Bob and Sue moved to the house in 2006 there were sprinklers around the roof, a gutter-mounted sprinkler 
system and a petrol-powered water pump. The pump would draw water from the dam via above-ground poly-pipe, 
as well as from the water tank outside the house, which had a capacity of 15,000 to 20,000 litres. Bob added to their 
firefighting equipment—a diesel pump, fire hoses, a trailer tank, and other items such as mops and buckets. Sue’s 
brother-in-law, Kyle Westall, explained, ‘Over the years Bob showed me how he had been prepared. It wasn’t like 
something had been rigged up for the day. He was so capable and so well prepared; he was not a risk taker …’

Bob and Sue arrived home from the Diamond Creek Pet Store, which they owned, at some time between 3.30 and 
4.00 pm on 7 February, bringing Kaya with them. Jon and Haydn were already at home, and preparations were under 
way for a party that evening to celebrate Bob’s birthday the day before.

At about 4.00 pm, not long after Bob, Sue and Kaya had arrived, a friend of Jon’s who lived in Smiths Gully called to 
warn them about fires in the area: he had heard a person from one of the St Andrews CFA trucks calling in over the 
CFA scanner, in tears at what he could see happening. It appears this prompted those at 75 Pine Ridge Road to put 
their fire plan into action: the water pump was tested, fire hoses were laid out, and mops and buckets were prepared. 
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At 4.10 pm, with their internet access down, Sue called her sister’s house. Her brother-in-law, Kyle, answered, and 
Sue responded with ‘Hi doll, how you going, what you up to?’ They spoke only briefly because Bob wanted Kyle 
to check the CFA website for him. Bob and Kyle were then on the phone for 10 to 15 minutes—‘the longest phone 
conversation I ever had with him’, said Kyle. Bob helped Kyle negotiate his way through the CFA website so he (Bob) 
could gain an understanding of where the fires were and their status. After going through all the information, the two 
men concluded that the three closest fires were under control, and Kyle’s impression was that Bob was relieved. 

At about 5.00 pm Jon spoke to his friend Jason and told him not to come up to the house because ‘there was 
smoke everywhere and they couldn’t see what was going on’. Jon also mentioned that they were filling buckets with 
water. At about 5.25 pm Sue sent a text message to her friend Karen to tell her they were surrounded by fire and she 
would get back to her. These are the last known contacts with those at 75 Pine Ridge Road on 7 February.

Fire hit the area at about 5.30 pm, from the west-south-west, most probably the result of the wind change. The fire 
and the accompanying wind appear to have blown the roof off the house: it was found about 15 metres away in the 
eucalypt forest. The house itself had been levelled.

On 9 February police found the remains of Sue, Jon and Haydn in what had been the bathroom–laundry area of  
the house; Bob’s remains were found outside, between the front door and the south-east corner of the house.  

On 13 February Kaya’s body was found about 300 metres away, across the road in a cleared area, suggesting  
he had tried to run from the fire and seek shelter in the nearby dam.

The post-mortem reports record that the deaths of Robert O’Sullivan, Susanne Evans, Jon Le Gassick, Haydn 
McMahon and Kaya Mehmedoff were caused by the effects of fire.39

donald and MaBelle hatton

Donald ‘Don’ and Mabelle ‘Leonie’ Hatton were in their 80s when they died together at 45 Rankines Road, 
Strathewen, on 7 February 2009. Their much-loved dog, Peri—‘the dog that was spoiled rotten and had a place at 
the dining table’—also died with them. Don and Leonie are survived by David and Bronwyn, two of their four children.

Don and Leonie bought the 20-hectare property at Rankines Road in the early to mid-1980s. They were involved 
in community conservation for 40 years and were ardent protectors of the natural environment, establishing their 
property as a wildlife sanctuary with bed and breakfast facilities. The property was called Laanecoorie, meaning 
‘place of kangaroos’. In the early 1990s they built their house, an octagonal mud-brick building, on a north-facing 
slope. They later converted their shed to provide guest accommodation and then built a second accommodation  
unit and a conference centre, rendered to look like mud brick. Laanecoorie provided a habitat for over 70 bird  
species plus wallabies, wombats, echidnas, sugar gliders, and a wide variety of wildflowers and terrestrial orchids.

Don and Leonie’s son David described the property as heavily wooded in places, with virtually all the trees being 
Australian natives such as messmate, stringybark species, yellow box, manna gum and re-introduced red box.  
There was an understorey of tea tree, kerosene bush, various wattles, and other species. In recent years the 
undergrowth and ground cover had become sparse as a result of the drought, effectively creating open woodlands. 

The Hattons were clearly aware of the fire risk where they lived and prepared the property in such a way that they 
could stay and protect it if necessary. Over the years they had worked hard to clear the highly flammable tea tree and 
kerosene bush, and more recently they had removed some eucalypts near the buildings. With firefighting in mind, 
they made sure they had an adequate water supply. There were three dams on the property and four sizeable tanks.

The house tank, of about 18,500 litres, was at the front of the house, between the patio and the carport; it was made 
of concrete and was always kept at least half full. An electric pump and a petrol-driven firefighting pump were housed 
in a brick cupboard next to the house tank. They pumped water up to the main tank, which was also made of 
concrete and had a capacity of 75,000 litres. The main tank was 20 metres above the smaller tank, and this created 
sufficient water pressure for the house and the sprinkler system. The petrol pump could also boost the pressure to 
the sprinkler system. David explained his parents’ sprinkler system:
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The sprinkler system that he [Don] had installed around the house was about a metre from the main 
house. It was constructed from a metal pipe with about seven or eight sprinkler heads which protruded 
about a foot or two from the ground. The sprinkler system on the roof was constructed from a heavy 
duty copper pipe which was used to squirt water onto the roof and into the gutters. Both these sprinkler 
systems were plumbed back to the small house water tank of about 18,500 litres, which was also 
connected to the gravity-fed 95,000-litre [sic] main tank up the hill. 

David expected his parents to stay with the house if there was a fire. He thought they would have assumed they 
had a good chance of survival because of the sprinkler system and the house’s mud-brick construction. He did not 
consider his father a gambler who would risk his own or his wife’s life.

The only contact David had with his parents on 7 February was a voice message left by his father just before 4.00 pm, 
telling David the ‘fire system was switched on the roof and I think we will be OK’. On reflection, David thought his father 
did not sound confident when he left the message.

The fire hit the Hatton property from the south-west at some time between 5.30 and 6.30 pm. The house and 
conference centre were destroyed, and there was major damage to the tractor shed and attached suite. The main 
accommodation building survived largely undamaged.

Don and Leonie were found on 10 February 2009 in the remains of the main house, where they had been sheltering 
in the bedroom with their dog. 

The post-mortem reports record that Donald and Mabelle Hatton died as a result of the effects of fire.40

catheRine, Judith and GReGoRy MciveR

Judith ‘Judy’ and Gregory ‘Greg’ McIver married in 1971 and lived interstate for nearly 20 years, moving back to 
Victoria in 1990. In 1995 they bought a property at 145 Chads Creek Road, Strathewen. Greg and Judy were both 
aged 59 when they died at their home in Strathewen on 7 February 2009. Greg’s mother, Catherine McIver, aged 
84, was staying with them at the time, and she too died. Greg, Judy and Catherine McIver are survived by their 
extended families.

Greg and Judy’s Chads Creek Road property covered about 16 hectares, three quarters of it bush: they both loved 
living in the bush. Situated about a kilometre north of Strathewen township, the land was on a spur to the south-east 
of Sugarloaf Ridge. The single-storey brick house was built in the homestead style on a crest at the top of the spur. 
The views were outstanding, as Greg’s sister, Jill, recalled:

The Strathewen property was a lovely place. To get to the house you went up a winding dog leg drive 
way and parked around the back of the house. The house ran [in] an east-west direction on the top of 
the block. You went into the house and along the front veranda at the east end of the house you could 
see down into the valley and the Strathewen oval to the left hand side. You had good views of the city at 
night time. I think the back of the property backed onto the Kinglake National Park. 

As much as they loved living in Strathewen, Greg and Judy were planning to sell their place and move into a 
retirement village in Torquay with Catherine. Catherine’s health had declined in the preceding two or three years: she 
had had surgery on her knees, her heart and her eyes. On 7 February she was staying with Greg and Judy for a rest, 
having been released from hospital just two days before. She had sold her house in Torquay and was looking forward 
to moving into the retirement village as soon as it was finished, which she thought would be the coming April.

Although not much was known about Greg and Judy’s plans in case of fire, both were said to be meticulous in the 
care of their property. Judy kept the house beautifully, and Greg kept the outside raked and tidy. Greg was conscious 
of fire danger on days of extreme heat and wind; he had two Furphy water tanks and fire hoses he would get out on 
days of high danger. A neighbour who had spent an evening with the McIvers in late January noted:
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I observed a big metal water tank he had in preparation of a fire. The water tank was approximately 20 
metres or so to the north west of the house. It was about 15,000 to 20,000 litres in size. It was quite 
separate from the house and I remember it was not the main water catchment for the house. They 
had a separate tank somewhere else for the house. It appeared it was put there for gardening and for 
firefighting. I remember seeing a water tank on a trailer and I thought to myself that guy was fairly well 
prepared for a ‘normal’ fire. There was a clearing around the house in all directions for about 10 or 15 
metres minimum.

On 7 February Greg, Judy and Catherine were all home. Catherine had taken a nap in the early afternoon. At about 
2.00 pm Greg called Lorraine Tully, a neighbour who had a CFA scanner and lived directly opposite the McIvers’ 
house. Lorraine told Greg about the fire in the Wandong–Kilmore area. A few hours later, at about 4.45 pm, Lorraine 
called Greg again to tell him there was a fire in nearby Hewitts and Eagles Nest Roads and it was out of control. Just 
after 5.00 Greg called Lorraine to tell her embers were falling and he had been trying to call 000 without success. 
Lorraine could see that a spot fire about the size of a car had broken out about a kilometre from their house. This was 
the last known contact with Greg, Judy and Catherine.

On 8 February Judy’s family listed Judy, Greg and Catherine with the Red Cross as missing. The next day their 
remains were found in the ruins of the house, in a bedroom.

Fire struck the McIver property from about 5.00 pm. A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the 
circumstances concluded it was probable the fire approached the house very quickly, offering little opportunity for 
firefighting. The pattern of damage suggested the fire might have entered the house through the large front windows.

The post-mortem reports record that Catherine, Judith and Gregory McIver died as a result of the effects of fire.41

phillip and elizaBeth peRRy

Phillip and Elizabeth ‘Libby’ Perry lived at 115 Chads Creek Road, Strathewen. Their mud-brick house was nestled  
in the south-west quarter of a fairly heavily wooded property at the foot of the spur that extends approximately south-
east from Sugarloaf Ridge. The Perrys shared their property with their four dogs and five alpacas; they died there 
on 7 February 2009. Phillip, aged 58, and Libby, 59, did not have children. Phillip is survived by his brother and two 
sisters; Libby is survived by her parents and siblings.

The Perry property was surrounded by a mixture of grazing land and medium-density eucalypt forest and was 
separated from Kinglake National Park, about 500 metres to the west, by a broad strip of farmland. The area 
immediately around the house was relatively clear, with lawn and ornamental trees. There were four water tanks and 
two dams on the property; both the dams were north of the house, the nearest about 32 metres away. The carport 
was south-east of the house, and there were some sheds to the south-west.

Not much is known about the detail of the Perrys’ fire plan. It was well known that Libby hated the thought of fire and 
planned to load up her animals and take them to safety at a friend’s property in Doreen. Phillip planned to stay and 
defend. He had recently bought a sprinkler system for the roof of the house but had not installed it.

Along with most of their near neighbours, the Perrys were part of a local fire tree group. Residents of Chads Creek 
Road used their phone tree to keep each other informed of any fire threats; it was activated just after 1.00 pm on 
7 February. Between 1.15 and 3.49 pm there were a number of calls between Phillip and his neighbours.

Phillip was monitoring a scanner and in the early afternoon became aware of the fire at Wandong. He was relaxed, 
though, not seeing an imminent threat. Just after 3.45 pm he learned there was fire in nearby Arthurs Creek. 
Libby called a friend in Arthurs Creek and was surprised to hear her friend could see fire on Mt Sugarloaf, about 
2 kilometres from the Perry property, and ended the call abruptly. Within five minutes she called her mother to tell her 
she was packing the car to evacuate to Doreen. This was at about 4.10 pm.

Phillip and Libby’s actions after this cannot be confirmed, but it would appear that Libby was unable to evacuate 
because of the proximity of the fire. The Arthurs Creek CFA captain noted that by 5.00 pm there were reports of four 
fires in Chads Creek Road. A Victoria Police forensic scientist estimated that by 4.30 pm the road would have been 
blocked in both directions by spot fires. It appears that Phillip made efforts to fight the fire: extended hoses were 
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found attached to the concrete and metal tanks; calls to the house at about 5.00 pm went unanswered, suggesting 
Phillip and Libby were engaged in firefighting; and remnants of lawn to the north-east of the house survived, 
suggesting this area had been moistened.

Just after 5.00 pm the McIvers, who lived about 300 metres from the Perrys, saw embers falling. This is about the 
time it is estimated the power failed. The Perrys’ water supply was dependent on an electric pump; with no back-up 
generator or power, water pressure would have been lost.

The Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded that the main fire struck this area from the west and north-west at about 
5.30 pm, devastating the Perry property. All that remained of the house were the mud-brick walls. On 11 February 2009 
the bodies of Phillip and Libby were found in what had been the laundry area, near the back of the house.

The post-mortem reports record that Phillip and Elizabeth Perry died as a result of the effects of fire.42

Joseph and daniel shepheRd

Joseph ‘Joe’ Shepherd and his wife, Dini, bought their property at 25 Hewitts Road, Strathewen, in 1979. Back then, 
they spent every spare day making mud bricks to build the two-storey home they lived in with their two sons, Daniel 
‘Danny’, born in 1976, and Luke, born in 1982. Joe was 60 years old when he died on 22 February as a result of 
injuries sustained on 7 February 2009; Danny was 32 years old when he died on 7 February 2009. They are survived 
by Dini, Luke, Danny’s wife, Bree, and their extended family.

Joe and Dini loved where they lived—especially ‘the bush, the orchids and the animals’. Joe had joined the Arthurs 
Creek – Strathewen CFA brigade as soon as they moved to the area and was an active member for 27 years. Despite 
being aware of the risk, Joe and Dini planned to stay and defend in the event of fire, as Dini detailed:

… we had a sprinkler at the front of the house on the northern side. We had a proper fire hose which 
went the complete length of the house. We had little sand bags inside a water proof bag to plug the 
down pipes. We have a 5,000-gallon [23,000-litre] concrete water tank at the top of our driveway which 
is just for fire fighting. We have other tanks for household purposes and another for drinking. All the 
water tanks were full.

Throughout the day on 7 February Joe monitored the radio and made phone calls. At about 2.00 pm a neighbour 
telephoned to ask about a fire at the bottom of Hewitts Road. While Joe went to change into his firefighting gear Dini 
met a CFA truck at the top of their driveway and was told it was a false alarm. About 15 minutes later Joe left home in 
response to a CFA call-out to a fire at the top of Hewitts Road, near Jacksons Road.

Earlier in the day Danny and Bree had travelled in separate cars from their home in Ocean Grove to Bacchus Marsh 
to attend an engagement party. They had differing plans for after the party: Bree was returning to Geelong, while 
Danny was going to Melbourne. Bree phoned Danny at about 4.30 pm to let him know she had arrived safely back 
in Geelong, despite the hot and windy conditions. Danny told Bree he had ditched his plans and was instead on his 
way to his parents’ house to help them fight the fires.

Just before 5.00 pm Dini was outside filling the downpipes when Joe arrived home from the call-out and told her the 
fire at the top of Hewitts Road was under control. Dini’s brother, Henk Vreulink, who lived nearby in School Ridge 
Road, called to let them know of fire spotting near his house. Just as Joe was about to leave to go and help Henk, 
Danny arrived; he got into his father’s van and they left for Henk’s place together.

When Joe and Danny arrived at Henk’s property, less than 4 kilometres away by road, they started to hose down 
along the creek bank in preparation for the fire. After only a short time the three men decided the fire was heading 
towards the Shepherd property and agreed that Danny and Joe should return home, where Dini was on her own. 
Danny and Joe left in Joe’s van, heading west along Henk’s driveway. Within a minute of leaving they were reversing 
towards Henk, yelling to him that the fire was in front of them and he would be trapped.

It was decided that Danny should take Henk’s four-wheel drive, which had been packed earlier in the day with some 
personal possessions. Joe drove out in his van, followed by Danny. Henk was to follow in his truck, but when he 
reached the crest of the hill on the way out he was confronted by what he described as a 120-foot wall of flame 
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across his driveway. He and his dog left the truck and ran through the bush, heading north-east. Henk made it to 
School Ridge Road and was picked up by a neighbour, Denis Spooner, who was fleeing his own burning house 
further along the road. Together they drove along Bowden Spur Road to Kinglake, where they eventually found 
shelter and safety.

Less than 20 minutes after Joe and Danny had left the Shepherd property they were on their way back. It appears 
their passage was blocked by a tree that had fallen across Strathewen – Cottles Bridge Road about the time the fire 
hit that area. At about 5.20 pm Danny tried to call the mobile emergency number 112, but his call was not answered.

Malcolm Park, a resident of Bowden Spur Road who had taken shelter with his wife in a nearby paddock, noticed 
two vehicles on Strathewen – Cottles Bridge Road. It was about 5.30 pm, and he could see that the van in front was 
blocked by a tree and the four wheel drive behind it was on fire. He knew Joe’s van and went to see if he could help. 
He found the driver’s door of the van open and the ignition on but could not see Joe. Shortly afterwards he saw some 
CFA members, who confirmed they had found Joe lying injured on the road about 30 metres from the van.

Joe and Danny had travelled about a kilometre from Henk’s property and were trapped about 2.5 kilometres from 
the Shepherd home. Dini told police investigators, ‘I believe Joe and Danny were heading back to me at our house 
because they knew I was home alone’. The Shepherd home survived the fire.

Danny’s body was found lying in the back of his father’s van; apparently he had left the four-wheel drive. The post-
mortem report records that Daniel Shepherd’s death on 7 February was the result of the effects of fire.

The CFA members took Joe to an ambulance; then he was taken to hospital, where he was placed on a life-support 
system. His injuries were such that the life-support system was turned off on 22 February 2009, and he died that day. 
The post-mortem report records that Joseph Shepherd died as a result of ‘complications of smoke inhalation and 
cutaneous thermal burn injuries’.43

MaRilyn and daMien spooneR

Marilyn and Denis Spooner moved to Strathewen in 1980, to an address that later became known as 45 School 
Ridge Road. There they raised their two sons, Damien and Warwick. In February 2009 three generations were living 
in the single-storey five-bedroom house: Denis and Marilyn were sharing with Damien, his wife, Jodie, and their two 
young children. Marilyn, aged 57, and Damien, aged 33, died there on 7 February 2009, having sought shelter in the 
house after an unsuccessful attempt to evacuate. They are survived by Denis and Jodie, both of whom escaped, 
along with Warwick and his wife and their extended families.

The fire plan for the Spooner residence was of long standing. It was to leave. Denis explained:

The family’s fire plan has always been to leave. The plan was only verbal but it had been discussed many 
times and had been in place for years. If we couldn’t leave, our back-up plan was to take shelter in the 
house until the fires passed and then leave. We never intended on fighting any fires.

There were only two ways out of the property. The preferred choice was to head towards Arthurs Creek because that 
road was sealed and allowed for two-way traffic. In contrast, the road to Kinglake was unsealed, narrow and winding 
and as a result more difficult to navigate in extreme circumstances. There was some firefighting equipment at the 
property, but this was to be used as a last resort if the family was unable to leave.

Denis spent the morning of 7 February monitoring the CFA website. He was home alone because Marilyn had 
gone to Hurstbridge to do some shopping and Damien, Jodie and the children had gone to visit Jodie’s parents in 
Greensborough. Just before 2.00 pm Damien called Warwick. They discussed the fires and arrangements for the 
evening: a family gathering had been planned to celebrate Jodie’s birthday. At about the same time, in Strathewen, 
Denis had noticed smoke in the air, causing the sun to be obscured.

At about 4.30 pm Damien and Jodie arrived home having left the children with her parents; they wanted to make sure 
Denis and Marilyn left safely. Denis was not home when they arrived, having gone to warn neighbours. Damien and 
Jodie tried to persuade Marilyn to leave but she would not leave without Denis, so the three of them started to load 
family items into their cars. When Denis returned not long afterwards he joined them. 



285

The Kilmore East fire

At some time before 5.00 pm Denis heard a loud roar, which he assumed was the approaching fire, and a decision 
was made to evacuate in four separate cars. After some discussion between Damien and Jodie, who had wanted 
Damien to come with her because she was anxious about driving in the deteriorating conditions, they left. Jodie 
drove out first, followed by Marilyn, then Denis and finally Damien. Jodie recalled:

I drove out the bottom exit down towards the school and onto School Ridge Road and then into 
Bowden Spur Road and then turned left into Strathewen – Cottles Bridge Road. I was driving fairly slowly 
because the smoke was getting thicker and visibility was reduced.

Jodie saw the fire moving from the grass into the trees, tree branches were on the road, the smoke was getting 
thicker and visibility was deteriorating. She arrived at her parents’ house in Greensborough at about 6.00 pm. 
Meanwhile Denis, Marilyn and Damien had not been able to follow Jodie because a tree had fallen across the road, 
forcing them to turn around. Denis took the lead position and yelled to Damien to follow him back past their house to 
Kinglake. Some distance past their house, Denis realised Damien and Marilyn were no longer behind him. He turned 
around to go and find them but realised he had been blocked by fire and could go no further. He turned around again 
and continued towards Kinglake along Bowden Spur Road, picking up neighbour Henk Vreulink on the way. Henk 
had fled on foot from fire at his property. The two men eventually found shelter in Kinglake.

It appears that Marilyn and Damien returned to the house, although it is not known whether they went there to 
collect something or to shelter from the fire. At about 5.00 pm Marilyn called Warwick, told him they were under 
fire attack and asked him to call 000. He was unable to reach 000 and called his mother back to tell her. Just after 
5.00 pm Warwick rang Damien and told him the CFA was on its way. Damien told Warwick that he and Marilyn 
were in the bath. Warwick recalled that Damien was struggling to speak and breathing heavily. The last contact with 
Damien and Marilyn was at 5.21 pm, when Jodie returned a call from Damien’s mobile. He had called her moments 
earlier to make sure she had made it to safety; he told her he was getting in the bath and would call once the 
firefront had passed.

On 10 February police went to the Spooner residence. They found human remains in the bathroom area of the 
house, which had been razed.

A coronial inquest on 7 May found that Damien Spooner had died in or near 45 School Ridge Road on 7 February 
2009 from the effects of fire. The post-mortem report records that Marilyn Spooner’s death was consistent with the 
effects of fire.44

iRMa and Michael Winton

Irma Winton died on 7 February 2009 in her home at 635 Bowden Spur Road, Strathewen. Her son, Michael Winton, 
who lived in Lower Plenty, also died on 7 February, having collapsed at a roadblock about 1 kilometre south of 
Strathewen, on the Cottles Bridge – Strathewen Road. Irma, aged 77 when she died, is survived by four of her five 
children, their partners and her grandchildren. Michael, aged 53 at the time of his death, is survived by his daughters 
and his fiancée.

Irma and her late husband, Robert, built the family home in Strathewen in the early 1970s. Irma continued living there 
on her own after Robert died in the mid-1970s and the children had left home. The house—a single-storey brick 
veneer on timber stumps and with a tiled roof—was set on a 4-hectare property that was relatively clear of trees 
except for rows of eucalypts along the boundary and the driveway, which sloped up quite steeply from the road.  
The property was well supplied with water: there were two dams and a number of tanks to supply the house and  
for firefighting purposes, as described by Irma’s daughter Karen:

At the back of the house was a large round brick water tank. This tank held about 9,000 gallons [34,000 
litres]. At the back of the property up the hill was a round tin tank and it held about 4,000 gallons … 
Mum also had a round plastic tank specifically to fight fires … The plastic tank held about 5,000 gallons 
… Mum used an electric pump at the dam to pump water from the dam through underground pipes up 
to a diverter. She could then turn different taps on and off at the diverter and water different areas of the 
garden or multiple areas of the garden at once.
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Irma was always adamant that she would stay and defend her property. She had a fire plan: she would turn on her 
sprinkler system to saturate the house and surrounding grounds and fill her gutters with water. If a firefront came 
through she would stay in the house in the bath until it was safe and then go outside to put out spot fires. Her car, 
normally kept in the carport, would be parked at the front of the house, facing down the hill ready for escape. 

Her children were not all happy about Irma’s plans to stay and defend; it was something she and Karen had fought 
about three years earlier. Irma had refused to leave in the past and did not expect her children to come and stay or 
help her in life-threatening situations.

Aware of the dire fire predictions for 7 February, Karen called her mother during the preceding evening and asked  
her to come and stay:

Mum wouldn’t have a bar of it. She refused to leave. Mum told me she had been pumping water out of 
the dam and wetting down the gardens and the surrounds of the house in preparation for the severe 
weather. There was no way Mum was leaving the house.

Karen called her mother again about 12.30 pm the next day to see if she had changed her mind. She hadn’t.  
She told Karen she was not going anywhere, she had been watering down all night, and she was fine.

On 7 February Karen and Andrea, Irma’s other daughter, were monitoring the CFA website. Andrea, who was close 
to a fire in Gippsland herself, called her mother just after 2.00 pm. They talked about the fire being at Wallan, about 
half an hour’s drive from Irma’s home, which Andrea thought was a long way. Irma was concerned about what 
might happen if the fire got into Kinglake National Park behind her. At that stage the CFA website listed no threat to 
Strathewen or Kinglake. At about 3.30 pm Karen called her brother Michael at his home in Lower Plenty, expressing 
concern for Irma’s safety. This prompted Michael to also start checking the CFA website. 

Some time after this Karen heard about a spot fire in Eagles Nest Road, Strathewen. She managed to reach Irma on 
the phone at 3.51 pm to tell her she was coming to get her. Irma said she could not see any fires. At 4.10 pm Karen 
and her husband, David, left Healesville to go to Strathewen, just over 20 kilometres away.

When Karen and David reached Strathewen about half an hour later, police roadblocks were in position and they 
were unable to get through to Irma. At about 7.15 pm Andrea called Michael and discussed the possibility that 
he might be allowed through the roadblocks so he could check on their mother. They felt it would be safe now 
the firefront had passed, and Michael’s CFA experience might be helpful in gaining him access. Michael went to 
Strathewen but was not allowed through the roadblocks. In a phone call, however, he told one of his daughters  
that he had found a back way in and was close to Irma’s place. It is not known where he was at the time.

At about 9.30 pm Michael was waiting at the roadblock on Cottles Bridge – Strathewen Road when he had a heart 
attack. Police drove him to the nearest ambulance through paddocks and debris, having been hampered by a 
burning tree that had fallen across the road. Once in the ambulance Michael was treated by paramedics and driven 
to Hurstbridge for additional medical assistance. The ambulance arrived in Hurstbridge at 10.29 pm and continued 
treatment for another 20 minutes, but Michael did not respond.

Michael had a history of heart problems and had had a heart attack in 2006. At the request of his next of kin, an 
autopsy was not performed. A forensic pathologist conducted an external examination and found that Michael’s 
death was probably associated with underlying coronary artery disease.

On 10 February 2009 Irma’s body was found in the ruins of her house, in the bath. The carport, shed and car were 
also destroyed. The firefront struck Irma’s property from the west at about 5.45 pm and, such was the speed of the 
fire’s approach, investigators think Irma was probably taken by surprise. 

The post-mortem report records that Irma Winton died as a result of the effects of fire.45
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16.10		 steels	Creek

leiGh and chaRMian aheRn

Leigh and Charmian ‘Charm’ Ahern, aged 57 and 58 respectively, lived at 171 Old Kinglake Road, Steels Creek.  
Their steel-framed brick house, at the top of a ridge in a heavily forested and hilly area, was built on brick stumps and 
had a corrugated metal roof. Old Kinglake Road was narrow, winding and unsealed. Leigh and Charm died in their 
house on 7 February 2009. They are survived by their children and extended families.

Leigh and Charm had an elaborate firefighting system that was well maintained. There were two large water tanks on 
the property, each of about 20,000 litres’ capacity. A petrol-powered fire pump and an electric pump ran water to the 
tanks, and underground pipes ran from the top water tank down to one of the pumps. Leigh also had a pump-action 
backpack for putting out spotfires. At various points on the house there were sprinklers, including mist sprays under 
the verandah and long-range jet sprays on the corners of the carport. During the fire season Leigh regularly raked 
up the leaves around the house and on the embankment and tested the pump and sprinklers. The Aherns were also 
members of their local community fireguard group. Their plan was to stay and defend their property.

The Aherns were well aware of the fire danger on 7 February. They spent the morning preparing their property and 
reassuring the many family members who rang to ask about their welfare. Part of their fire plan was for Leigh’s 
brother, Gane, to monitor the CFA website and CFA radio and to keep him updated. This was put into effect in the 
late morning.

David Allan, a neighbour and coordinator of the community local fireguard group, rang Leigh on several occasions to 
keep him updated. One call, at about 3.40 pm, was to let them know that a report of a nearby spot fire was a false 
alarm. Just before 4.00 pm Charm rang her son, Dale, to reassure him that the fires that were in the area were a fair 
distance away. By then the Aherns had also communicated with their immediate neighbours, the Barnetts, who were 
monitoring the internet. The Barnetts died at their property as a result of the fires.

At about 5.15 pm David Allen told Leigh he could see smoke and flames coming from Mt Everard, about 2.4 kilometres 
west of the Aherns’ property. Shortly afterwards Leigh sent a text to Gane, saying, ‘Mt Everard not lookin good either 
and another beyond Beggary’. This prompted Gane to call and suggest that Leigh consider evacuating. Leigh replied 
that it was too late to leave and he believed he and Charm would be all right.

At about 5.45 pm the Aherns’ daughter, Chloe, rang. Charm was in tears as she answered the phone: she said 
she was scared, the fire was coming over the ridge, and she had to get water to help Leigh. At about the same 
time another neighbour, who had already evacuated, rang to warn the Aherns of nearby fire activity and to let them 
know he had left. Charm responded, ‘Oh God, OK. Thanks’. Shortly after 5.45 pm the firefront arrived. The Aherns’ 
neighbour David Twentyman described it:

I could hear the fire approaching before I saw any flames. It was a massive roar. It sounded like a jet 
engine sucking in air. As the fire was approaching I saw my neighbour Charm Ahern run into her carport. 
She looked over at me from the carport and yelled out ‘The fire’s coming’ and I yelled back ‘I know’. 
Charm ran back inside and that was the last time I saw her alive.

The Aherns’ house was quickly engulfed in flames, the roof lifting off early in the onslaught, as described by a 
neighbour who witnessed the event.

Leigh’s and Charmian’s remains were found inside the ruins of their home on 8 February. 

The post-mortem reports record the cause of death for both Leigh and Charmian Ahern to be the effects of fire.46

John and JennifeR BaRnett

John and Jenny Barnett had a weekender at 185 Old Kinglake Road, Steels Creek. Their permanent home was in 
Melbourne, but they were spending increasingly lengthy periods at Steels Creek as they neared retirement. Aged 59 
and 61 respectively, they died in their Steels Creek home as a result of the fires of 7 February 2009. They are survived 
by their extended families.
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The Barnetts’ 2-hectare property backed onto Kinglake National Park to the west and bordered heavily forested 
private land in all other directions. The house was surrounded by trees, and access was via a steep driveway running 
up from the narrow, winding and unsealed Old Kinglake Road. The house was built of timber and mounted on a steel 
frame about 2 metres above the ground.

John and Jenny were well aware that they lived in an extremely fire prone area. Jenny was a research officer at the 
Victorian National Parks Association and had particular expertise in fire management. They were both members 
of the local community fireguard group and had taken a number of steps to prepare their home for fire, including 
installing a rooftop sprinkler system, numerous water tanks, two pumps and plenty of hosing. Jenny routinely 
checked the CFA and DSE websites on days of high fire threat.

It is not certain what John and Jenny’s fire plan was on 7 February. During the 2006 fires they had chosen to go 
to the property to defend it, and Jenny’s brother assumed defence was still their plan. On the other hand, John’s 
stepfather said they would not have knowingly risked their lives to protect their property and that this was consistent 
with what John had told him on 7 February. 

John had telephone conversations with family members at about 10.30 am and 1.50 pm. In both instances Jenny 
was tracking fire activity on the CFA website. John told his stepfather at 1.50 pm that if anything turned up they 
would leave. Later still, the Barnetts supplied to their immediate neighbours, the Aherns, updates about the fire 
situation based on their internet monitoring. The Aherns died at their property as a result of the fires.

At about 5.30 pm David Allan, a neighbour and coordinator of the local community fireguard group, activated the 
community phone tree after seeing smoke and flames from the top of Mt Everard. He rang John to tell him this and 
say that he and his wife were evacuating. Shortly before 6.00 pm Jenny rang another neighbour, Adrienne O’Neill, to 
let her know there was a fire at the end of Adrienne’s property. In the following minutes the Barnetts tried to call two 
neighbours, including the Aherns, but neither call was answered.

The firefront hit the Barnett property from the west between 6.00 and 6.10 pm. The house, which was destroyed, 
probably ignited quickly. On 11 February John’s and Jenny’s remains were found inside the house.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist commented, ‘Of particular interest were the steep slopes around the house, and 
the limited visibility with respect to a fire approaching from either the south or the west’. He also said it seemed likely 
that the couple had been surprised by the fire, which developed quite suddenly in the area. John’s stepfather shed 
further light on the couple’s possible response:

They were both so level headed and responsible in any crisis. I believe that a fireball came in a matter of 
seconds and overwhelmed them before they could get out. As Jenny was tracking the fire on the CFA 
website, if it had shown a fire nearby then they would definitely have left.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of death for John and Jenny Barnett to be consistent with the effects  
of fire.47

lynne JaMes

Lynne James lived on her own at 105 Hargreaves Road, Steels Creek. Aged 49 years when she died there on  
7 February 2009, she is survived by family members.

Lynne lived a reclusive life, having limited contact with other people—including family. She had cats and other animals 
she cared for and loved. The property had originally belonged to her parents, who died within a few years of each 
other in the mid to late 1990s, leaving the place to Lynne, who had been living in a bungalow there. By February 
2009 the property no longer had any running water, or electricity or telephone (landline or mobile); nor did it have any 
firefighting equipment. 

A number of Lynne’s neighbours had spoken to her about the risk of fire and asked what her plans would be if there 
was one. Neighbour David Gormley said Lynne had told him she would never leave without her animals.  
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In 2007 there had in fact been an ash and ember attack: neighbours eventually persuaded Lynne to evacuate with 
their help to Yarra Glen, taking her cats and chooks and some old books.

After that experience Lynne told another neighbour her fire plan was to collect her animals and walk with them up 
Hargreaves Road to the Melba Highway, a distance of 1.5 kilometres. Having no phone, she could not participate 
in the local fire phone tree, so David Gormley and his wife, Sally Ferres, had agreed to let her know if the phone tree 
was activated during a bushfire. She declined to attend any meetings about the phone tree. David and Sally also 
helped her in other ways, including allowing her to use their phone number as a contact number for messages.

Because of technical difficulties with phones in the area—difficulties that pre-dated the fires—and poor mobile phone 
coverage, the phone tree was not operable on 7 February.

Little is known about Lynne’s movements on the day. At about 4.45 David noticed ash falling from the sky and a 
rumbling noise that became increasingly loud. Gale-force winds from the south-east were stripping sheets of bark off 
trees. Sally evacuated, honking her horn as she drove past Lynne’s house because she could see Lynne’s car in the 
driveway. She had no time to stop. David described the firefront that came through shortly after:

As Sally drove away up the road black ash started to turn to glowing embers which then turned into 
flaming embers and large chunks of debris that were burning. The wind was gale force, the rumbling  
was deafening and it was pitch black. I went inside … and noticed the power to the house had been cut. 
I put on some overalls, boots and a hard hat and grabbed keys for my various vehicles. I had no landline 
phone service and no mobile reception, so I could not call anyone. The firefront came through so fast 
that I had no time to go next door to Lynne’s place.

David was eventually forced to abandon the defence of his house and escape to the dam for an hour. The fire arrived 
at about 6.00 pm. On 10 February Lynne’s remains were found inside what had been her kitchen. The house had 
been destroyed.

The post-mortem report records the cause of Lynne James’s death as the effects of fire.48

GReGoRy and Gail leonaRd

Greg and Gail Leonard lived at 433a Steels Creek Road, Steels Creek. Their home was at the end of a very long 
driveway, itself off a private access road they shared with neighbours. They had vineyards in Dixons Creek and Steels 
Creek. They died in their house on 7 February 2009. Aged 61 and 58 respectively, Greg and Gail are survived by their 
four children, their grandchildren and their extended families.

The 20-hectare Leonard property was a mix of relatively cleared and forested areas. About one-third of the property, 
towards the front and around the house, was pasture. The remaining two-thirds, at the rear, was bush leading up to 
the top of Yarra Ridge. The four-bedroom homestead-style home was built of concrete bricks and had a corrugated 
iron roof. The Leonards planned to stay and defend.

The large concrete water tank at the top of the Leonards’ driveway had about 15,000 litres’ capacity and there was a 
petrol pump with a feed from the dam piped to the house. This tank was for firefighting and had been full two weeks 
before 7 February. There were also two polythene tanks, each of about 14,000 litres’ capacity, near the house and a 
petrol-powered fire pump. The Leonards had two MFB-issue fire hoses, both about 30 metres long. The property’s 
power supply was a combination of solar, batteries and a generator.

The Leonards routinely cleared their property of debris. In the event of fire the plan was to block the drains and fill 
the gutters with water, wet down the outside of the house, fill all the baths and sinks with water, and wet towels. Gail 
would stay in the house and attend to spot fires on the timber verandah while Greg would be outside fighting the fire, 
wearing heavy-duty wool and denim clothing. They were considered well equipped in terms of firefighting equipment 
and had what appears to have been an adequate water supply.

Greg and Gail were aware of a possible fire threat by about 2.15 pm on 7 February. It was about then that they declined 
an offer to sit out the heat in their daughter and son-in-law’s air-conditioned house in Glenrowan.  
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It had become smoky and they decided to stay home in case of fire. Their son, Marcus, recounted ‘Dad always said that 
he thought any fire threat would come from the ridge to the north-west of the property’, from the direction of Kinglake.

Throughout the afternoon Greg spoke to a number of neighbours to discuss the fire threat. One absent neighbour, Matt 
Rossignoli, spoke with Greg a few times in an attempt to gauge the situation and the likely effects on their respective 
properties. Although smoke was visible and cold ash had started to fall by about 4.00 pm, when Matt spoke to Greg 
for the second time about an hour later Greg’s assessment was that ‘their properties were not under threat’. 

Not long afterwards the situation had changed. About 5.15 pm Greg called a neighbour, Carolyn Kelmar, and told 
her she should leave immediately, as was her plan. A minute later he called Matt to tell him fire had started in the 
Christmas Hills, to their south-west, and ‘he was worried about the situation’. At 5.30 pm he spoke to another 
neighbour and told him he could see flames. At about 5.45 he answered a call from Marcus and abruptly told him 
he could not talk because he was fighting fires. The last contact with the Leonards occurred when Greg answered a 
call from Matt’s partner just before 5.50 pm and told her he could not talk right then—‘We have a situation’—before 
ending the call. No further calls to either of the Leonards’ mobiles were answered.

Fire reached the Leonards’ property at some time between 5.30 and 5.45 pm, about the time the south-westerly 
wind change arrived. 

At about 9.00 am on 8 February Matt Rossignoli rode his motorbike to the Leonards’ property. He found their remains 
where they had sheltered in the master bedroom of the destroyed house.

The post-mortem reports record that Gregory and Gail Leonard died as a result of the effects of fire.49

GReG lloyd and Melanee and Jaeson heRMocilla

Graham Lloyd and his wife, Angie, bought their 5-hectare property at 491 Steels Creek Road in July 2008. The two-
storey house was 38 years old; the lower level was brick and the upper level was a more recent cedar weatherboard 
extension. The house was surrounded by empty paddocks that had been cut for hay in December 2008 and had had 
horses grazing on them since then. Graham and Angie were away on holiday on the weekend of 7 February 2009. 
Graham’s son Greg, Greg’s girlfriend, Melanee Hermocilla, and Melanee’s brother, Jaeson, had come to house-sit for 
the weekend. Greg, 22, Melanee, 23, and Jaeson, 22, all died on 7 February. They are survived by their respective 
immediate and extended families.

Graham and Angie had sought CFA advice about fire preparation after they moved to Steels Creek. They were told 
that, on the basis of historical experience, fire would in all likelihood come from the north. Because they had a hill 
behind their property, the fire would be travelling downhill, so they would probably have time to prepare and put their 
fire plan into action. Graham—knowing there was almost a hectare of cleared land on the slope behind the house—
felt they would have adequate protection from radiant heat. Their plan was to stay and defend. They had a number of 
water tanks, an electric pump and some hoses. Graham had not told Greg about the fire plan before the weekend: 
he thought he would have time to do that if there was a fire threat.

With Graham and Angie away, Greg and Melanee had taken the opportunity to leave the city and have a weekend in 
the country. Graham recalled that Greg ‘regularly said that he loved the place and would like to buy something in that 
area’. Jaeson had been suffering from depression since the death of his mother two years earlier. Family members 
were worried about him and thought the fresh air and change of scenery would be beneficial. 

Greg left a message on his sister Sally’s phone at about 4.00 pm, asking for the password to his father’s computer, 
probably so that he could use the internet. When Sally called him back he told her a cool change had come through 
and it was quite pleasant there. His mother, Jill Scherman, called him about 10 minutes later: Greg told her they were 
looking after the chooks, it was beautiful there, and ‘It is smoky but the fires are nowhere near here and we are safe’. 
At 5.00 pm Greg’s father sent him a text message containing the computer password.

It appears that fire reached the property at about 6.00 pm and the house caught alight very soon after. Greg called 
his father at 6.00: there was fire 2 metres from the house, the cars were on fire, and he had been unable to reach 
000. When Graham told him to go outside, get the hose and try to put the fire out, Greg said he could not go outside. 
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The phone call ended so that Graham could call 000. Greg called his mother, screaming for her to call 000 because 
there was fire everywhere. His parents both called 000 and had their calls logged, but no help came.

Within the next 15 minutes there were a number of calls between those at the house and Jill, Angie and Graham. 
Angie told Melanee where to find linen and woollen clothing and advised her to fill the sinks with water. Graham 
told Melanee to put something over her mouth to help her breathe and told Greg to fill all the sinks and baths with 
water. Jill told Greg to get all the taps running, stay low, go to the bathroom, cover themselves with mattresses for 
protection and put their heads over the drains. Greg had told her they had no power and therefore no water and that 
there was smoke everywhere and fire all around them.

At 6.18 pm, less than 20 minutes after the first call to Graham, Greg made what he knew was to be his last call to his 
mother; he was quiet, calm and peaceful.

A Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded that the fire that demolished the house appeared to have approached 
unexpectedly from the south and south-west, through an extensive area of bushland in the Christmas Hills. It is most 
likely that this was a result of the wind change, which ‘would have allowed only minutes, possibly 5 to 10 minutes, 
before the firefront reached the house’.

On 8 February the bodies of Greg, Melanee and Jaeson were found in the remains of the north-east part of the 
house, in the bathroom area.

The post-mortem reports record that the deaths of Greg Lloyd, Melanee Hermocilla and Jaeson Hermocilla were 
caused by the effects of fire.50

	16.11	 toolANgi

katheRine ansett and steven fisheR

Kate Ansett and her partner, Steve Fisher, had been living for less than three months on an isolated 16-hectare 
property at 325 Old Toolangi – Dixons Creek Road, Toolangi. Kate was 43 and Steve 44 when they died inside their 
home on 7 February 2009 as a result of the fires.

The house was made of timber and had a corrugated tin roof and slate floors. It sat on a spur among thick forest and 
hills. A steep 1,500-metre driveway led from Old Toolangi – Dixons Creek Road to the house, and a four-wheel drive 
was usually needed for access. The half-acre area where the house sat was the only level area on the property.

Kate and Steve were well aware of the fire risk at their property. A friend who saw the property before they moved 
there thought it a ‘fire trap’. When they moved in they cleared scrub, tea tree, overhanging branches and leaf litter 
from the area around the house. Their friend Ngaere St-Clare explained, ‘They basically cleared all around the house 
to the extent that they were worried they might be spotted on Google Earth by the shire’.

They had four water tanks providing up to 30,000 litres of water, two new fire pumps, generators with protective 
covers, and fire hoses. They also had firefighting clothing such as boots and gloves, which they kept hanging by the 
front door. Steve built another track to the road on the south side of the property, so they would have two ways to 
enter and leave the place.

Ngaere emphasised that ‘Steve and Katy never had any intention of staying and defending the property’. Their fire 
planning was based on their understanding that if they became trapped ‘they may not have a choice about fighting it’. 

On 6 February Kate and Steve tested all their firefighting equipment. It was all working. On the morning of 7 February 
they were at home, activating their fire plan. During the middle of the day they walked around the property with Ngaere, 
conducting a perimeter survey to check for possible fires: ‘… while we were doing it we were making fun of doing it. 
That was because the fires weren’t anywhere near there. It was about ticking the boxes on a total fire ban day’.

Kate and Steve told Ngaere they planned to evacuate if they saw smoke on the surrounding mountains. At this stage 
there was haze but no sign of pluming or travelling smoke. They also monitored 774 ABC radio.
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Ngaere rang Kate some time after 3.00 pm to let her know a tree had fallen down on a bend on Myers Creek Road. 
This was her last contact with Kate. During the afternoon Kate spoke to her mother and brother. At 4.30 pm she told 
her brother the fires were a long way away, so they felt safe and were not worried.

At about 6.00 pm Kate’s mother rang again, but she could not get through to either Kate’s or Steve’s mobile phone. 
Records show that Kate’s voicemail service was accessed three times between about 6.00 and 7.20 pm. Fire hit the 
area at about 7.30 pm.

The house was completely destroyed. A Victoria Police forensic scientist remarked of the property:

I did note the extremely steep slopes about the house, which would have allowed fires to approach the 
house from most directions at very high speeds … The proximity of the bush to the house, generally 
within a few metres, as well as the high timber walls, made the house particularly susceptible to attack 
by radiant heat, by direct flame contact and by ember attack. By any measure, against almost any fire, 
the house was indefensible.

He also commented on the speed of the fire: ‘If they were watching for the fire and noted it immediately, this would still 
have only allowed about 10 minutes at the most, probably as little as five minutes, before the fire reached their house’.

On 8 February Ngaere and her partner, Simon Osborne, found the remains of Kate and Steve inside the ruins of 
the house.

The post-mortem reports record that Katherine Ansett died as a result of smoke inhalation and the effects of fire 
and Steven Fisher died as a result of the effects of fire.51

	16.12	 upper	pleNty

stephen lackas

Stephen ‘Steve’ Lackas and his wife, Sandra, had lived at 550 South Mountain Road, Upper Plenty, for about 13 
years. Their 8-hectare block mostly consisted of cleared horse paddocks and was bordered by Mt Disappointment 
State Park. On 7 February 2009 Steve Lackas was the first person to die as a result of the Kilmore East fire, which 
swept through his property mid-afternoon. Steve, 37 years old at the time of his death, is survived by Sandra and 
their son, Bailey, then aged 7 years.

Steve, Sandra and Bailey shared their property with an assortment of animals and pets, among them three dogs, 
a guinea pig, three chooks, eight ponies and two horses. Their house had a timber frame, a colorbond® roof, and 
external vinyl weatherboard cladding. The garage was next to the house. There were also some sheds, including a 
large steel shed that housed Steve’s jet boat, trailer and other equipment. Apart from the trees lining the driveway,  
the property was cleared of vegetation. Mains water was supplied to the house. As Sandra recounted, she and  
Steve had a fire plan:

Stephen and I had discussed our fire plan in the past and we had two fire plans. One was to stay 
and fight the fire and the other one was to remove as much stock as possible and leave the property. 
Depending on the severity of how things were looking, we would implement either plan. The equipment 
we had to fight the fires, we had sprinklers on the roof of the house, which were metal sprinklers 
connected to copper pipe and down near the tap there was a bit of garden hose connected to the tap. 
We had tested it in the past, but I felt it wasn’t very good because the pressure wasn’t very good. The 
only other firefighting equipment was normal garden hoses. There were two near the house.

Steve had discussed his fire defence strategy with a friend in January, after a fire across the road in the State Park 
had caused a scare. Steve’s priority was to remove his family and their horses and pets to safety. He installed roof 
sprinklers and considered moving the LPG tanks away from the house; he was in the process of getting a fire pump. 
His plan was to dress in his fire-resistant jet boat–racing suit and shelter in the shed until the fire front passed.
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The Lackas family first became aware of the fire threat at about noon on 7 February. Sandra called Steve at work and 
asked him to come home; he arrived about 15 minutes later. At some time after 1.00 pm, while Sandra was packing 
the car and dealing with the horses, Steve left to go to the general store in nearby Wandong. While there he received 
a call from his brother-in-law to alert him to the fire danger. Steve said he did not think the fire was coming their way 
and that he thought people were ‘stressing out’ unnecessarily.

With the help of a friend who had brought a second horse float, Sandra loaded the horses and ponies onto the floats. 
The friend left, taking Bailey with her and towing one float. Sandra left not long after with the other horse float and the 
dogs. Just before she left two CFA members arrived and advised Steve and Sandra they had 10 minutes to leave. 
Sandra said she was leaving; Steve stayed despite Sandra’s objections.

It appears that fire struck the property at about that time. Just after 2.00 pm Steve spoke to a friend who had called 
his mobile. Steven said, ‘The hay shed is on fire and it’s burning all around me and I’ve got to go’. At about 2.30 
Sandra called Steve on the mobile: just before the call dropped out Steve told Sandra, ‘There’s fire all around and 
I’m hosing the inside of the house’. Twenty minutes later, and with the fire coming straight at him, Steve rang another 
friend, asking him to ‘get some help’. After trying unsuccessfully to call Sandra at about 3.00 pm, Steve made three 
further calls from his mobile to 000 and 112 emergency. At 3.21 pm he was connected to Ambulance Victoria; he 
explained that he was in the fire with just a hose and that the house was burning beneath him. This was the last 
known contact with Steve.

At about the same time Steve’s brother-in-law and a friend had tried to reach the property so they could help. When 
they were finally able to get through they found the tops of the trees, the house and the hay shed still burning. Inside 
the big steel shed, which was undamaged by fire, they found Steve’s bus idling with the air-conditioning on and the 
jet boat attached, suggesting that Steve could have been intending to leave. They switched off the ignition, left the 
property and reported Steve as missing to police at a roadblock.

Another friend, Jamie Champion, had also tried to reach the property earlier in the afternoon to help Steve with his 
firefighting efforts but had been blocked by the fire. Once the fire front had passed, but with the bush still alight, he 
was able to get through some time after 6.00 pm. He walked around the burnt house, finding Steve’s remains where 
the sunroom had been, at the back of house. 

The post-mortem report records that Stephen Lackas died as a result of the effects of fire.52

david stokes

David and Jenice Stokes raised four children on their farm at 80 Lords Road, Upper Plenty. They were neighbours to 
David’s brother, Howard, in the next valley; a ridge line separated the two properties. The son of an orchardist, David 
cleared the land and planted 10 hectares of apple trees when they moved there in the mid-1970s. He had lived his 
entire life on the land and died trying to protect his farm on 7 February 2009. David, 64 years old when he died, is 
survived by Jenice, their four children and their partners, their grandchildren and their extended family.

The Stokes property covered 65 hectares. There were two houses on the property—one built in the 1970s, where 
Jenice and David lived, and the other built in the 1990s, where their son Anthony and his wife lived. An enclosed 
walkway joined the houses. Not far from the houses were a cool store, a machinery shed and a packing shed.  
The property’s water supply came from a number of dams and concrete tanks.

The family was very fire conscious and had a comprehensive fire plan known to all family members. They were 
mindful of keeping the dams as full as possible in case of fire, and their fire plan included maintaining firebreaks 
around the property during the fire season. On 6 February Anthony had extended the firebreaks in anticipation of the 
high temperatures forecast for the following day. On days of high fire danger the family kept firefighting water in spray 
units on tractors. All debris was cleared from roofs and gutters, and all available containers, including cow troughs 
and baths, were filled with water. In the event of fire the younger female family members and children were to be 
evacuated to the family shop, about 4 kilometres away, while the men, and Jenice, would stay and fight the fire.  
The brick house would be used as a refuge until the fire passed.
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Part of the fire plan entailed placing wet towels under doors and shutting the windows and wearing as much natural-
fibre clothing as possible. The family had opted to plant deciduous trees instead of gum trees around the house 
because the former were considered much less flammable. There was good road access around the houses and 
sheds, and the houses and their surrounds would be drenched by means of a 2-inch pipe fed from one of the dams. 
Jenice recalled, ‘The process was to stand on the roof and spray all over. [The pipe] had a large diameter and it 
flooded the place. I remember walking out the front door and finding it was quite muddy underfoot’.

On 7 February Jenice and David were joined for lunch by their son Matthew, his wife and the couple’s small daughter. 
At about that time they became aware of a fire some distance away in Kilmore. Jenice checked the CFA website, 
which said, ‘There was a small grass fire at Kilmore East with one or two trucks’. Not thinking they were under direct 
threat, the family had lunch. Just before 2.00 pm Jenice received a call from a family friend whose son-in-law was in 
the CFA. The call was to alert the Stokes to a fast-moving fire heading directly towards their home.

Anthony closed the family shop early and went home to help in case of fire. Not long after 2.30 pm Jenice went 
outside. She noticed an increased amount of smoke, and the smoke column she had earlier seen as a distant thin 
plume was now a widened column. This prompted further fire-defensive activity. 

Anthony and Matthew pulled the vines down from around the house and checked and filled the gutters. Jenice 
evacuated her two heavily pregnant daughters-in-law and her grandchildren to the safety of the family shop and while 
driving back along Lords Road saw smoke billowing and a spot fire start in the gully. Anthony and David drove the 
tractors up the driveway towards the fire, using the spray units to douse spot fires as they started. Matthew was on 
the roof drenching the house and garden with water from the 2-inch pipe. Inside the house Jenice filled the bath and 
put the contents of the linen press into the water; she also checked to make sure the hoses were all connected.  
A stranger, Russell Edwards, who turned out to be a friend of David’s brother Howard, appeared from nowhere and 
asked Jenice what he could do to help. She sent him to the bathroom to get a wet sheet for his own protection.

From his vantage point on the roof Matthew saw the fire approaching at about the time he lost water pressure and 
power. Not long after that, at about 3.00 pm, Jenice, Anthony, Matthew and Russell were forced into the house to 
shelter from the passing firefront. As soon as they were able to they tried desperately to fight spot fires with buckets 
of water, but the flames took hold of first one house and then the other. Jenice, Anthony and Matthew fled to the 
swimming pool, which was built into the hillside. They no longer knew where Russell or David were. Jenice recalled:

While we were in the pool Anthony commented that he didn’t think David could survive in the fire and 
I wondered if Russell was still alive. We waited for things to burn and then we got out and got back in 
because it was too hot. We got out again and we were watching for trees falling.

None could recall how long they spent in the swimming pool, but it was some time before they could safely leave and 
look for David. Russell reappeared: he had survived by sheltering in a dam to the north of the houses. 

A Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the material collected by the Phoenix Task Force noted:

The movement to the dams and pool was obviously a last resort. This is not mentioned in the fire plan, 
but was a sensible move and resulted in the survival of those concerned, although their survival in the 
first instance resulted from a determined defence from the interior of the house.

Unable to find David, exhausted by their firefighting efforts and with the light failing, the four survivors went to Howard 
Stokes’s house in the neighbouring valley. They returned to 80 Lords Road early the next morning to search for 
David, being joined by other family and friends during the day. David was eventually found lying near a reel of hose in 
the still-smouldering ruins of the cool store.

The post-mortem report records that David Stokes’s death was caused by the effects of fire.53
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GaReth Jones-RoBeRts

Gareth Jones-Roberts died in a car accident in Yarra Glen on 7 February 2009. He had gone to buy fuel for the 
family’s generator, which was being used as part of their fire preparation and defence. Gareth, aged 48 at the time 
of his death, is survived by his parents, Gareth and Norma Jones-Roberts. He had lived with his parents in Mt Wise 
Road, Yarra Glen, for at least the preceding four years. 

On 7 February the Jones-Roberts family spent most of the morning tidying up around the house because of the 
potential fire threat. Electricity to the house was lost at about 2.30 pm, the family could see smoke, and Gareth junior 
decided they should get the generator operating so there would be a power source to operate the water pumps.  
He and his father connected the generator to the pump at about 3.00 pm, and Gareth junior filled the generator with 
petrol and tested it to make sure it was working. It was.

Embers had been falling on the property, and Gareth junior became concerned that the power might be out for some 
time and the generator would need more fuel. At 4.15 pm he called a friend and asked to borrow some jerry cans, 
then left in his father’s car to collect them and the petrol. While he was gone his father was using a pressurised spray 
pack to put out embers.

As Gareth was on his way home from getting the petrol his car was involved in an accident in Symond Street, just 
near the intersection with Irvine Crescent, Yarra Glen. An eyewitness, Jeff Thorn, saw Gareth’s car veer off the road 
and hit a stormwater manhole cover; this caused the car to flip onto its roof before sliding to a stop with the driver’s 
side hard up against an embankment. Mr Thorn was unable to reach Gareth before the car caught fire. The flames 
intensified quickly, setting the grass verge alight. A hose from a nearby house was used to help put out the grass 
fire, but fire brigade assistance was needed to douse the car, which took over an hour. A Victoria Police officer from 
the Major Collision Investigation Unit who analysed the scene of the accident concluded that ‘excessive speed 
contributed to the cause of the collision and … the vehicle had ignited from within the cabin of the car’.

Mr Jones-Roberts senior thinks the accident could have been caused by his son being distracted: ‘Gareth may have 
seen the firestorm while driving back from getting the petrol, and it would have looked from where he was in Symond 
Street – Melba Highway that it was going to engulf our house’.

A statement taken from Gareth junior’s treating physician confirmed that Gareth was being treated for fibromyalgia: 
‘Fibromyalgia can affect a person’s coordination and concentration, especially under stressful conditions’.

The post-mortem report records the cause of the death of Gareth Jones-Robert junior as asphyxia resulting from 
smoke inhalation.54
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alfred and scott frendo

Alfred ‘Fred’ Frendo was 58 when he died in his vehicle as he was trying to flee his home at 320 Old Callignee Road, 
Callignee, on 7 February 2009. His son Scott, 27, also died fleeing the property. Father and son had tried to protect 
the property before evacuating. They are survived by wife and mother Elaine and by Scott’s young son, Lachlan.

Elaine and Fred lived with their youngest son, Mark, who had a disability and required personal care. Scott had 
moved out of the family home, a farm set on a couple of hectares where his parents ran cows, had fruit trees and 
grew vegetables. The Frendos had no plans for what they would do if a bushfire came their way. Elaine recounted, 
‘Fred and I had never spoken about what we would do if there was a bushfire. I think we both thought that it would 
never get this far and never happen’.

At around 1.00 pm on 7 February a neighbour, Kenneth Grigg, alerted the Frendos to smoke in the direction of 
Churchill. Although they were not concerned that the fire would reach their property, Elaine and Fred collected a 
pump from one of their paddocks and some poly-piping. Fred set the pump up next to the dam, behind the shed  
and not far from the house, and connected the poly-pipe to the pump. He then attached a spray nozzle to the pipe  
in order to protect the house if the fire came their way.

At about 2.00 pm Scott sent a text to his friend Christopher Tormey, changing their plans for the day because of fire 
in the vicinity of his parents’ property. Sometime later in the afternoon, as the fire drew closer, Elaine took Mark to 
safety at her parents’ house. On the way she passed Scott driving towards the family home.

At 5.49 pm Scott sent a text to his girlfriend, Kittyanna Verghese, saying that, although he did not know exactly how 
close the fire was, it was very close and they were ‘in trouble’. At about 6.00 pm Scott called his mother, telling her 
the hay shed at the bottom of the paddock, about a five-minute walk from the house, was on fire; he asked her to 
call the fire brigade. Less than half an hour later, at about 6.25 pm, Scott called Christopher Tormey: ‘He sounded 
terrified and in a raised voice he said “Get some fucking fire trucks here”’. The call then dropped out. This was the last 
known contact with either Scott or Fred.

Fred and Scott made a last-minute decision to evacuate the property and left in separate vehicles, making their way 
along Old Callignee Road in the direction of Traralgon.

Neighbours Robin and Gwenda Jones evacuated their property at about 6.30 pm and passed a burnt-out car about 
1.5 kilometres from the Frendo property, on the opposite side of the road. They identified the car as Fred’s. The car 
was at a 90-degree angle facing the centre of the road with the rear up on a culvert. It appeared to have become 
engulfed by fire after a failed attempt by Fred to turn around and head back in the direction of his property. Fred’s 
body was later found in the car.

Scott Frendo’s burnt-out car was found empty in burnt bushland, where it had veered off the road about 60 metres 
past his father’s car. He appears to have fled on foot before being overcome by fire about 13.5 metres from his car.

Elaine Frendo returned to the property a week after the fires:

When I got to the house I could see it was still there and wasn’t touched by the fire. Our hot water 
system was burnt outside the house and the pump to our spa was melted. All the rest of the house was 
safe. They must have [done] a really good job of protecting the house … The dam was nearly empty and 
it looked like they had been fighting the fire.

The post-mortem reports record the deaths of Alfred and Scott Frendo as resulting from the effects of fire.1

colIn and daVId GIBson

Colin Gibson, 49, and his younger brother David, 47, died on 7 February 2009 at their parents’ property at  
420 Glendonald Road, Hazelwood South. Both experienced firefighters, Colin and David had travelled independently 
from their own homes to their parents’ house to try to protect it. Colin and David are survived by their parents, 
Shirley and Bill Gibson, and their large extended families.

17 The ChurChill Fire
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Shirley and Bill had lived at 420 Glendonald Road for about 13 years. Their single-storey western red cedar home 
had been built on the sloping 2-hectare bush block in the 1970s. The house sat above Glendonald Road at the end 
of a 200-metre driveway. A band of woodland (predominantly gums) surrounded the house, quite close to it, and 
extended up along the hill at the rear.

Water was supplied to the property by a concrete water tank of about 20,000 litres, which had a single electric pressure 
pump attached to it, and a smaller fibreglass tank with a gravity-fed tap as its sole outlet. There were three working 
taps around the outside of the house and a number of long garden hoses. Shirley recalled, ‘If two taps were on at once 
the pressure would drop a bit. If the power went out the water pump wouldn’t work’. With assistance from the local 
council, Bill and Shirley kept the grass around the house short and the house gutters clean. It is not clear whether they 
had a fire plan. David’s partner, Kim Birrell, said, ‘David was always worried about his mum and dad’s property’. 

Between 1.00 pm and 2.00 pm on 7 February the senior Gibsons, with their dogs, were leaving their home because 
there was fire in the area. At this time their sons Colin and David arrived to help prepare the house and fight any fires. 
David had been in the CFA for 25 years, and family members considered him ‘very, very competent’ when it came to 
fire. Colin had been a lieutenant in the Queensland Fire Service for four to five years.

During the afternoon Colin and David made preparations, wetting down the house, filling the gutters with water, 
wetting cushions on the verandah, and moving things around. They ‘filled everything that would hold water’. In 
numerous phone calls with family members during the afternoon and early evening Colin and David said they were 
safe, the fire was not near them, and they intended to leave shortly.

At about 3.30 pm David had a telephone conversation with Senior Constable Craig Blakely, who was stationed at a 
nearby roadblock. Senior Constable Blakely told David it was expected that ‘very strong winds’ would develop later 
in the afternoon and that that could produce ‘very dangerous conditions’. David said he and Colin were ‘prepared for 
that eventuality and wished to remain at the property’.

The last telephone contact with family members occurred at about 6.00 pm, when the senior Gibsons’ permission 
was sought for the CFA, members of which were at the property, to bulldoze a firebreak around the property. 
Permission was given, but it appears that the work did not proceed. At 6.15 pm the south-westerly wind change 
arrived—about 45 minutes earlier than predicted by the CFA—forcing the CFA units at the neighbouring address to 
take survival action.

Before then, at about 6.00 pm, CFA volunteer Glen Chesterton and his crew had been directed to protect the 
neighbouring vacant house, at 400 Glendonald Road, against the predicted wind change. When the wind change 
struck earlier than predicted, crew members outside the truck were forced to break into the vacant house in order  
to be safe. Mr Chesterton was alone in the cabin of the truck. He recalled:

We then drove to the address, noting wallabies heading away from the area we were heading into. I also 
noted the wind had started to pick up. The wind was now coming from the south-south-west … we 
noticed a couple of spot fires around this particular house. I was the only one in the cabin at this stage. 
At this point a major fire started. Everything around started to burn … there were embers flying around 
everywhere; what I would call an ember storm … It was terrifying. All I could do was cover myself with 
clothing and [seek] shelter on the bottom of the cabin to be protected against the radiant heat.

Early in the morning of Sunday 8 February 2009 Billy and Sarah Gibson, David’s son and daughter, used back roads 
to make their way to their grandparents’ property in the hope of finding their father and uncle alive. They found their 
bodies in the remains of the house, which had been destroyed some time shortly after 6.00 pm the day before.

Shirley and Bill Gibson’s home was within 2 kilometres of the point of origin of the fire. The Victoria Police forensic 
scientist who visited the property on Sunday 8 February and Monday 9 February 2009 noted:

This property was roughly one and a half kilometres east to north-east from the point of origin and 
the firefront … These circumstances would not have provided sufficient time for alert or evacuation. 
Furthermore, the only obvious route of escape was down the driveway to the main road, in the direction 
of the fire …

The post-mortem reports record that Colin and David Gibson both died as a result of the effects of fire.2
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alan, MIros and luke JacoBs and nathan charles

Alan Jacobs, aged 51 years, his wife Miros, 50, their son, Luke, 21, and Luke’s friend Nathan Charles, also 21, all 
died at the Jacobs’ house at 1594 Traralgon Creek Road, Koornalla, on 7 February 2009. They had sheltered in the 
workshop under the house. The Jacobs family is survived by another son and brother and their respective extended 
families. Nathan is survived by his parents and his sister and their extended families.

The Jacobs’ house was a substantial brick-veneer home with a corrugated iron roof. It was built on a slope and 
the driveway led up onto Traralgon Creek Road. A considerable number of trees were close to the house, and the 
property in general was in a densely treed area.

The Jacobs’ plan was to stay and defend their property. They were equipped with independent power, adequate 
water and various items of firefighting equipment:

There were three pumps, two firefighting pumps and an electric pump, with a generator for the electric 
pump. There were several sources of water, what may have been the household supply, operating on 
an electric pump from the creek, a dam about 50 metres north-west of the house and a swimming 
pool across the lawn from the house. The firefighting pumps were petrol/diesel pumps near the 
swimming pool. The electric pump was operating from a generator outside the underhouse workshop 
and there were three firefighting hoses connected to the firefighting pumps, a hose reel and a garden 
hose connected to the household supply. The firefighting hoses and the hose from the reel had proper 
nozzles. There were at least two buckets [readied for carrying] water.

Part of the fire plan was to shelter in the workshop under the house while waiting for the firefront to pass. Alan’s father 
described the workshop as having a ‘concrete base and ceiling and double brick walls’. It had a roller door and a 
steel shutter Alan had made to cover the large window at one end. Alan’s receptionist, Heidi, who had gone to the 
house during the afternoon to collect her horses and move them because of the fire threat, explained: ‘They were 
going to wait in there [the workshop] while the firefront was there and then come back out to put out any fires around 
the house’.

It appears the Jacobs were aware of a potential fire threat by 2.20 pm. They had already started their fire preparations 
by 4.00 pm, when Luke and Nathan arrived, joining a number of their friends who were already helping to wet down 
the house and surrounds and filling gutters. When Heidi arrived to collect her horses at about 4.30 pm Alan asked her 
how close the fire was. She told him it was just over the hill, and she recalled that they discussed the forecast wind 
change: ‘We were hoping it wouldn’t [change] because there was a chance the fire might skim the edge of their place 
if the change didn’t come through’. Heidi left with her horses at about 5.00 pm, at the same time as Nathan and two 
others left to take a look at how close the fires were. Nathan and the others returned soon after.

Between 5.00 and about 6.00 pm Luke’s friends decided to leave. It is evident that there were discussions about  
the pros and cons of staying or leaving the property. Alan told them the choice was theirs, but if they were to stay 
there was what he considered a safe haven available—the workshop area. By 6.00 pm everybody other than Alan, 
Miros and Luke had left or were leaving. Breathing had become difficult, it was hot, and flames were approaching  
the property. Nathan returned to warn the Jacobs of the approaching fire and decided to stay and help them.

As a result of the wind change, fire reached the property some time after this. At 6.44 pm a call was made from 
Nathan’s mobile to 000. It is not known where he was at the time the call was made, but the call message was 
recorded as ‘trapped in house’. At 7.00 pm Nathan called his father, Rob Charles, to tell him the house was on  
fire and four of them were trapped. At 7.16 pm Nathan called his father for what he knew would be the last time.

The fire appears to have approached the property from the south and south-west, through trees on the slope up from 
the creek. It destroyed the carport, cars and boat and almost the entire house. Evidence showed ‘there had obviously 
been extensive and comprehensive preparations for firefighting’. Evidence of roof damage before the main fire arrived 
suggested that the house had been subjected to burning embers and radiant heat, which would have rapidly ignited 
all the combustible items inside the house.



301

The Churchill fire

The workshop, where the bodies of Alan, Miros, Luke and Nathan were found on 8 February, was relatively intact: 
the combustible contents of the room survived unscathed, flammable liquid in containers had not ignited, and paper 
items did not show any damage other than a light covering of soot. In relation to the workshop’s efficacy as a fire 
shelter, a Victoria Police forensic scientist concluded, ‘With the doors closed tightly and the window shuttered, 
ventilation would be limited. In the circumstances, with carbon monoxide and dioxide levels increasing and oxygen 
being consumed in the fire, ventilation could be a critical issue’.

The post-mortem reports record that Alan and Miros Jacobs died as a result of carbon monoxide poisoning;  
Luke Jacobs and Nathan Charles died as a result of the effects of fire.3

annette leathaM

Annette Leatham was 51 years old when she died at her daughter’s property at 5 Cooks Road, Callignee on  
7 February 2009; her husband, Rodney, sustained severe burns when trying to save her. Mrs Leatham is survived 
by Rodney, their two children and their grandchildren.

Mrs Leatham’s daughter, Jenny, lives on a 2-hectare property with her husband, Glenn, and their two small 
children and family pets, including a dog and a goat. Their home is a single-storey house made of cement sheeting 
and with a corrugated zinc roof. Although bordered by bushland, the property itself is relatively clear of bushy 
vegetation and trees. It is serviced by a dam and three water tanks, and Glenn and Jenny’s fire plan had always 
been to fight off any minor fires or minor ember attack but to leave if the situation became worse:

Our mindset was always to leave. We didn’t have a fire pump and although we had basic equipment we 
were only going to combat floating ember attack. We had multiple exit routes planned in case certain 
roads were blocked and basically we were waiting for an ‘under threat’ message or even a heavy ember 
attack warning and we were gone.

Early in the afternoon of 7 February Jenny took her two small children to her mother-in-law’s house for safety. 
At about 5.30 pm Jenny’s parents, Rodney and Annette, arrived at Jenny and Glenn’s house. Jenny had hoped 
her mother would instead stay home in the comfort of her air-conditioning because she (Annette) had a medical 
condition that limited her ability to move quickly.

Rodney and Annette came in their ute and brought with them a small generator in case the power was cut off. 
Rodney and Glenn plugged the generator into the house pump, filled buckets and containers with water and 
placed them around the house, and wet the eaves down before the family began dinner at about 6.00 pm. Whilst 
making their fire preparations Rodney and Glenn were aware of smoke in the sky and strong winds, but there were 
no embers or ash and neither of them felt concerned for their safety.

Just before dinner Glenn received a phone call from his brother, who told him of a strong wind change that was 
expected and would turn the wind in their direction. Neither Glenn nor Rodney understood the implications of this:

Rodney and I didn’t understand fire behaviour. We expected that the front of the fire would turn like a 
snake. What I mean by this is that if the fire was going one way and the front was 500 metres wide, 
it would turn and the front would still be 500 metres wide. I’ve since learnt that the whole flank of the 
fire becomes the new front. I had no idea that was how fire worked or that the front would be heading 
directly for us when the wind changed. Rodney and I both thought it would horseshoe around us.

By the time the family had finished dinner about half an hour later, there was a red glow around the property, 
prompting discussion about whether or not it was time to leave. By 7.00 pm embers were swirling, and the family 
decided it was time to go. The cars had been packed. Jenny and Glenn left in separate vehicles with the family pets, 
and Rodney and Annette went to the back of the house to disconnect the generator and follow them in their ute. In 
the few minutes it took for this to happen Rodney noticed ‘red hot bullets … falling, cinders … landing everywhere’. 
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Visibility was poor; there was smoke and soot, and embers and ash were falling. When trying to leave the property 
Rodney was confronted by what he described as a ‘massive, fast, furious grass fire’ where the lawn had been. 
The main fire was now coming over the hill, and Rodney decided to try to back the ute into the dam. The vehicle 
appeared to stall, and Annette made a split-second decision to run to the house.

She opened the passenger door to flee the vehicle and run back to the house, but she fell and was engulfed by 
fire. Rodney ran around to the passenger side of the car to help his wife escape the flames, but he was unable to 
save her.

Rodney sought shelter from the flames, first in his grandchildren’s clam-shell pool and then in the dam. Despite 
suffering severe burns to an estimated 40 per cent of his body—and the tragedy of having witnessed his wife’s 
death—in between sheltering Rodney fought spot fires and ultimately the house was saved. He eventually walked 
to a neighbouring property that had been successfully defended. There, the French family went to great lengths to 
help him with his injuries before the CFA was able to rescue him and take him to an ambulance.

The post-mortem report records that Annette Leatham died as a result of the effects of fire.4 

Gertrude MartIn

Gertrude ‘Trudy’ and Erich Martin were married in Germany in 1953 and migrated to Australia in 1956 with their first 
two children; their third child was born in Melbourne. Mrs Martin was 80 years old when she died on 7 February 2009 
from natural causes, after escaping her burning house at 1515 Jeeralang North Road, Jeeralang. She is survived by 
Erich, their three children and their grandchildren.

The old dairy farm at 1515 Jeeralang North Road was in disrepair when the Martins bought it in 1973. They fixed up 
the weatherboard and cement-sheet home and added a Hardiplank™ extension on the western side. The garden 
surrounding the house contained many ornamental trees and shrubs. As Erich said, ‘This was not a house you would 
build in a fire-prone area, but I think it would have survived a normal fire’.

The Martins worked the farm and cattle for the first 30 of the 35 years they lived in Jeeralang. In the last five years 
Mrs Martin’s health had begun to decline. She suffered from a heart condition and high blood pressure (which was 
managed with medication) and had trouble with her hips: ‘Trudy had reduced mobility but was still getting around  
on her own’.

Mr Martin was aware of the fire danger forecast for 7 February and had been busy making final preparations to 
defend the property. He considered he had ‘prepared for a very bad fire day’:

I had wet down the … areas around our house. I had cleaned out the gutters and there was not one 
leaf in my gutters. I had a very good fire pump which had never been used. I connected the hoses to 
our concrete 7000-gallon water tank, which was nearly full. I didn’t do anything with the roof with water 
because there was no fire and because of the weather being so hot, it wouldn’t have achieved anything.  
I removed anything from near the house which could have caught fire. The grass had been cut very short.

At about 2.00 pm a neighbour who lived about 15 kilometres further along the road from the Martins called 000 
and reported that the fire was about 1 kilometre away from his property and heading towards the Martins. He was 
concerned for the elderly Martins’ safety. Moe police issued a request for a welfare check, to see that everyone was 
OK; this was attended to by Traralgon police. The request for the welfare check referred to an elderly couple, did not 
specify the address or name, and subsequently did not occur.

Mr Martin was alerted to a localised fire threat after receiving a call from his daughter and after Mrs Martin brought  
to his attention a radio report that a fire had started in the Churchill area. While Mrs Martin was preparing lunch,  
Mr Martin noticed grey and yellow smoke and flames. Not liking what he saw, he tried to start his fire pump to wet 
down the house—only to find that the suction hose had already melted. 

Mr Martin entered the house and noticed heat and smoke coming from the front of the house through the hallway 
into the kitchen. He heard branches, sticks and leaves, some of which were on fire, falling onto the roof and a hissing 
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sound coming from under the house. He thought the hissing sound meant that fire or excessive heat under the house 
would melt the pump or the fittings and would lead to water loss from the tank. He knew then that they would lose 
the house.

Mr Martin led his wife to the back porch and called for their dog, Ricky, who was still inside. He ‘saw trees and shrubs 
around the house explode in flames’. Not being able to wait for the dog, Mr Martin opened the door from the porch 
into the yard but was forced to close it again when flames came shooting in. ‘I don’t know how long we waited, but 
the house was burning and everything around us was burning. After [a] minute or two I tried the door again and the 
flames were totally gone’. Mr Martin led his wife to the fence line, away from the heat of the burning house.

Mrs Martin told her husband she needed to rest, so he put a wet towel over her head and left her to rest against a 
fence post while he moved a wheelbarrow full of personal possessions away from the porch and put out some spot 
fires. After only a few minutes Mr Martin returned to find his wife lying on the ground. Thinking she was resting, he 
took her hand; then he realised she had died. Mr Martin was devastated at the loss of his wife and his home. He said 
he believed Trudy ‘would still be alive if it wasn’t for the fire’.

A coronial investigation into Trudy Martin’s death found that she had died as the result of a heart attack.5

MartIn schultz

Martin Schultz and his dog, Kelly, died in the car in which they had fled from the fire at their home at 20 Factory Road, 
Callignee, on 7 February 2009. Martin was almost 34 when he died, leaving behind his wife, Rachael, their 8 year-old 
son, Parker, and other family, including Martin’s sister and her children.

Rachael, Martin and Parker had moved to their home at 20 Factory Road in September 2007, having relocated from 
Queensland. The brick-veneer house with a tiled roof was set on a block of about 2 hectares.

Having been estranged from Rachael since late 2008, Martin was home alone on 7 February. Throughout the 
afternoon and early evening he had a number of conversations with family, friends and neighbours, who warned 
him of the fire threat and urged him to leave. It would appear that, once he became aware of the threat, Martin took 
general precautions such as hosing down the roof of the house and clearing gutters before leaving with Kelly at 
about 6.40 pm.

The first warning Martin received was a phone call from his father-in-law at approximately 2.00 pm, alerting him to 
the fire at Churchill. Neighbour Theodore Thiessling called in to Martin’s house just after 3.00 pm to warn him about 
the fire’s proximity to Callignee. At that stage Mr Thiessling estimated the fire to be some 9 to 10 kilometres from his 
home. Martin had been indoors and seemed unaware the fire was so close. Mr Thiessling stated that some smoke 
was visible, but it was mostly obscured by a ridge behind his house and there was no smell of smoke in the air.

Martin’s father-in-law, Peter Elswyck, called Martin a second time, at about 4.00 pm, to tell him ‘the fire was definitely 
moving in his direction and to put things in the car and be ready to leave’. Martin told him that the fire was not yet 
there but that he had packed the car and was ready to go. 

At about 5.00 pm Martin spoke to Rachael on the phone, told her he was getting the car ready, and asked if there 
was anything she wanted packed. When pressed by Rachael to leave immediately, Martin responded that ‘it wasn’t 
that bad, it [the fire] wasn’t there’.

At some time between 5.00 and 5.30 pm Martin spoke with his sister, Allyson Macinnis, telling her he could see 
smoke and the fires seemed close. He confirmed to Allyson that his car was packed. Just after 5.30 pm Allyson 
checked the CFA website for Martin and told him the area was said to be safe but that he was the one who was 
there and he should act intuitively. Shortly afterwards Allyson called again to warn Martin about a wind change:

I told Martin that the wind had changed here [Mt Martha] and I told him that the wind was coming from 
the south and that the change had happened very quickly and that the wind was very fast. Martin told 
me if the wind came from the south he was screwed … [and] that he was going to leave.
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Martin called Rachael at 6.40 pm to tell her ‘he was in the car and he was going, he was leaving’. Rachael recalled, 
‘I could hear the wind and the incredible roar, so it must have hit by then … I could hear fear and hurriedness in his 
voice’. Rachael expected Martin to go to her father’s house, where their son was staying for the weekend.

At about 7.00 pm Martin called his father-in-law, sounding distraught. He told Mr Elswyck, ‘There’s a tree across the 
road and I’m on fire’. That was the last known contact Martin had with anyone. 

Despite some initial confusion about whether or not Martin had escaped the fire, he was registered as missing with 
the Red Cross on Sunday 8 February. On Saturday 14 February 2009 Martin’s body, along with that of his dog, was 
found in his burnt-out car in a creek bed on Symons Road.

The post-mortem report records the effects of fire as the cause of Martin Schultz’s death.6

1 Exhibit 298 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001841 (EXH.298.0001); Hollowood T7769:1–T7791:14

2 Exhibit 300 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001787 (EXH.300.0001); Hollowood T7806:1–T7831:19

3 Exhibit 294 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001827 (EXH.294.0001); Hollowood T7698:2–T7720:26

4 Exhibit 296 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001828 (EXH.296.0001); Hollowood T7736:3–T7755:28

5 Exhibit 297 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001788 (EXH.297.0001); Hollowood T7755:29–T7767:10

6 Exhibit 299 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 002059 (EXH.299.0001); Hollowood T7791:15–T7805:8
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18.1	 Marysville

nicole jefferson and james bowker

Nicole Jefferson and James ‘Jamie’ Bowker were less than a month away from becoming parents for the first time 
when they died on 7 February 2009. Jamie died sheltering in their home at 51 Kings Road. Nicole died in Falls Road, 
about half a kilometre from their home; it appears she was making her way on foot to the nearby Gallipoli Park oval. 
Jamie was 36 at the time of his death and is survived by his extended family. Nicole was 29 when she died; an only 
child, she is survived by her parents Bruce and Elaine.

Nicole and Jamie met in 1999 and moved to Marysville in 2001 or 2002. They had been living at 51 Kings Road 
since mid-2004. The three-bedroom timber-framed house was about 30 years old. The external walls were of a fibro 
cement–type material and the roof was corrugated tin. Nicole’s father recalled:

The house was on a third of an acre and the garden had a mixture of native trees and also roses, 
rhododendrons and other flowering plants. Jamie also had over a thousand day lilies in pots scattered 
around the block. The trees were close to the house and the block was only across the road from the 
state forest.

The house, along with all the neighbouring houses, was destroyed in the fire. The Victoria Police forensic scientist who 
examined the property shortly afterwards noted, ‘The damage was extensive and comparatively consistent across the 
entire structure, reflective of the slope of the terrain and the building’s proximity to the vegetation and trees’.

It is not clear whether Jamie and Nicole had a fire plan. Nicole’s father was aware that the couple had a plan, but he 
had never been told precisely what it was. A close friend of the couple, Amanda Brewer, knew nothing of their fire 
plan—or even if they had one. The house was reliant on town water for its water supply. There was no roof sprinkler, 
and Nicole’s father was unaware of any other fire protection. Victoria Police investigators who attended the property 
were not able to find evidence of any particular fire preparations or firefighting equipment.

Jamie and Nicole might have become aware of a fire threat in the late afternoon of 7 February, when a CFA truck 
drove up Kings Road. Nicole called her father at about 5.40 pm and told him the CFA had gone up Kings Road to 
attend to what she assumed was a spot fire. Not sounding too concerned, she told her father she and Jamie were 
inside the house with the cat and were weighing up their options. The CFA members had driven up Kings Road 
at about 5.00 pm, some of the residents, including Nicole and Jamie, had asked them what they should do; the 
residents were advised to evacuate immediately to the oval at Gallipoli Park.

At about 6.00 pm the CFA members retreated down Kings Road after the wind change:

… the winds were at about 40 kilometres after that and the fire basically jumped over the top of us.  
This was like a wall of flame, the trucks caught on fire [the Yarck tanker]. The DC&E people had 
backpacks which caught on fire, the trees fell over the road and we evacuated at this stage. I saw  
that about four or five of the people we told to evacuate were still at their houses. 

Some time between 6.15 and 6.30 pm Amanda Brewer reached Nicole on the landline, speaking to her for less than 
a minute. She recalled that Nicole was panicked, and Amanda asked her if everything was okay. Nicole said words 
to the effect of ‘I have to go. I have to go. I have to go and save my house’. This was the last known contact with 
either Jamie or Nicole. From 7.00 pm onwards numerous phone calls to their landline and mobile numbers went 
unanswered.

Just after sunrise on Sunday 8 February 2009 a local CFA volunteer found Nicole by a tree on the nature strip  
in Falls Road, about 200 metres from Gallipoli Park. It appears she had been overcome by smoke and embers.  
On 12 February 2009 Jamie was found in the remains of their house, where he had been sheltering in the bath.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of the deaths of Nicole Jefferson and Jamie Bowker as the effects of fire.1

18 The	MUrriNDiNDi	Fire



307

The Murrindindi fire

keVin bradwell

Kevin Bradwell was 52 years old when he died at his home at 14–16 Allison Crescent, Marysville, on Saturday  
7 February 2009. He was alone when he died and is survived by his wife and daughter.

The Bradwells’ brick house was on a double, sloping block and was surrounded by shrubs close to the house. 
Another Marysville resident described the property as being ‘up on the hill and very bushy’. The Bradwells’ fire plan 
was to leave if they needed to.

Just before his death Mr Bradwell had been a volunteer community ambulance officer and had a part-time job at the 
Marysville hardware store.

On 7 February Mr Bradwell finished work at the service station connected to the hardware store at about 4.00 pm. 
He went next door to the supermarket to clock off and spoke to two of the staff there. They had been listening to 
the radio for an update on the fires and were anxious about what was happening. Kevin said the fire was ‘going in 
the other direction’, gave the impression that he wasn’t concerned about a threat to Marysville, and appeared to 
disregard their concerns. As he was leaving, staff said, ‘Go home and get ready. Listen to the radio, make sure you 
have the radio on’.

At about 6.00 pm Mr Bradwell called his wife in Melbourne. He told her he was trying to make the house safe and 
was intending to stay. His firefighting preparations included plugging holes, making sure the bath was full of water, 
filling metal buckets and having mops prepared for embers. Mrs Bradwell told police she believed her husband had 
decided to stay because he was ‘unaware of the ferocity of the fire’.

After 6.00 pm Mr Bradwell called Kay and Denis Brown. Mr Brown is a community ambulance officer, and Mr Bradwell 
was calling to say he was available for call-out if needed. Mr Brown was already out attending an incident in Marysville 
involving a tree that had fallen on a car, so Mr Bradwell spoke with Mrs Brown. They talked about whether or not they 
would be going to the barbecue planned for that evening at Gallipoli Park; Mrs Brown did not recall talking about the 
fires or the fire threat.

This was the last conversation Mr Bradwell is known to have had with anyone. Telephone records show that a call 
was made from his mobile phone to the emergency number 112 at 6.56 pm. It is not known whether this call was 
answered. Mr Bradwell died sheltering in a front room at 14–16 Allison Crescent. The house and neighbouring 
houses were destroyed.

The autopsy found that Kevin Bradwell’s death was caused by the effects of fire.2

melissa bunning

Melissa Bunning lived on her own at 56 Falls Road, Marysville. She was 37 years old when she died inside her home, 
which was destroyed by fire, on 7 February 2009. She is survived by her parents, Lyn and Kenneth, her brother, 
David, and her daughter, Andrea.

Ms Bunning had lived in her weatherboard cottage in Marysville since January 2006, when she had moved there  
from Ashburton.

There is no indication that Ms Bunning spoke to any friends or family members on or just before 7 February, so it is 
not possible to determine what she knew about the forecast weather conditions and the consequent fire risk, nor 
what her plans were. 

One of her neighbours, Justin Lloyd, knocked on her door sometime after 3.30 pm on 7 February to let her know that 
a fire was coming. He knocked a couple of times and called out her name but received no answer. He assumed that 
Ms Bunning was out.

Later, at about 6.50 pm, records show that Ms Bunning called 000 twice. In a recorded copy of the first call, only the 
operator’s voice and a smoke detector alarm could be heard. No record of the second call, which lasted 11 minutes, 
has been located.
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It is not known whether Ms Bunning had a fire plan. Forensic Officer Karen Ireland noted that the block at 56 Falls 
Road was not overgrown and there were few trees on the property. She found that the fire behaviour in this part of 
Marysville was not as severe as in some other parts of the township, but it is worth noting that most of the other 
houses near Ms Bunning’s were also destroyed.

Ms Bunning did not have a car. There is no sign that she made any attempt to evacuate on foot. Ms Ireland noted, 
‘The lack of a vehicle meant that escape by foot was initially the only means of evacuation. If [people] were elderly  
or incapacitated in any way, travel by foot was probably not a viable option’.

Ms Bunning appears to have had some health problems that may have affected her capacity to evacuate. Her 
friend Gayle Walters, a massage therapist, said Ms Bunning suffered from fibromyalgia, a condition that caused her 
constant pain. Her general practitioner, Dr Lachlan Fraser, noted Ms Bunning suffered from an anxiety disorder that 
‘would have been heightened significantly and may have affected her normal thought processes’. In Dr Fraser’s 
professional opinion, ‘it may have been a contributing factor in her unfortunate death’.

On 17 February Ms Bunning was found in what remained of the house’s bathroom; the house had been destroyed.  
It appears that she sought shelter in the bath, using blankets and water for protection.

The autopsy report concluded that Melissa Bunning’s death was consistent with the effects of fire.3

glenis delmenico and lesleigh webb

Glenis Delmenico and Lesleigh Webb died in Lesleigh’s car on Lady Talbot Drive, near Marysville, on 7 February 2009. 
They had been on a camping trip with Lesleigh’s dog, Harley. Glenis and Lesleigh, who both lived in Melbourne, had 
been together as a couple since about 2002. They were both 51 years old when they died. They are survived by 
Glenis’s daughter, Amber Cunningham; Lesleigh’s daughters, Jacqueline and Michelle Webb; and extended families.

Lady Talbot Drive is a long, winding road that stretches from Marysville deep into Marysville State Forest. The section 
of the road where Glenis and Lesleigh died is roughly 2 kilometres east of the Marysville – Woods Point Road turn-off. 
The road is unsealed and is surrounded by the State Forest. Before the fire the main feature of the area was its thick 
and mature native forest.

Glenis’s and Lesleigh’s children knew their parents had gone to Marysville on 6 February for a camping trip and that 
they planned to return to Melbourne on 8 February. Glenis’s mother, Pat Delmenico, was also aware of their trip and 
saw Glenis shortly before she left Melbourne. The families knew that neither Glenis nor Lesleigh had spent much time 
in Marysville before but that Lesleigh was an experienced, well-equipped camper.

It is not clear whether Glenis and Lesleigh had a plan for what they would do in the event of a bushfire while they 
camped. Before leaving Melbourne, a work associate had questioned Lesleigh about his decision to go camping in 
the bush in what was predicted to be more than 40-degree heat: Lesleigh’s response was that he would ‘be right’.

It is not clear where Glenis and Lesleigh stayed overnight on 6 February, but Glenis spoke to her mother at about 
4.30 pm on 7 February and said she had slept somewhere near a river.

At about 11.00 am on 7 February Lesleigh left a voicemail message for his daughter Jacqueline in which he said it 
was ‘hot in town but cooler in the bush’. At around 6.30 pm, Glenis spoke to Amber, telling her she and Lesleigh 
were near a river and about to eat dinner and that there were a number of helicopters flying overhead. 

It is unclear what happened to Glenis and Lesleigh between the time of Glenis’s telephone conversation with Amber 
and the time they died. They were found on 8 February in the front seats of Lesleigh’s car in Lady Talbot Drive. The 
dog Harley was found on the car’s back seat. The car was severely damaged and on the side of the road facing north 
(away from Marysville). Although there was a large tree limb underneath the car, there was no evidence that the car 
had been involved in a collision.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of Lesleigh Webb’s death as undetermined (but consistent with the 
effects of fire) and the cause of Glenis Delmenico’s death as the effects of fire.4
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elizabeth and dalton fiske

Elizabeth ‘Liz’ and Glen Fiske moved into their house at 32 Lyell Street, Marysville, in 1992–93. They lived there 
until February 2009 with their three children—son Kellan, 20; daughter Bronte, 16; and son Dalton, 15. Elizabeth 
and Dalton died trying to protect the family home on 7 February while Glen and Kellan were on active duty with the 
Marysville CFA. Elizabeth, who was 44 when she died, and Dalton are survived by Glen, Kellan, Bronte and a large 
extended family.

As a family, the Fiskes were very involved in the local community, especially the Marysville CFA. Glen had been an 
operational member for 25 years and had been captain for the past four years. Kellan was also a member of the CFA; 
Liz was a CFA support member, assisting with administration, communications and catering; and Dalton often helped 
out. Liz was also involved in the local Lions Club and the Alexandra District League, where she coached and umpired 
basketball and netball.

The home at 32 Lyell Street was built of brick and had a corrugated tin roof. There was a circular gravel driveway 
across the front of the house to the carport. As part of the family’s fire preparations, a sprinkler system made of PVC 
piping had been fitted across the top of the house, just below the gutters. Being active CFA members, the family 
often discussed their fire preparations. Kellan recalled:

We had a fire plan that if there was a structure fire … we would all evacuate to the letterbox and meet 
up there. In the event of a bushfire we had to make sure that all the sinks and baths were full of water 
and that the 44-gallon drum in the carport was full. Part of the fire plan was that once the firefront had 
passed to get up into the roof space and check. We had planned to draw the curtains to stop radiant 
heat … we were to wear shoes and long trousers and sleeves.

The Fiske family had begun to prepare early. On the evening of 5 February they moved timber, made sure access to 
the property was clear, and filled the 44-gallon drums around the property with water. On the Friday night Glen and 
Liz discussed whether she would be comfortable staying, considering how serious the weather predictions were for 
the following day. An intrinsic part of the family’s fire plan was that they were to stay only if they felt comfortable.  
Glen recalled:

She [Liz] basically said that she was happy to stay and that she knew she would have to be prepared. 
Overall the discussion amongst us all was that if Kellan and I had to go out to fight a fire, Liz and Dalton 
would stay at home to protect the [house]. Dalton did not intimate anything that he was reluctant to stay.

At about 4.00 pm on 7 February Liz and Dalton were at home, having returned from the local swimming pool.  
Bronte was at a friend’s house in Alexandra for the weekend; Kellan and Glen were on duty at the CFA station.  
Aware that Marysville was under threat, Glen called in at the house to check on Liz and Dalton and make sure 
they were prepared for fire. By 5.00 pm the bath and washing machine had been filled with water, hoses had been 
connected to the taps, flammable items had been cleared from around the outside of the house, and the sprinkler 
system had been turned on. 

Liz was resolute in her determination to stay and protect the house. Between 5.30 and about 6.30 pm she told 
concerned family and friends who telephoned or dropped in that she was staying to protect the house. Friend 
Bruce Ackerman dropped by just after 5.30 pm and found Liz on the front lawn with the hose. In response to his 
suggestion that she and Dalton leave, ‘She told me outright that she was staying. She was not the sort to argue 
with, so I didn’t argue the point’. When Liz’s sister, Catherine, telephoned just before 6.30 pm Liz told her ‘she and 
Dalton had just patrolled the outside of the house for ember attack’ and ‘they were going to save the house’. Liz 
remarked that they looked glamorous dressed in their fire gear. She also told her brother-in-law, Kingsley, that she 
and Dalton were going to fight the fire and protect the home. Dalton was dressed in his father’s fire overalls and, 
according to Liz, ‘looked like a dag’. 

At about 6.30 pm Glen called in again to check on his family. Pulling into the driveway, he noticed a fire in the front 
yard. He met Dalton on the verandah and, after speaking briefly to him, left to return to his firefighting duties, assuring 
Dalton he would be alright and urging them to stay safe and make sure that ‘you and mum make good decisions’. 
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Between 8.30 and 9.00 pm Glen returned to Lyell Street with the local police officer. They found the house at number 
32 alight; the roof had collapsed but some walls were still standing. They were unable to leave the car because of the 
intensity of the heat. Glen and Kellan went back to the house some time later but could not find Liz or Dalton.  
At sunrise the next morning Glen and another CFA member again went to the house: Glen found Liz and Dalton in 
the remains of what had been the bathroom. The house had been destroyed along with most of the houses nearby.

The post-mortem reports record that Elizabeth Fiske and her son Dalton Fiske died as a result of the effects of fire.5

james gormley and julie wallace-mitchell

James Gormley and Julie Wallace-Mitchell were 40 years old when they died in the Rubicon State Forest, just north 
of Marysville, on 7 February 2009, having been spending a weekend away together. They are survived by their close 
families and friends. 

James and Julie had been seeing each other for about a month before 7 February. They lived in Melbourne and had 
been planning the weekend away in Marysville for some time. According to family and friends, James was a ‘Greeny’ 
who ‘loved the bush’ and was an avid campaigner on environmental matters. He had planned the trip to Marysville 
with Julie as ‘a good place to escape the heat’ and intended to go swimming. James was aware of the weather 
forecast, and a number of people, including a workmate, questioned his decision to go to Marysville that weekend.

At about 2.00 pm on 7 February James and Julie checked into their Marysville accommodation. They mentioned to 
the owner of the hotel, Gregory Cherry, that they wanted to go somewhere quiet to cool off. Mr Cherry thought he 
might have suggested the Beeches, a popular place on the Taggerty River, along Lady Talbot Drive.

It is not known precisely what James and Julie’s movements were after that. It is evident they drove some distance 
along Lady Talbot Drive and into the mountain ranges to the north and east of Marysville. Their vehicle was found  
27 kilometres to the north of the township, in steep, mountainous country on Ghost Point Track, a four-wheel drive 
track in the Rubicon State Forest.

At 7.53 pm James or Julie used Julie’s mobile phone to call the mobile emergency access number 112. A second 
call to 112 was made at 8.28 pm, which led to James speaking to 000 fire emergency. A recording of this call finds 
James explaining to the operator their location in the State Forest on Lady Talbot Drive, that they could see the 
firefront behind them and needed advice on which direction to head. He sounded calm. The operator referred him 
to the Victorian Bushfire Information Line. Phone records show that he made a call to the Information Line within 
minutes and that a further call to 112 was made from Julie’s mobile shortly afterwards. Both calls were brief.

At 8.42 pm Julie called her parents. Speaking first to her mother, Elizabeth, and then her father, Hugh, she told them 
she was with James in the Marysville area and they were surrounded by fire. Shortly afterwards the line cut out, and 
Hugh was not able to reach her again, his calls diverting to message bank. Hugh called 000 to report their concerns 
about the pair’s safety.

On Monday 9 February 2009 James and Julie were listed with the Red Cross as missing. They were found on Ghost 
Point Track on 17 February. Julie was about 30 metres north of her car and James about 120 metres further north.  
A fallen tree was blocking the track immediately in front of the car, the doors of which were wide open.

It appears that James and Julie had driven onto Ghost Point Track from the intersecting Mount Margaret Road and 
were trying to retrace their path when the car was blocked by falling trees. Mount Margaret Road runs off Lady Talbot 
Drive. The Victoria Police forensic scientist who investigated the site after the fire thought James and Julie might have 
fled their vehicle in an attempt to find refuge in a nearby logged area.

The post-mortem reports record that the cause of death for both James Gormley and Julie Wallace-Mitchell was 
the effects of fire.6
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Patrick jennings and geoffrey grady

Patrick Jennings and Geoffrey ‘Geoff’ Grady died on 7 February 2009 at their home at 30–32 Aubrey-Cuzens Drive, 
Marysville. Patrick was 49 years old and Geoff was 35 when they died. They lived in the weatherboard manager’s 
residence at Fruit Salad Farm, a bed and breakfast business with an attached restaurant called Gilberts, which they 
ran with Patrick’s parents. Patrick and Geoff are survived by their large extended families.

Patrick’s elderly parents—Jeffrey, 85, and Patricia, 78—also lived at Fruit Salad Farm but had evacuated to another 
part of Marysville at about 6.00 pm on 7 February; they survived. There were no bed and breakfast guests present in 
the late afternoon when fire swept through Marysville, although during the early afternoon a small party had checked 
in for the night.

Aubrey-Cuzens Drive is a ‘no through road’ to the west of Marysville, and Fruit Salad Farm was close to the road’s 
end. The property itself was heavily timbered, and it was surrounded by the thick, mature native vegetation of 
Marysville State Forest.

The fire plan for Fruit Salad Farm entailed the elderly Jennings couple leaving. Patrick and Geoff would try to save the 
restaurant and the manager’s residence. Sprinklers had been fitted to the roof. Patricia had told Patrick and Geoff in 
the past that if there was a fire she wanted them to leave the property after putting the sprinklers on.

At about 4.00 pm on 7 February Geoff made a telephone call to Ken Adams, another Marysville resident and a bed 
and breakfast operator, and they briefly discussed a puff of smoke in the sky, coming from the direction of Murrindindi. 
Between about 4.30 and 5.00 pm Geoff was at the Buxton Trout Farm, where he bought fish to be cooked at Gilberts 
restaurant that night. During this time Geoff told the proprietor of the Trout Farm that Gilberts was staying open that 
night because everyone else was going to be closed. He seemed blasé about the possibility of a fire.

Shortly after 5.30 pm Geoff returned to Fruit Salad Farm. Patricia Jennings recalled, ‘Geoff came back in his car like a 
bat out of hell. He screamed in with his hand on the horn. Normally we drive slowly. Geoff jumped out of the car and 
yelled “You’re gone—the fire is coming”’.

After packing a few items and pets into a car, Jeffrey and Patricia left, expecting that Patrick and Geoff would not be 
far behind them. At about this time local police officer Acting Sergeant Ian Thompson visited Fruit Salad Farm and 
spoke to a male (Patrick), who told him he would be staying at the property if there was a fire.

Between about 5.50 and 6.00 pm Geoff spoke on the telephone with two colleagues, Graham Jeffrey and Meredith 
McDonald, who were not in Marysville. During both conversations Geoff spoke quickly and sounded panicked. He 
asked to speak with ‘Debbie’ (Graham’s wife), who, he said, ‘would know what to do’. Geoff also told Meredith 
McDonald that parts of Narbethong had been burnt and that he was putting some live chickens in his coolroom.

At about 6.30 pm Geoff arrived at Ken and Christine Adams’ property in Darwin Street, Marysville. He was alone, and 
he shouted at Ken and Christine, ‘What are you still doing here? Get out!’. He then said he was going to call on some 
other people, so that he could get them out of town.

On 8 February Jeffrey and Patricia Jennings returned to Fruit Salad Farm. They saw trees had fallen onto the still 
smouldering but destroyed house and that Patrick’s and Geoff’s cars were burnt out. They did not try to find Patrick 
and Geoff.

On 9 February Patrick Jennings and Geoff Grady were found in the rubble of what had been the coolroom.  
The post-mortem reports record that the cause of both their deaths was the effects of fire.7
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dean lesmana and rudi the

Dean Lesmana and Rudi The were friends who died together on 7 February 2009 in a car on Paradise Plains Road, 
about 5 kilometres south of Marysville. Born in Indonesia, Rudi and Dean had met as students in Melbourne. Rudi 
was 28 years old and Dean 26 at the time of their deaths. They are survived by family in Melbourne and Indonesia.

Rudi and Dean became friends in 2007. Rudi had arrived in Melbourne in early 2007 to start a Diploma of Hospitality 
Management, which he completed in December 2008. After a trip back to Indonesia to visit family and friends at the 
end of 2008, he returned to Melbourne on 1 February 2009, ready to start work as an assistant chef on 10 February 
2009. He was hoping to become a permanent resident, having submitted his application on 5 February 2009.

Dean arrived in Melbourne in October 2006 in preparation for beginning an Advanced Diploma of Hospitality 
Management in January 2007. He was due to complete the course in June 2009. He had spent his holidays with his 
family and girlfriend in Indonesia and had arrived back in Melbourne on 5 February 2009. Rudi and Dean had recently 
developed an interest in photography and had gone to Marysville on 7 February to take photographs.

They travelled to Marysville in a late-model hatchback they had borrowed from Rudi’s sister, Juliana. They did not 
know the area, and Rudi had ‘printed directions on how to get there … to take with him’. It would appear that 
both men had limited fire awareness. Juliana recalled, ‘Rudi would not have had any knowledge or experience with 
bushfires. I don’t think there was anything in the car like blankets you could protect yourself with in a fire’. Dean’s 
father stated, ‘Dean had never had any exposure in Indonesia to bushfires. There is no volunteer fire brigade in our 
area of Indonesia’.

Both Rudi’s sister and Dean’s father also noted that Rudi and Dean were likely to either listen to music on their iPods 
or listen to a commercial music radio station; neither of them was likely to listen to an AM radio station such as 774 
ABC radio, the emergency broadcaster.

At about 4.15 pm Rudi and Dean were seen swimming at the Marysville swimming pool. At 5.37 pm a call was made 
from Rudi’s mobile to the mobile emergency access number 112. It is not known whether this call was answered.

Juliana was unsuccessful in her attempts to contact Rudi and Dean by telephone on Sunday 8 February and reported 
them missing. Dean’s parents, girlfriend and brother in Indonesia tried to call Dean on his mobile phone, but they too 
were unsuccessful.

On 11 February 2009 a DSE employee was clearing fallen trees from Paradise Plains Road, a dirt road leading out 
of Marysville into Yarra Ranges National Park, when he found a burnt-out car on the left-hand side of the road. Rudi 
and Dean were found in the back seat of the car, which had been extensively damaged by fire. The Victoria Police 
forensic scientist who examined the site noted that the fire would have been travelling up the hill at this location; the 
fire intensity was such that canopies of the trees in the vicinity were completely burnt away.

The post-mortem reports record that the deaths of Dean Lesmana and Rudi The were caused by the effects of fire.8

laurel lewis

Laurel Lewis died in her car on Woods Point Road near Marysville on 7 February 2009. She was 81 years old, and 
she had lived at 16 Lady Talbot Drive, close to where she died. She is survived by four children and her grandchildren.

Mrs Lewis regularly attended CFA meetings and had developed her own fire plan, which was to evacuate. During the 
fire season she always kept a box of heirlooms by the front door and had fire-safe clothing ready.

Lady Talbot Drive is a long, winding road that stretches from Marysville deep into Marysville State Forest. The section 
of the road where Mrs Lewis lived is on the outskirts of Marysville, to the east of the township. Mrs Lewis’s house was 
a cedar weatherboard with timber-lined ceilings; the property backed directly onto the State Forest. It was a heavily 
timbered area, but there was a 15-metre firebreak at the rear of the property and Mrs Lewis kept her gutters and the 
area around the house clear.

At about midday on 7 February Mrs Lewis’s daughter, Bronwyn Shiel, visited with her husband and son. Bronwyn 
and her family then went to the Marysville swimming pool. Bronwyn contacted Mrs Lewis at about 3.20 pm to tell her 
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of the fires. Bronwyn and her family then returned to Mrs Lewis’s house, packed their belongings and left just after 
4.00 pm. Mrs Lewis declined to go with them but said she would move her car so that it faced down the driveway. 
She placed personal possessions near the front door so they could be moved to the car quickly.

At about 4.30 pm Mrs Lewis called another of her daughters, Merrilyn Withington, and told her there were logs on fire 
at the Narbethong Mill, near Marysville. She also told Merrilyn she would pack her belongings but at that stage she 
was staying. During the same phone call she told Merrilyn’s daughter she was ‘not at all worried’.

At 4.36 pm Bronwyn called Mrs Lewis to tell her she and her family had just passed through the Black Spur and there 
was a great deal of smoke around. Bronwyn contacted Mrs Lewis again at 5.06 pm: Mrs Lewis told her everything 
was still fine. 

Merrilyn had continued to call Mrs Lewis during the afternoon to check on her welfare. During one of their 
conversations Mrs Lewis told her she was just finishing packing a box to take. Merrilyn last spoke to her mother 
shortly after 6.00 pm. At that stage Mrs Lewis was not planning on leaving right then but was ready to go, with the 
car packed and facing out of the carport. The power had gone out, but Mrs Lewis had a battery-operated radio on 
and was listening to fire updates.

Bronwyn spoke to Mrs Lewis at 6.44 pm, Mrs Lewis said she was not leaving yet but had everything ready to go when 
it was time to leave. Bronwyn told her mother she had been looking at the CFA website and that a fire was directly in 
line with Marysville. Bronwyn tried to contact her mother again just after 7.00 pm but was unable to get through.

Mrs Lewis was found in her burnt-out car, which had hit a dirt embankment by the side of Woods Point Road, about 
600 metres east of her home. The position of the car suggested that Mrs Lewis had been driving westward, towards 
the centre of Marysville. A large burnt tree was wedged underneath the engine bay, suggesting that the vehicle had 
hit a branch and veered off the road. 

The post-mortem report records Laurel Lewis died as a result of the effects of fire.9

elizabeth, james and matthew liesfield

During the week leading up to 7 February 2009 the Liesfield family—father Rod, mother Elizabeth, and their two 
teenage sons, James and Matthew—moved from Buxton to their new home in Marysville. They had recently bought 
Nanda Binya Lodge, a bed and breakfast business, at 29 Woods Point Road. Settlement had been on 28 January 
2009, and they started to move the following day. Elizabeth, 44, James, 14, and Matthew, 13, died in the outdoor 
spa at Nanda Binya Lodge on 7 February. Rod was injured but survived.

Nanda Binya Lodge was on a large piece of land surrounded by bush. Rod Liesfield described the property before 
its destruction in the fire: ‘… a bed and breakfast with five self-contained motel rooms with a common lounge and 
dining area that held 40 people’. The building was made of brick and had a steel deck roof.

In the week the Liesfields had lived at Nanda Binya they had been cleaning out the gutters and had begun pruning 
back the trees. There was some firefighting equipment at the property—a fire extinguisher and a fire hose reel. There 
was no evidence of any external firefighting equipment, and there was no water supply other than the town water. 
The Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the property shortly after the fire found no firefighting equipment, 
such as pumps, hoses and sprinklers, near the building and no ordinary garden hoses. No water tanks or any other 
types of water receptacle were near the house.

Rod first became aware of the fire threat in the early afternoon. At about 2.30 pm he had returned to Nanda Binya 
to find that Elizabeth had asked the guests—a group of nine women and a baby—to leave because of the fire risk. 
Between 3.30 and 5.00 pm the family did some basic fire preparation. Rod and his two sons cleared the guttering 
and blocked the downpipes. At about 5.45 pm the family stopped for their evening meal, which was cooked on the 
gas stove because the power had gone out earlier. 

The Liesfields did not have a specific fire plan. Over the years they had talked about getting wet blankets and then 
going to the car.



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

314

During dinner Rod and Elizabeth agreed that they would leave and go to Alexandra. After dinner Rod returned to the 
roof to finish clearing a section of the guttering, and James squirted water onto the roof in readiness for the firefront. 
While James and Rod were attending to the roof, Matthew and Elizabeth were in the spa area wetting blankets in 
readiness for the family’s departure. Rod ‘had wanted about half a dozen wet blankets just in case we needed them’.

Rod recalled that the situation changed rapidly when the wind changed. Within seconds the wind went from the 
north-west to the south, it became dark and spot fires appeared. He knew they were in trouble. At this point many 
things happened very quickly. There were spot fires everywhere around the house. James headed to the spa to join 
his mother and brother. Rod ran to check which of the cars could be used to evacuate and found the station wagon 
already alight. He went through the house to check if the ute was safe to use but was stopped by the sound of 
breaking glass:

All of the house windows along the front wall of the house were breaking continuously for a few seconds 
and there was an unusual sucking noise. It was like there was a real rush of wind that was coming past 
me towards the door in the lounge room. It was strong enough that I felt the pressure pulling me towards 
the room.

Rod unwound the fire hose in the lodge and tried to get close to the spa, where his wife and children were, but there 
was no water pressure. He then tried to get to the spa but was forced back by the heat of the fire coming towards 
him from the front of the building. Unable to reach his family and with the house on fire, Rod sought shelter in a ditch 
near some she-oaks, about 20 metres from the house. He stayed there for about an hour and a half before he made 
his way to the main street, where people looked after him until he was taken to the hospital in Alexandra the next day.

Rod knew his family had been killed when he left the shelter of the she-oaks. Nanda Binya Lodge and almost all the 
surrounding properties had been destroyed.

The bodies of Elizabeth, James and Matthew Liesfield were found in the remains of the outdoor spa. The post-
mortem report for Elizabeth records the cause of her death as undetermined but consistent with the effects of fire. 
The post-mortem reports for James and Matthew record the cause of their deaths as the effects of fire.10

daVid and coralie lynch

David and Coralie Lynch lived at 121 The Eagles Nest Road, Marysville. The property was to the north of Marysville 
and south of Buxton. David was aged 62 and Coralie 60 when they died at their property on 7 February 2009.  
They are survived by their son and their extended families.

The Lynches’ property was a bush block of about 5 hectares. The house was on top of a hill, with mature trees all 
around except to the north, where there was about half a hectare of cleared space. The house was built of rough-
sawn mountain ash. Inside, the walls were of rough-sawn timber and plaster. 

David and Coralie were known to be ‘quite passionate’ about the house and its contents, and their fire plan was to 
stay and defend. David’s brother, Stuart, explained, ‘From November to March, David and Coralie would not leave the 
Marysville area in the event they had to fight bushfires and protect their property’. They had a practice of burying a 
container with their valuables and personal papers at the start of every summer. 

Their son, a firefighter with Parks Victoria, explained their firefighting equipment and practices, which included having 
wheelie bins filled with water on every corner of the house and also having flailing sticks to hand:

Dad had a sprinkler system that was connected to a firefighting pump (petrol driven). This pump was in 
turn connected to a large plastic tank. There was also one or two other water tanks that were connected 
to the house supply and they were located at the shed/garage that was on the cleared area above the 
house. Dad also had a firefighting hose that was connected to the fire pump along with the sprinkler 
system. I believe they had butterfly sprinklers along the ridge line of the roof and misting/finer sprays 
under the eaves of the front verandah. He kept the area around the house clear of undergrowth, but 
there was still a lot of garden around the house but this garden would be watered and kept green.
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The Lynches knew about the forecast conditions for 7 February, in part because their son had telephoned them the 
previous day. At about lunchtime on 7 February David had a phone conversation with Stuart, in which he (David) said 
there was a fire over the Black Range but it seemed to be travelling away from him. At about 3.00 pm Susan Barrie-
Gresham, owner of the Narbethong Hardwood Sawmill, where David worked casually, rang David to ask him to come 
and help at the mill. She was concerned about fire approaching the mill. David agreed to go.

At about 3.40 pm David answered a phone call from Coralie’s sister, Denise, telling her, ‘I can see smoke to the north-
east two ridges away’. He did not seem concerned. On a number of occasions Coralie, who was monitoring the DSE 
website, spoke to neighbour Rosemary Flaherty about the fires. In a call to David at about 4.00 pm Rosemary asked 
how close the fires were. David told her they were in the Black Ranges, along the valley, and it would take a while for 
the fires to get to their area—if they were not controlled first. At about the same time David used his mobile phone to 
ring Stuart because the landline had stopped working. David told Stuart things were not looking good and he might 
not be able to talk for some hours.

At about 5.00 pm David rang Rosemary and asked if she was leaving. The last thing he said to her was ‘Don’t leave it 
too late, Rose’. She understood that David and Coralie were staying to defend their home. David also called Susan at 
the mill to tell her he could not help her because the roads were blocked. Just before 5.15 pm David called another 
friend in Marysville to apologise for not being able to put his bins out because he was preparing his home for the fire. 
A couple of friends made calls to the Lynches’ between 5.30 and 6.00 pm; these calls went unanswered.

Just after 6.00 pm David called a friend in Melbourne to advise her to stay there rather than try to return to Narbethong 
the next day. David said he was putting the sprinklers on to protect his house from fire. At about 6.45 pm a close 
friend called Coralie on her mobile phone. Coralie, sounding stressed, said fire was coming up the hill and that David 
had the sprinklers on. It was at about this time that fire hit the area. The house was razed.

On 9 February David’s remains were found, possibly just outside the rear of the house, and Coralie’s remains were 
found inside the house, probably in a bedroom. 

The post-mortem reports record that David and Coralie Lynch died as a result of the effects of fire.11

alen mawson

On 7 February 2009 Alen Mawson died sheltering in the bath in his holiday home at 18 Allison Crescent, Marysville. 
He was 64 years old when he died. He is survived by his partner, Christine Walker, and their two children, James and 
Stephanie. 

Alen and Christine bought 18 Allison Crescent as a family holiday home in 1988–89. The property is on the outskirts 
of Marysville, near Kings Road, and is close to Marysville State Forest. When their children were younger the couple 
used to take them and their cousin to the property for weekends and school holidays. On a sloping block with 
mature eucalypts and shrubs around the property, the brick veneer house had a tiled roof and timber decking. 
Christine recalled:

There were large gum trees between our house and the house on the western side and a very big gum 
tree in our back yard. There were lots of mature shrubs on the property and new ones that Alen was still 
planting. There were a lot of trees on the west side … We spoke to [the neighbours] about cutting back 
some of the trees on this west side a few years ago, but neither the neighbours nor Alen were interested 
and this didn’t happen.

Over the years a local builder had been contracted to carry out a number of renovations at the property. More recently 
Alen and Christine had talked about changing their living arrangements so they could both spend more time there.

Alen spent weekends at the house at least twice a month in order to maintain the garden, also working there on his 
laptop. He usually left Melbourne on the Friday, and the weekend of 7 February was no different. Keen to be there to 
water the plants, which had already suffered through the hot summer, Alen left home at about midday on 6 February 
with the family dog, Jackie. Christine recalled that they hadn’t talked about the ‘possibility of bushfires in the area as I 
could never have imagined there was a bushfire threat in the Marysville area as it had been so lush and green’. 
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I always said my fire plan was to leave but Alen never understood what I meant as he said that was the 
worst thing you could do. I said I’d leave and go to the oval. Alen would look at me blankly as there 
were never any fires in Marysville. I don’t think Alen had any fire plan on what to do if there was a fire at 
the property. I even spoke about cleaning out the gutters of leaves but there was no urgency to do this. 
There was no firefighting equipment at the property.

On Saturday 7 February Alen called Christine at about 6.40 pm, asking what he should do because ‘there seems to 
be a bushfire close by as it is very dark and smoky’. Christine advised him to go to the oval if he had time and, if he 
did not, to fill the bath with water and get into it with the dog. Overhearing the conversation, their son James checked 
the CFA website but saw only a reference to a grass fire of minimal risk in Falls Road. He called his father back within 
a few minutes to tell him to go to the oval. Alen told James he was in the bath with the dog, that the garden and grass 
were already on fire, and he was concerned that the verandah and house might catch alight. The call dropped out.

Christine and James tried unsuccessfully to call Alen numerous times during the next few hours. They were 
comforted by a news report late in the evening that everyone in Marysville was safe and at Gallipoli Park. (In fact, the 
reference to everyone being safe was later found to have been a reference to CFA and DSE members, rather than 
the general community.) On Sunday 8 February family members registered Alen with the Red Cross as missing. In the 
next few days family members tried to find Alen by watching the news and calling the Red Cross and hospitals. 

On 11 February 2009 Alen’s body and that of Jackie, the dog, were found in the remains of the bath; his watch had 
stopped at 7.20 pm. The house had been destroyed. Alen’s car was found largely undamaged where he had parked 
it, on the elevated car park at the front of the house.

The post-mortem report records the cause of Alen Mawson’s death as consistent with the effects of fire.12

harley and errol morgan

Harley and Errol Morgan died together at their home at 9 Lady Talbot Drive, Marysville, on 7 February 2009. Harley 
was 57 years old and Errol was 70. The couple are survived by Errol’s four children and grandchildren and Harley’s 
sisters and their families.

Lady Talbot Drive is a long, winding road that stretches from Marysville deep into Marysville State Forest. The section 
of the road where the Morgans lived is on the outskirts of Marysville, to the east of the township. Before the fire the 
main feature of the area was the dense, mature native forest.

The Morgans built their weatherboard cottage on a large block in the mid to late 1990s. Built in a traditional style, the 
cottage had a steel roof, a bull-nosed verandah at the front, and a large timber deck at the rear. The garden, which 
contained trees, was neat and well maintained by Harley. The property was surrounded by Marysville State Forest 
and some other similar private properties. 

The Morgans’ plan was to leave their property in the event of a fire. Harley was an active CFA member but had not 
responded to the call-out on 7 February.

Two of Errol’s children said they believe the Morgans’ decision not to relocate on 7 February was influenced by Errol’s 
restricted mobility. The day before Harley had taken Errol to the Healesville and District Hospital because she had 
ongoing leg problems and was having difficulty walking that day. Errol was not admitted to hospital and returned 
home that night.

Errol spoke to her son Andrew Burns three times between 1.18 and 4.40 pm on 7 February. During those 
conversations Errol told Andrew she was concerned about the fires in Kilmore and Murrindindi, which were being 
reported on the CFA website. 

Throughout the afternoon the Morgans spoke to numerous other friends and neighbours, either in person or by 
telephone. Between 4.15 and 6.40 pm Harley went to his next-door neighbours, Russell Glenn and Vicki Moritz, three 
times. On each occasion they discussed whether it was safe to leave. On Harley’s advice, Russell and Vicki eventually 
decided it was not safe to leave.



317

The Murrindindi fire

At 5.22 pm Harley spoke on the telephone to a neighbour, Barbara Harrison, telling her, ‘We’re in deep shit’.  
At 5.43 pm Errol spoke on the telephone to another neighbour, Neil McKern, and Neil told her the wind had  
changed to a strong south-westerly and urged her to evacuate. Harley also answered a phone call from Errol’s son 
Andrew Burns at 6.46 pm, but he said, ‘The fires are here, I’ve got to go’. At 6.54 pm Errol spoke to Russell Glenn  
on the phone; Russell said, ‘Good luck, darl’ since it was obvious to him that the fires were approaching.

There are conflicting recollections about whether or not the Morgans were going to leave their house that day or stay. 
During their phone call at 5.43 pm Errol told Neil McKern that Harley would not leave the house. At about 6.40 pm 
Harley told Russell Glenn and Vicki Moritz that Errol would not leave the house and he would stay with her.

At 7.06 pm Russell Glenn looked across at Errol and Harley’s house and saw that it, together with Harley’s ute, was 
fully ablaze. At 7.08 pm a call was made from the Morgans’ mobile phone to the mobile emergency access number 
112, but the call lasted for only 19 seconds.

The bodies of Errol and Harley Morgan were found in the remains of the bathroom of their house, which was 
destroyed in the fire.

The post-mortem reports record that the cause of their deaths was consistent with the effects of fire.13

kirstie and isak nilsson

Kirstie and Isak Nilsson lived at 5 Keppels Court, Marysville, with their three children, aged 10, 12 and 14. Kirstie was 
39 and Isak 44 when they died at their property on 7 February 2009. They are survived by their children and their 
extended families.

The Nilssons’ house, which Isak had built, was a single-storey five-bedroom weatherboard. It was set at the southern 
end of the block, towards the back, and abutted a particularly heavily forested area. To the north, at the front, were 
fenced paddocks. The Nilssons’ fire plan was to stay and defend their property. Isak made a practice of filling an old 
bath and wheelie bins with water, but they had no other firefighting equipment and were reliant on town water.

At about 3.00 pm on 7 February Kirstie rang her mother, Penelope Sargent, who was also in Marysville, to discuss 
the colour of the sky and the fire at Kilmore. Kirstie and Isak had intended to leave the children with Ms Sargent while 
they went to Melbourne. Although they did not think they were in any danger in Marysville at that stage, they changed 
their plans in any case. Kirstie did not want to drive across the Black Spur or face the possibility of having trouble 
getting back. They arranged for her mother to come to the Nilsson home at 5.00 pm.

At some time after 3.00 pm Mark Peart stopped to speak to Kirstie and her daughter outside the Marysville 
swimming pool as he and his family were heading for the Gallipoli Park oval. He told her they were leaving and 
advised Kirstie and family to leave too.

At 5.00 pm Kirstie’s mother arrived at the Nilsson home as arranged. Isak was outside getting water and buckets 
ready. It was very smoky, but the Nilssons had heard no warnings at this stage. Kirstie asked her mother to take the 
children to the golf club, a known assembly point, which her mother did at about 5.15 pm. She noted, ‘Kirstie wasn’t 
that enthusiastic about staying to fight the fire, but there was no way she would leave Isak there alone’. 

It was about 5.30 pm when the local police officer, Senior Constable Ian Thompson, first saw flames in the treetops 
at Mt Gordon, about 3 kilometres from Marysville. He did a doorknock, advising a number of residents of the 
approaching fire and urging them to evacuate immediately. He spoke to Isak and Kirstie, who elected to stay. Kirstie 
appeared concerned; Isak was determined to stay.

At some time after 5.30 pm Kirstie’s mother and the children were told the golf club was no longer safe and to head 
for Alexandra. While they were on their way Ms Sargent asked the children to call their parents to let them know what 
was happening. The phones went unanswered. Jan Peart, Mark’s wife, returned a call from Kirstie at about 6.50 pm, 
leaving a message telling Kirstie to go to Alexandra. Fire had struck the township of Marysville at about 6.45 pm.

Isak’s remains were found about 6 metres from their burnt-out house. Kirstie’s remains were found inside what had 
been the bathroom. 

The post-mortem reports record that Kirstie and Isak Nilsson died as a result of the effects of fire.14
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colin Paul

Colin Paul was almost 84 years old when he died on 7 February 2009 in the two-storey mud brick and timber home 
he had built at 17 Kerami Crescent, Marysville. He had lived there alone after his wife, Alice, died in 2002. He is 
survived by a large extended family, including his five children, Jenny, Andrew, Trevor, Robert and Gregory.

At close to half an acre Colin’s property was an irregular shape, running between Kerami Crescent and the Marysville 
– Woods Point Road. The house was at the north-eastern end of the block; the western end was heavily wooded. 
There was also some bush at the extreme east of the block. 

Colin was very active in his community: he volunteered at the local bowls club and ‘used to drive other aged people 
from the community to doctors’ appointments and the like’. He had been fit and mobile for his age until a couple 
of days before the fires, when he had fallen and injured his back. This restricted his mobility, and he was using two 
walking sticks on 7 February, although he had still been able to get to the bowls club that morning.

As his son Greg recounted, Colin was an experienced firefighter:

… my father was an experienced firefighter and had successfully defended other properties from 
bushfire. My father worked for the Soil Conservation Authority, a former incarnation of the Department 
of Sustainability and Environment for about 35 years, from 1950 to 1985. Prior to that he had been an 
infantry soldier in the 7th Battalion in World War 2 and had fought fires as part of his army service. My 
father had fought fires in the Sydney area before being deployed in the Pacific theatre in World War 2.  
My father was also a member of the Civil Defence, which later became the State Emergency Service … 
He had an extensive knowledge of firefighting and preparation for fire events.

Colin’s fire plan was to stay and defend. This was confirmed on 7 February in conversations with various family 
members. In a phone call to her grandfather just before 5.00 pm Rebecca Peters raised the prospect of evacuation, 
to which Colin replied, ‘They will have to prise me out of here’. At about 6.15 pm Colin spoke to his daughter-in-law 
Sandra Paul and told her he was staying to fight the fires; he had drums of water and hoses prepared. A little before 
6.30 pm Trevor called his father for the second time and urged him to collect his valuables and leave. He recalled that 
his father ‘tried to lighten the situation by stating “I’m going down with the ship”’.

The plan to stay and defend appears to have been longstanding: according to a 2006 list of people who had 
attended a series of community fireguard meetings, Colin planned to stay and defend at that stage, too.

Colin had intended to buy a tank and pump but had not yet done this. He had access to town water, garden hoses 
set up to fight fires, and tools such as rakes and hoes.

The house at 17 Kerami Crescent was very special to Colin and his extended family. He had bought the property 
in 1988 and spent the next two years building the house with his wife. It became a family project, and their children 
helped out at various times. Colin’s granddaughter Rebecca commented, ‘Papa was a perfectionist and everything 
was built with love’. The mud for the bricks came from the site cleared for the slab, and most of the house’s frame 
was made of hand-milled timber obtained from trees felled on the site. Son Greg recalled:

The house was more than a house, not only to my father but to our family. Many family Christmases and 
other special events were held at the house and it was like a base for us all. It was because of the fact 
that the house was like sacred ground to my family that my father chose to stay and defend the property.

On 7 February Colin spoke to a number of his family members earlier in the day, although the subject of fires did 
not come up until the call just before 5.00 pm from Rebecca. During that conversation it became evident that Colin 
was aware of some degree of fire activity: he mentioned he had seen smoke ‘billowing over the hill’, although he told 
Rebecca he had not been alerted to any fire at the time. At about 5.30 pm he told his son Trevor he would not leave, 
saying ‘he had experienced fires before and this was just another one’.

On 8 February 2009 Colin Paul’s remains were found by his son Gregory, a police officer, in what had been the 
house’s main bedroom. The house and its surrounds had been destroyed.

The post-mortem reports record the cause of Colin Paul’s death as effects of fire.15
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leonard Postlethwaite

Leonard ‘Len’ Postlethwaite died at his home at 86 Falls Road, Marysville, on 7 February 2009. He was 82 years 
old and a life-long resident of Marysville: he had lived there with his wife, Elaine, from the time they married in 1960. 
Formerly a fit and strong man, at the time Len died he had a number of health problems, among them a degenerative 
spine condition that limited his mobility. He is survived by Elaine and their children and grandchildren, who also lived 
in Marysville.

Len was a proud man who had lived his entire life in the bush. As a 12-year-old he had saved his family’s home 
in Marysville from the 1939 fires. He was a champion axeman and spent most of his working life with the Forestry 
Commission, where one of his tasks was fighting bushfires.

The Postlethwaites’ property was at the corner of Falls Road and Martin Road, about 1 kilometre east of Marysville 
township and 500 metres from Gallipoli Park. The section of the road where the Postlethwaites lived was residential, 
with houses on both sides, but Marysville State Forest adjoined the rear boundaries of most of the properties on 
both sides of the road. The Postlethwaites’ property was originally about half a hectare, but it had been subdivided in 
recent years and there were two cleared ‘quarter-acre’ blocks between the Postlethwaite’s house and the forest.

The Postlethwaites’ house was made of Californian redwood and had verandas on two sides. The property had a 
large front yard, which was mostly clear, although there was a garden. Elaine recalled that the house was built in about 
1980 but was not built with bushfire defence in mind; the Postlethwaites had no fire plan and no firefighting equipment. 
In the 50-odd years Elaine and Len had lived together in Marysville, they had never had any trouble with bushfires.

On 7 February the couple were together at home. At 4.10 pm Elaine called her daughter Kay Ronalds after noticing 
smoke in the sky. Kay was in Marysville, and she told Elaine she was going to Buxton because there was a fire 
nearby. Elaine then told Len what Kay was doing, but he made no comment.

Some time after that Elaine received a telephone call from her sister, Pat Lawson, in suburban Melbourne, who told 
her she had heard about fires in Narbethong. At about that time Elaine pointed out to Len that there were large red 
spots in the smoke in the sky, but Len said that the colour was caused by the sun, not fire.

At 4.44 pm Elaine called daughter Kay again and asked her why the CFA station siren had not been sounded. At 
5.14 pm Elaine spoke to her other daughter, Ann Cuzens, who said people were congregating at the Cumberland 
guesthouse in central Marysville and suggested that Len and Elaine go there too. Elaine mentioned this to Len, but  
he refused to leave the house.

At 5.48 pm Ann called Elaine again and told her the fire was coming and she and Len needed to get in their car 
and leave the house immediately. After that phone call Elaine packed some things into the Postlethwaites’ ute and 
chained their dog to the back. She then went back inside and the power went out; she pleaded with Len to leave but 
he refused again. Len said he wanted a sandwich and a cup of tea; he then went and sat on the veranda, with his 
back to the smoke.

Elaine continued trying to persuade Len to leave the house but she had no success. Len thought they would be safe 
at the house, and that the cleared blocks between the house and the forest would act as a firebreak. After about half 
an hour Elaine could see, hear and smell the fire and she decided she had to leave. She could not drive the ute, so 
she left on foot, hoping Len would follow. Not long after 6.55 pm, a neighbour drove past her on Falls Road, offered 
her a lift and drove her to safety. Len stayed behind.

Some time after Elaine had left two CFA volunteers drove past the Postlethwaites’ house and saw Len sitting on the 
veranda. One of them called out to Len and told him to ‘get the hell out of there’.

On Sunday 8 February 2009 Len’s body was found in the front yard of the Postlethwaites’ property, next to the burnt-
out ute. The family dog was found nearby.

The post-mortem report records the cause of Len Postlethwaite’s death as the effects of fire.16
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dr kenneth rowe

Dr Kenneth ‘Ken’ Rowe died at his holiday house at 2 Hull Road, Marysville, on 7 February 2009. A Vietnam veteran, 
he was 63 years old when he died. He is survived by his wife, Katherine ‘Kathy’, and their three sons, David, Andrew 
and Iain.

Hull Road is an unsealed cul-de-sac a short distance south of Marysville township. It runs off Mount Kitchener 
Avenue and sits between Falls Road and Kings Road. It is also very close to the thick, mature native vegetation in 
Marysville State Forest, which borders Kings Road, and is a short distance from Gallipoli Park.

Ken and Kathy owned two adjoining properties in Hull Road: numbers 2 and 4. Number 2 was their holiday house 
and number 4 was rented to full-time tenants. Both properties had native vegetation, including mature gum trees 
along the border, but these had been pruned during the 12 months preceding 7 February. Two empty bush blocks 
were directly across the road from the Rowes’ property at number 2.

The house at 2 Hull Road was ‘a two-storey, three-bedroom house made of hardwood’; it had been built in the 
1960s. According to Graeme Brown, their neighbour and tenant at number 4, Mr Rowe kept the property well 
maintained: ‘He took pride in the house’.

Ken had received a telephone call from the CFA on 6 February, alerting him to the high fire danger conditions that 
were expected in Marysville the following day. Ken left his home in the Melbourne suburb of Surrey Hills at about 
3.00 pm on 6 February and went to Marysville, intending to clean up around the house and make it fire ready. He 
took numerous fire-ready items with him, among them a torch, batteries, a battery-operated radio, boots, towels  
and an old blanket. It was his normal practice to take these items with him to Marysville.

At 8.06 am on 7 February Ken called his wife and told her he had cleared away leaves on their Marysville property.  
At about midday he spoke to Graeme Brown, telling him he had come to Marysville to look after the house and to 
keep it damp.

Ken spoke to his wife again at 5.18 pm. During their 10-minute conversation Ken was calm, reassuring Kathy he 
had done everything they had discussed. He also told her the sky was dark, sparks were flying everywhere, and he 
couldn’t see very well from the back of the house:

He had mops and buckets, filled the baths and trough, he had wet towels by the doorways, he had 
closed the woollen curtains, he had a wet blanket. He told me the clothes that he was wearing—hat, 
long pants, woollen shirt—[and] that he had something for his face. He told me he had filled the gutters, 
hosed the house down, wet everything that he could.

At 5.40 pm Graeme Brown was preparing to leave when he saw Ken on the back verandah of number 2. He told  
Ken he and his son were leaving and heading to Gallipoli Park and that Ken should go too. Ken waved back to him.

Concerned about news reports he had heard late in the afternoon about bushfires in and around Marysville, David 
Rowe called his father at 6.20 pm. They spoke for about 10 minutes. Ken sounded calm and told David about the 
preparatory work he had done around the house. He also mentioned that he hadn’t felt so tired since his time in 
Vietnam with the army.

David tried twice to call Ken again later in the evening, but there was no answer. At about midnight Graeme Brown 
returned to Hull Road; he saw that both houses had been destroyed and that Ken’s car was burnt out in the driveway 
of number 2.

Ken Rowe’s body was found near the remains of the kitchen at 2 Hull Road. The post-mortem report records the 
cause of his death as the effects of fire.17

daVid and marlene sebald

David and Marlene Sebald moved to Marysville in 2002. They died there with their much-loved whippets at their 
home at 3 Keppels Court on 7 February 2009. David was 62 years old and Marlene 69 when they died. They had  
no children and are survived by family and friends. 



321

The Murrindindi fire

Keppels Court is an unsealed cul-de-sac on the western edge of Marysville township. Situated close to the Marysville 
State Forest, the Sebalds’ brick house was positioned deep into the block, closer to Aubrey-Cuzens Drive than 
Keppels Court. The Sebalds were gardening enthusiasts and were diligent about maintenance of the vegetation on 
their property.

David and Marlene were committed to staying in Marysville in the event of a bushfire. They owned and operated a 
local real estate business and felt they had obligations in relation to various local businesses, which were usually 
heavily booked during summer. They also wanted to protect their dogs and cats.

The Sebalds had experienced the Ash Wednesday bushfires at a previous residence, in Tecoma, and were 
considered knowledgeable about bushfires. They had fire safety equipment installed at their property—including 
sprinklers, water tanks, pumps and gutter guards—and had had their property inspected by the CFA. In 2007 they 
organised a series of CFA information nights about fire safety for themselves and their neighbours.

On 7 February David Sebald spent most of the day working at the offices of the real estate business with Karen 
Morrison, an employee. At about 3.25 pm Karen received a telephone call from her husband, a CFA member at 
Buxton, alerting her to an approaching fire. Karen left straight away and advised David to do the same, but he said  
he would stay at work ‘for a bit longer’. As Karen drove away she saw a large amount of smoke in the sky.

At about 3.30 pm Phillip White, a close friend of the Sebalds, visited their property and told Marlene he and his 
partner were leaving Marysville because of the fire threat. Marlene was gardening at the time and appeared to be 
calm. David arrived home while Phillip was there and, after hearing his evacuation plan, David questioned whether  
the decision to leave Marysville had been ‘premature’, saying the fire was in Kinglake.

At about 3.45 pm Karen Morrison called the Sebalds’ home number to make sure Marlene knew about the oncoming 
fire. Shortly after 5.30 pm Acting Sergeant Ian Thompson visited the Sebalds; they told him they would be staying to 
defend their property.

At about 6.25 pm, shortly after escaping from her burning house in nearby Aubrey-Cuzens Drive, Sue Pertama,  
a neighbour, noticed that the Sebalds’ house had burnt down.

On 9 February 2009 David and Marlene Sebald’s bodies were found together in the ensuite to their master bedroom. 
The post-mortem reports record the cause of the couple’s deaths as consistent with the effects of fire.18

suat bian tan

Before her death in Marysville on 7 February 2009, Bian Tan had been making plans to retire in the coming May. 
She was looking forward to a family reunion in Western Australia and to spending time with friends in Brisbane and 
Sydney. Ms Tan died in Mountain Lodge Guest House, at 32 Kings Road, Marysville; she had worked at Mountain 
Lodge as a drug counsellor since October 2008 and was 63 years old when she died.

Mountain Lodge Guest House had been bought by Betel Australia in June 2008. Ms Tan worked for Betel Australia,  
a Christian charitable organisation founded in Spain in 1985. The organisation provides assistance to people with 
drug and alcohol addictions. 

The 1-hectare property at 32 Kings Road was nestled in a heavily treed setting abutting Marysville State Forest.  
The main building on the property had 24 guest rooms with ensuites, a staff flat, conference facilities, a dining room, 
recreational facilities, and an industrial kitchen. The grounds contained a small cottage, a shed, a tennis court and  
a swimming pool. The property was described as ‘totally surrounded by trees and bush areas, there were no fences 
around the property and residents could go for bush walks any time’.

Betel Australia planned to operate Mountain Lodge as a guesthouse for paying customers and also to provide 
accommodation, counselling and support services for people recovering from drug and alcohol addictions. The day-
to-day running of the business was to be handled by two couples—Jason Budden and his wife and their four small 
children and Luis Blanco Rodriguez and his wife and their small child. At the time of purchase, Betel Australia was 
required to have a fire inspection carried out. Lindsay McKenzie, chairman of Betel Australia, noted:
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A private contractor was hired … He was a building compliance inspector; essentially he conducted the 
fire inspection and found that prior to settlement: all fire extinguishers were in place and most were brand 
new; smoke alarms were hard wired in every room and were functioning correctly; all exit signs were 
properly illuminating; all fire hoses were checked and found to be in good working order; and fail safe 
back up power systems tested and found to be operating correctly. 

Mr McKenzie, who stayed at the Mountain Lodge Guest House from June to September 2008, also stated:

There were at least 3 fire hoses. One hose was inside and two were definitely outside. They were proper 
fire hoses, made from heavy duty plastic … There were also standard taps, one at the front and one at 
the back. They both had Nylex style garden hoses attached. We also had at least two standard plug in 
garden sprinklers … By the time I left there had not been any plans or discussion relating to fire plans. 
I cannot say if there was anything in place after I left but I certainly [have] not been made aware of 
anything.

People who were living at Mountain Lodge in February 2009 said the fire plan for the property was to evacuate and 
go to the local golf course.

On 7 February 12 staff and residents, including children, were living at Mountain Lodge. A party of 27 paying guests 
had checked out early in the day. Between 2.00 pm and about 5.15 pm staff and residents did a variety of things: 
some used the pool, others played billiards, some spent time on the verandah or in their rooms. By mid-afternoon 
they became aware of smoke blocking the sun, a red glow in the sky, and the wind becoming stronger. Ms Tan 
appeared not to have joined the others and seemed to have spent most of the day alone in her room.

At 5.00 pm Ms Tan received a call from her sister-in-law in Perth. They spoke for about 25 minutes. Ms Tan spoke of 
her recent religious experience and the feelings of joy this had given her. She blessed all her family members before 
speaking briefly with her brother. There was no specific reference to fires or the threat of fires during the phone call. 
Before speaking with her brother she sang a song she said had been playing over and over in her mind in the past 
week. The song was drawn from the book of Isaiah, as recounted by her brother Justin:

Fear not, for I have redeemed you, I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the 
Waters, I will be with you, and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you. When you walk through 
fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. For I am the Lord your God, the Holy 
one of Israel, your saviour.

At about the same time as Ms Tan received the telephone call from her relatives in Perth the power was lost and 
a decision was made to have the evening meal earlier than usual. Ms Tan did not join the others for the meal. Luis 
Blanco Rodriguez went to Ms Tan’s room and told her ‘due to the smoke and bad weather that she should keep alert 
in case we needed to evacuate quickly’. She replied, ‘It is OK Luis, don’t worry’. Another resident also went to speak 
with Ms Tan. He took her outside to show her the smoke and advised her to prepare to evacuate. Ms Tan was taken 
aback by what she saw and commented on the fire being close and how big it was. She asked if the fire would come 
to the hotel and was told that it would not. She then went in the direction of her room. 

After dinner was finished and the kitchen cleaned, seven of the community members sat on the verandah for about 
20 minutes in a fairly jovial mood. By this time it would have been somewhere between 6.00 and 6.30 pm. Flames 
were seen popping up on the horizon about 400 metres away and heading towards Mountain Lodge. A resident, 
Daniel Orden, told everyone to evacuate to the 10-seat van. In the few minutes it took for them to collect some things 
from their rooms and return to the van, the smoke had become very thick, ash had begun to fall, and a huge wall of 
flame appeared 20 metres behind the van. Jason Budden and Luis Blanco Rodriguez evacuated to the golf course in 
separate cars with their families. As the van was en route to the golf course, Jason called to check that Ms Tan was 
with the other community members. She was not. 

Luis tried to return to Mountain Lodge but was turned back at Pack Road, where a CFA truck was blocking the road. 
A CFA member waved his arms and told Luis to ‘get out of here’.
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Ms Tan’s body was found on 18 February 2009 in the ruins of Mountain Lodge, near where her room had been.  
The building and surrounds had been destroyed by fire, as had most of the houses in Kings Road and the  
adjoining streets.

The post-mortem report records the cause of Bian Tan’s death as consistent with the effects of fire.19

marietta walsh and kathryn and daVid whittington

Marietta ‘Marie’ Walsh, 73, and Kathryn ‘Kate’ Whittington, 66, and her husband David Whittington, 68, died at the 
Cumberland Marysville Villa Day Spa at 34 Murchison Street, Marysville, on 7 February 2009. They had sought shelter 
there from the fire that burned through Marysville at about 6.45 pm. Marie Walsh is survived by her husband, Daniel, 
and their two sons Michael and Paul, and their families. Kate and David Whittington are survived by their children 
John, Jane and Robert, their children’s partners and their grandchildren.

The Cumberland Marysville Villa Day Spa—known locally as ‘the Cumberland’—was one of the earliest and best 
known of the guest houses to be established in Marysville. In February 2009 it was a conference centre with resort 
facilities, including a restaurant. The two-storey brick building had 43 bedrooms. Behind the main building was the 
Villa Day Spa, which consisted of a heated indoor swimming pool and treatment rooms for beauty therapies and 
massage. The owners, Simon and Ann Cuzens, had had a family connection with the Cumberland since 1948,  
when Simon’s father owned it.

marie walsh

Daniel and Marie Walsh moved to Marysville in 2005 after Daniel had retired from his dental practice in Portland.  
Their large 50-square house, at 20 Darwin Street, was white brick veneer with black terracotta roof tiles and was  
set on a large block with extensive gardens around the house. Marie, in particular, was passionate about the garden, 
which contained mostly exotic species such as camellias and rhododendrons. There were two water tanks, one 
11,000 litres and the other 19,000 litres, both of which were full; they were for the gardens and for washing cars.

The Walshes did not have a fire plan. Dan kept the tanks full and had plugs for the gutters so he could fill them with 
water if necessary, but he never intended to stay and defend the house against a bushfire: he thought too many 
things could go wrong. Their son Michael ‘was not aware of any fire plan to evacuate to a certain location’.

On 7 February Dan and Marie Walsh made their way to the Cumberland at about 5.30 pm. Before leaving home they 
had packed some possessions into their car, turned off the gas, closed all the windows and shut the blinds. Dan had 
been to the Cumberland a number of times and he knew the layout of the main building. He ‘always thought’ it was 
a logical spot to go if a fire happened. It was near the Walshes’ house and in the centre of town: it could hold many 
people and, ‘if it did catch on fire, wouldn’t burn quickly’. Dan was surprised it appeared empty when they arrived.

david and kate whittington

David and Kate Whittington moved to Marysville in 1996. Their son Robert moved with them to their house at 20 Lyell 
Street and worked in the cafe they ran in Murchison Street. Having emigrated from the United Kingdom in the late 
1960s, the Whittingtons had lived much of their life in rural and semi-rural locations, including in fire-prone areas such 
as Cockatoo Valley and Para Wirra National Park in South Australia. These areas were remote, surrounded by bush and 
had limited access. David and Kate were well aware of the dangers of fires and had well-considered fire plans. Sons 
John and Robert both believed their parents felt safer living in a town like Marysville. When they moved to Marysville 
they donated their petrol-driven fire pump to the Marysville CFA, thinking they would not need it any more.

Robert said his parents did not have a formal, organised fire plan. He recalled: 

We were mindful of keeping the area around the house clear, especially the roof. Recently we never 
discussed specifically if they would stay and defend or leave. We did talk about it a few years ago and 
when they asked me I told them I would leave, which they said was fine, and I asked them and they said 
they would stay. I believe now that they meant they would stay in the town but not necessarily defend 
their house. I think their actions on Black Saturday were in keeping with this, doing as much as possible 
to their house and when the fire was close, go somewhere safe.
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In the weeks and days before 7 February the Whittingtons had pruned trees and removed fallen leaves from 
the gutters; the lawns were kept quite short. Once they became aware of the fire threat in the early afternoon of 
7 February, they started listening to 774 ABC radio, the emergency broadcaster. Kate phoned to check on their 
neighbour, who used a walking frame to move around. The neighbour told Kate she was being collected and 
evacuated to the Cumberland. A short time later Robert was making more fire preparations on the roof of the  
house when he saw his neighbour being collected from her back door; he didn’t watch which way the car went. 

Kate, David and Rob discussed the Cumberland as a place of refuge and agreed that it seemed a sensible place to 
go: ‘It sounded like people in the know in town were going there and it sounded like the most sensible place’. While 
the senior Whittingtons planned to seek shelter at the Cumberland, Robert intended to go to Buxton and urged his 
parents to go with him: 

My plan was to drive to Buxton, listen to the radio, wait until the fire front had passed and then go back 
and help put out any spot fires. I wanted mum and dad to do this as well. They just wanted to wait at the 
Cumberland until after the fire front passed and then go home, and not get stuck at a roadblock outside 
town. I had made my decision to go and dad had made his decision to stay and go to the Cumberland.

At some time before 6.30 pm Robert left Marysville and drove to Buxton. At about 6.45 pm, with flames visible at the 
end of their street, David and Kate went to the Cumberland.

the cumberland

Dan Walsh did not know who the Whittingtons were when they met each other inside the Cumberland. Nonetheless, 
they all took shelter in the lower level at the rear of the building, making sure that all internal doors were closed behind 
them. Dan recalled:

At this time the sky became dark as midnight and the only light was from things that were burning …  
The hedge in front of us on the driveway was burning and that was providing about the only light we could 
see … After about 25 minutes or so I went outside … There was still a fair bit of wind. It was very dark and 
the atmosphere was very hot. There didn’t appear to be any danger to the Cumberland at that point.

Presuming the fire front had passed and that people would be safe at the Cumberland, Dan decided to return home 
alone and check on his house. He found it still standing but under ember attack. After spending some time putting 
out spot fires and saving his house, Dan returned to the Cumberland at about 10.00 pm to collect Marie but found  
no sign of her or the Whittingtons. He assumed they had been collected by someone else.

On Sunday 8 February 2009 Marie Walsh, Kate Whittington and David Whittington were found in the remains of the 
male toilet of the Cumberland. The main building had been destroyed; the swimming pool area was still standing.  
The Victoria Police forensic scientist who examined the site shortly after the fire concluded that the ‘construction of the 
toilet block would have resulted in it becoming extremely hot with little or no air flow into the room. A lack of oxygen 
and subsequent increase in carbon monoxide levels may have been a contributing factor to the deaths in this case’.

The post-mortem reports record that Marietta Walsh, Kathryn Whittington and David Whittington all died as a result  
of the effects of fire.20

18.2	 NarbeThoNg

grace mundoVna

Grace Mundovna lived on her own at 16 Tarnpir Road, Narbethong. She was 66 years old when she died on  
7 February 2009; she had been fleeing on foot from the fire that started at the Murrindindi Mill.

Ms Mundovna moved to the brick veneer house on Tarnpir Road, about 300 metres from the intersection with  
the Maroondah Highway, at some time in 2000 or 2001. The residential properties on Tarnpir Road (including  
Ms Mundovna’s) were on the eastern side of the street, whereas the western side bordered a large, heavily  
timbered property. The Narbethong pine plantation was also a short distance away, further to the west.
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Initially, Ms Mundovna had lived in Tarnpir Road with her daughter, but more recently she had lived there on her own. 
Her immediate neighbours knew her by sight, and she was said to keep to herself, not mixing much and having  
few visitors.

At about midday on 7 February Ms Mundovna was seen gardening and waved to a neighbour. At about 4.10 pm 
another neighbour, Jennifer Lovett, went to Ms Mundovna’s house to warn her about the approaching fire and invite 
her to her own house, which was considered defendable. Ms Mundovna answered the door but declined Ms Lovett’s 
offer of refuge, saying she would be OK. By this time it had become quite dark because of the smoke.

Another neighbour, Dean Sullivan, became aware at some time between 4.30 and 5.00 pm that his house was alight 
and he decided to evacuate with his young daughter, Ashleigh, and his dogs.

Mr Sullivan put his daughter, the dogs and a bag of things for Ashleigh in his ute. While he was sitting in the driver’s 
seat Ms Mundovna approached him and asked what she should do. He advised her to go to the Lovett’s house 
because ‘it’s defendable’. By this stage visibility was about 3 metres and the fire was ‘leaping around everywhere’. 

At about 5.25 pm David Nicholls was driving a Ford F100 ute, loaded with timber that had caught fire, south along 
Tarnpir Road towards the Maroondah Highway. He was fleeing after having tried to protect his home, which was also 
in Tarnpir Road. A few metres from the intersection with the Maroondah Highway he saw Ms Mundovna standing in 
the middle of the road; she was wearing a sleeveless light-coloured dress and brown leather shoes. Ms Mundovna 
approached the driver’s side of the ute and asked for help. Mr Nicholls recalled what happened next:

I said, ‘Get in if you want to, the truck’s on fire but get in’. She then went to the passenger door but I 
could not get it open. The flames were pretty big in the back of the ute. She was fairly hysterical by this 
stage, understandably. I then got out of the ute to go and get her. The visibility was terrible. I looked for 
her for three to four minutes but could not find her. She must have walked away from the ute. The noise 
around me was still like standing at the rear of an aeroplane.

Having lost sight of Ms Mundovna, Mr Nicholls drove off as fast as he could, ultimately fleeing on foot when the car 
would go no further. He survived by sheltering from the flames, first in a culvert and then under a railing on the side  
of the road.

Ms Mundovna’s body was found on Sunday 8 February on the side of the Maroondah Highway, about half a kilometre 
south of her home and opposite the entrance to Camp Narbethong. This section of the road was surrounded by forest.

It is not known whether Ms Mundovna had a fire plan or why she decided to flee on foot rather than take her car. 

The autopsy report for Ms Mundovna, completed on 11 February 2009, stated that the cause of her death was 
undetermined but consistent with the effects of fire.21

elsie, william and geoffrey walker

The fire that started at the Murrindindi Mill in the mid-afternoon of 7 February 2009 took the lives of 80-year-old Elsie 
‘Fay’ Walker, her 85-year-old husband, William ‘Bill’ Walker, and their 53-year-old son, Geoffrey, when it swept through 
their home in Narbethong at about 5.45 pm. It appears the Walkers were in the process of evacuating when they 
died. Fay, Bill and Geoff are survived by their large extended family of children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

The Walkers bought their 4-hectare property at 21 Nichols Road in 1972 and initially used it as a family holiday home. 
Over the years Bill relocated and extended the original cottage. Keen gardeners, Bill and Fay developed an English-
style garden that became part of the Open Garden Scheme. Neighbour Elizabeth Robinson recalled:

They had lovely big iron gates and they had a winding drive. [It was] lined with azaleas. On the right-hand 
side it was called the woodlands area. It had the canopy of all the old original gums and wattles and 
then below that [were] planted Japanese maples, rhododendrons and as you came around the curve on 
the right there was a big dam. Opposite was a grassy lawn with a little lake garden leading to a summer 
house, a yellow flowered walk with a vegie patch to the left. Continuing down the drive past the dam 
there were camellias on the left and on the right there were big old birches and then the drive went on 
towards the new house.
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The Walkers, particularly Bill, were conscious of fires. Their fire plan included keeping the property well maintained 
and cleared of debris such as fallen trees, leaves and bark. Every December their neighbour Trevor Winter slashed 
the 100-metre-wide area of grass between his and the Walkers’ property. The Walkers had a trailer with a tank with a 
fire pump on it, although it is not clear whether it was for firefighting or for watering the trees, or both. Their daughter, 
Julie Lowry, noted that her father had always told her mother ‘if there was a fire in the area and the power went out, 
that the fire would be close and they wouldn’t hang around’.

Bill was a World War 2 veteran and his health had deteriorated in his later years, to the point where he became reliant 
on Fay for transport because he was no longer able to drive. Trevor Winter recalled that before his death Bill had not 
been well: ‘He was normally a pretty fit sort of guy but when I saw him at Christmas he didn’t look too well. He looked 
very frail compared to normal’. Bill was experiencing problems with his heart. Geoffrey Walker had been confined to 
a wheelchair since childhood. The senior Walkers’ ages, Bill’s poor health, and Geoffrey’s physical limitations might 
have contributed to a delay in their evacuation once they had decided to leave.

The Walkers first became aware of the fire at about 3.45 pm, when their neighbour Elizabeth Robinson called to ask 
if the Walkers knew anything about a fire. Elizabeth referred to a ‘terrible fire out to the west’ and said she ‘could see 
billowing smoke with a red glow at the bottom of the hill, which was kilometres away’. At that stage Fay looked out 
of her kitchen window, straight down the valley in a southerly direction; ‘she could see smoke in the area but not 
any fires’. Between 5.00 and 5.45 pm Fay took calls from her daughters, Julie and Vivienne, and her granddaughter 
Brodie, all urging her to get in the car and leave. At 5.07 pm neighbour Trevor Winter called to alert the Walkers to the 
fire at Narbethong, which was coming their way. At about the same time Elizabeth Robinson called again to tell Fay 
the power was off and that she was packed and was leaving. This surprised Fay, said her daughter Vivienne, who 
spoke to her mother for the last time in a phone call at some time between 5.15 and 5.45 pm:

Mum was very shocked and she told me that Liz’s car is packed and they were going. She told me there 
was lots of smoke around … Mum told me ‘I can see fire in the tops of the pine trees’. I don’t know 
where the pine trees are that she was talking about. Within the next second she told me the power had 
gone off … That’s when mum’s voice just turned to terror and mine did too. I was just pretty well telling 
her ‘God’s sake, mum, just get in the car and go’.

Another neighbour, Duncan Mathews, saw the firefront travel from north to south across his property. He recalled the 
trees on the southern boundary of his property (where the Walkers lived) going up in flames. Shortly after, he heard 
what sounded like an explosion coming from the Walkers’ property. He looked at his watch, noting it was 5.45 pm. 
The sky was pitch black.

Early in the morning of Monday 9 February two family members walked onto the Walkers’ property. They found 
the house destroyed. The car was parked outside the house; it had minimal fire damage. In the car they found the 
Walkers’ two small dogs dead in their pet cage on the back seat, the keys in the ignition, a handbag in the centre 
console, a computer, and a wheelchair in the boot. Finding the remains of another wheelchair in the debris of the 
house, they notified police.

The Victoria Police forensic scientist who attended the scene on 10 February 2009 noted that the state of the 
Walkers’ car suggested that evacuation was intended. He also made note of a large fallen tree blocking the Walkers’ 
driveway. It is not known when the tree fell and, in particular, whether it had prevented the Walkers’ exit from their 
property or whether their packing was interrupted by the fire itself. It appears the fire had taken the Walkers by 
surprise. Elizabeth Robinson noted, ‘We didn’t really know what was happening around us … I don’t think Fay could 
see what I could see … We really thought everything was fine because the wind was going south of the property’.

The bodies of Bill and Fay Walker and their son Geoffrey were found close together in what appeared to have been 
the lounge room of their house. The post-mortem reports record their deaths as being caused by the effects of fire.22
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daVid balfour

David Balfour was the only on-duty firefighter killed by the 2009 Victorian bushfires. He died near Cambarville, about 
20 kilometres south-east of Marysville, on 17 February 2009 when a large tree fell on a fire truck on which he was 
working. David was 46 years old when he died; he is survived by his wife, Celia, and their three children.

Living with his family in suburban Canberra, David was a professional firefighter with about 11 years’ experience with 
the ACT Fire Brigade. According to a television news report after his death, David had wanted to come to Victoria to 
repay the generosity shown after Canberra’s deadly blazes in 2003. After volunteering to help fight the fires that had 
devastated parts of Victoria on 7 February, David was sent to Alexandra with ACT Task Force No. 3, arriving there on 
15 February.

On 17 February, the day before he was due to return home, David worked with other firefighters on ‘mopping up’, or 
‘blacking out’, various forested areas that were still smouldering. He had been rostered on to a tanker code-named 
Charlie 72.

At about 6.00 pm the crew of Charlie 72 had been instructed to work with other crews on extinguishing a large 
mountain ash tree smouldering by the side of the road on the Warburton – Woods Point Road near Cambarville,  
in Yarra Ranges National Park.

By the time Charlie 72 arrived at the scene, other firefighters had considered the tree to be hazardous, with the 
potential to fall. The canopy had been completely burnt away and the trunk was smouldering on the inside. At its 
base the tree was about 2.5 metres in diameter, and it was about 20 metres high.

On arrival, the driver of Charlie 72 was advised to park the truck in a position where it would not become bogged, 
and the crew was then asked to smother the tree with foam. David was wearing a full kit of protective clothing, 
including a helmet. As he was getting out of the truck, he was told by a firefighter from one of the other vehicles that 
his (the other firefighter’s) truck was out of water. David gave him the thumbs up as if to signal that he would help and 
was then seen jumping up on the back of Charlie 72 and onto the work area.

Moments after that happened, the tree fell, landing on Charlie 72. One of the firefighters who was there recalled, 
‘When the tree landed it was like a large explosion with dust and debris filling the area and it covered me’.

Once the firefighters realised what had happened, they immediately checked on their colleagues. They found David 
on the work area at the back of Charlie 72, where he had been pinned to the truck by the fallen tree. Paramedics 
were called and the firefighters tried frantically to help David, but he died at the scene.

The post-mortem report records the cause of David Balfour’s death as head injuries.23

aileen hoskin

Aileen and Cliff Hoskin married in 1952, the year they moved into a weatherboard cottage set on half a hectare of 
land at 75 Murchison Street, Marysville. They brought up five children and lived together in the cottage until it was 
destroyed on 7 February 2009.

Mrs Hoskin was frail and had not been in good health for some time. She had suffered from rheumatoid arthritis for 
a number of years, she had had surgery on her hips and knees, and she suffered from osteoporosis. She relied on 
crutches to walk short distances and used a wheelchair or scooter for longer distances. In 2004 she had suffered 
a heart attack, and she was taking medication for a heart condition. She received regular treatment from her GP 
and several visits each week from the Royal District Nursing Service to help manage her health and deliver her 
various medications.

After receiving a call from a local fire tower spotter at about 3.20 pm on 7 February, the Hoskins’ eldest daughter, 
Pauline Harrow, went to her parents’ house to alert them to the possibility of a fire threat for Marysville and to let them 
know they might need to be evacuated. Mr Hoskin went outside and saw smoke swirling over Mt Gordon. At some 
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time between 4.30 and 5.00 pm family members collected Mr and Mrs Hoskin and took them to the local bakery.  
The couple stayed at the bakery until about 6.30 pm, when they were evacuated to Alexandra. Mr Hoskin stated,  
‘As we were leaving, we got to just near the Golf Course when I looked back. I could see the flames coming over  
the hill from Mt Gordon Gap where the road goes over Mt Gordon and heading towards the township’.

Mrs Hoskin and several other elderly displaced women stayed at Alexandra District Hospital overnight rather than at 
the local hall. On Sunday 8 February Mrs Hoskin was transferred to the Darlingford Upper Goulburn Nursing Home 
in Eildon. Until about 10 February 2009 Mr and Mrs Hoskin did not know whether all members of their family had 
survived the fires, and this was very distressing for Mrs Hoskin. On 11 February she ‘appeared reasonably bright in 
herself though still distressed regarding the recent loss’ her treating GP, Dr Ross, related. It appears that later in the 
day Mrs Hoskin complained of severe indigestion to the nursing staff.

A nurse from the nursing home contacted Dr Ross on 12 February 2009 in relation to Mrs Hoskin; Dr Ross then 
received further advice that Mrs Hoskin had collapsed after having complained of severe pain in her left arm and 
elbow region. She attended the nursing home and found Mrs Hoskin lying on her bed, apparently deceased. She 
later pronounced her dead.

Dr Ross’s view was as follows:

… the emotional and physical stress brought on by the February 7, 2009, bushfires, and the subsequent 
turmoil experienced by Mrs Hoskin as a result of the loss of her town, home and possessions, served to 
exacerbate her already frail condition and led to her premature death. 

Aileen Hoskin died of a heart attack on 12 February 2009. She was aged 80 years.24
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kevin kane

Kevin Michael ‘Mick’ Kane had lived in the weatherboard miner’s cottage at 18 Daniel Street, Long Gully, with his 
wife, Carolyn, since 1982. He died there on Saturday 7 February 2009, trying to flee the fire that was engulfing their 
home. Carolyn Kane had escaped moments before, managing to save six of their seven Birman cats.

The cottage sat on a corner block at the intersection of Daniel and Albert Streets; the block was roughly a quarter of 
an acre and roughly triangular. There were cypress trees along the Albert Street boundary and some cypress trees 
across the Daniel Street side. The driveway into the property was about 15 metres long, running from Daniel Street to 
the carport beside the house. The rear boundary overlooked vacant land where horses were kept. Situated in Long 
Gully, a suburb on the western side of Bendigo, the house was serviced by town water.

The Kanes did not appear to have a fire plan. When fire threatened them on 7 February they expected the fire brigade 
to arrive.

It was not long after they were married in 1985 that Mr Kane experienced the first of a series of health problems. 
Surgery limited his mobility and left him ‘with weakness in the left side of his body, especially below the left knee … 
which required him to wear a leg brace and use a walking stick’. 

On 7 February the Kanes were at home sheltering from the heat. Mrs Kane noticed smoke in the afternoon but 
was not unduly concerned, expecting ‘the fire trucks to come quickly, as they [had] done in the past’. Ten minutes 
later, noticing the smoke getting thicker, Mrs Kane decided to fetch the horse from the paddock at the rear of their 
property. She noticed the fire advancing quickly and saw two homes in Albert Street under threat: ‘We thought we 
would be okay because it appeared that the wind was blowing the fire away or behind us’. Nonetheless, at that stage 
they decided to leave. Mr Kane began hosing down the property with a garden hose while Mrs Kane collected as 
many of her seven cats as she could and loaded them into their car.

In the short time it took Mrs Kane to load the cats into the car the flames were in the back paddock, about 270–370 
metres from the rear of the house. While loading the cats into the car, she told Mr Kane three times—with increasing 
urgency—to get into the car: ‘I could see the fire in the back paddock and I knew that there was no chance of us 
defending our home, the fire was just unbelievable, it looked like the air was carrying the flames as, really, there was 
no grass to burn’. Mr Kane threw down the hose and began making his way towards the car, but his leg gave way 
and he fell to the ground. ‘… That’s when the pine trees that surround two sides of our house simply exploded and 
there [were] just flames everywhere.’

At about this time Mr Kane’s sister, Jillian Kane, and her partner, Mick Ryan, arrived at the property to check on the 
Kanes. They found Mrs Kane under the carport trying to drag her husband to the car. Seeing that she was unable to 
help him and confronted by ‘tall, massive flames at the rear of the carport’, they urged her to leave. Dressed in shorts 
after having had a swim, Mr Ryan tried to drag Mr Kane down the driveway toward the front gate and away from the 
flames, but the heat became so intense he had to leave Mr Kane at the front of the carport. ‘It was a matter of a split 
second from the time I felt the crippling pain of the heat on my back and legs … The heat was unbearable.’

Mr Ryan ran to his nearby car to get a wet towel for protection. Holding the towel up to shield himself, he tried to 
reach Mr Kane but was beaten back by the intense heat. He then ran to the hose at the side of the house and turned 
on the tap, hoping to hose Mr Kane down, but there was no water. Held back by the flames, which were by now 
funnelling through the carport and down the driveway, and having no access to water, Mr Ryan was unable to reach 
Mr Kane, who was engulfed by flames.

Mr Kane was 48 years old when he died in the front yard of his home at some time between 5.30 and 6.00 pm.

The post-mortem report records that Mick Kane died as a result of the effects of fire.1
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sue and john wilson

At about midnight on Saturday 7 February 2009 Sue and John Wilson died in the family home John had built at  
1133 Myrtleford–Yackandah Road, Mudgegonga. Sue, 47, and John, 51, are survived by their two daughters,  
Grace and Samantha Wilson.

John Wilson, a self-employed builder, had built the family’s brick home on a half-hectare block of land on the  
western side of the Myrtleford–Yackandah Road about 18 years ago. Grace Wilson stated:

Approximately one hundred metres behind the house block ran the Barwidgee Creek. From the creek 
the land went up into steep bushland. I’d doubt if there would be much water flowing in the creek at this 
time of year. Between the creek and the house block was open grass paddock area which was owned 
by uncle Clary. Opposite from the house on the eastern side, was open grass paddock which then rose 
up into steep bushland. The house was about 1.5 km from the intersection of Stanley Road. The house 
block had a really well maintained garden with a mixture of various trees and shrubs. We also had an 
above ground pool in the backyard. The house was positioned roughly in the middle of the block …

Late in the afternoon of 7 February the Wilsons and their neighbours, Patricia and Lindsay Easterbrook, could 
smell smoke and became aware of fire in their area. Throughout the evening and late into the night a number of 
people—family, friends, neighbours and firefighters—telephoned and visited the Wilsons, warning of a fire threat to 
the area. At 7.30 pm the captain of the Mudgegonga CFA brigade stopped at the Wilson house to warn them of 
the approaching fire and found Mr Wilson filling a petrol pump. Mr Wilson was aware of the fire threat and appeared 
calm. CFA firefighters called in to the Wilson property three times during the evening, at one stage helping Mr Wilson 
get one of the petrol pumps started.

The last visit by firefighters to the Wilson property occurred at 11.30 pm, when two members of the Hancock Victorian 
Plantations fire crew, James Bowden and Conrad King, called in. Mr Bowden had known Mr Wilson for 25 years and 
had called in after fighting fires in the Mudgegonga area; he knew that there were fires about 2 kilometres from the 
Wilsons’ property. The Wilsons were inside the house and appeared calm. Mr Bowden advised them to leave, to which 
Mr Wilson responded, ‘Jimbo, I’ve got the big pump on the pool, don’t worry’.

Daughter Grace did not recall hearing of any formal fire plan and thought that her parents were going to leave. It is 
evident that throughout the evening Mr Wilson was making preparations, and he told various people he spoke with 
that he was planning to stay and defend. He had connected fire hoses and prepared petrol pumps, one to draw 
water from the creek and one to draw water from the pool, although it appears that there were some problems with 
access to water. One of the pumps was faulty and was being fixed as late as 10.15 pm. There was no water in the 
house tank and little, if any, water in the creek. It seems that the main water source being relied on for firefighting 
purposes was the water in the swimming pool.

Mrs Wilson told her daughter in a phone call at some time between 9.00 and 9.30 pm that she was getting a few 
things together. Vincent Muraca called his friend Mr Wilson at about 10.15 pm; he recalled that Mr Wilson was 
preparing to stay and defend and seemed confident. At about 11.00 pm Mrs Wilson’s uncle, Clarence Murray, called 
in with his wife. Mr Murray recalled that throughout their conversation he did not hear the Wilsons commit to any 
course of action—that is, whether they were going to stay or leave—although they did not say they would leave.

Neighbours Pat and Lindsay Easterbrook managed to successfully defend their house. Mr Easterbrook recounted:

At about 11.30 or so it spotted and we had a huge fire over the back here behind us. At about five to 
12 we noticed finally the wind change. It [the fire] crested over the top of these hills here … As it crested 
there this hillside exploded. Within 30 seconds, I would say, of coming over the top of that hill it came 
right through here at about 100 miles an hour. The whole—everything was on fire at once, the whole, 
almost 360 degrees … We couldn’t, we didn’t expect the ferocity of it.

Mr and Mrs Wilson’s bodies were found on 8 February in the remains of their home. Mr Wilson was outside, on the 
verandah near the back door, and Mrs Wilson inside, near where the bathroom had been.

The post-mortem reports record the deaths of Sue and John Wilson as resulting from the effects of fire.1
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The 173 people who died as a result of the fires in Victoria on 7 February 2009 leave behind family, friends and 
communities who have suffered great individual and collective loss. They also leave behind lessons that must be  
used to build on our existing knowledge about how and why people die in bushfires.1

The Commission heard evidence from police and the family, friends and neighbours of those who died, as well 
as others who were involved in or affected by the bushfires of Black Saturday. The resultant evidence is the most 
comprehensive ever assembled about the circumstances of deaths in an Australian bushfire. It thus offers an 
unprecedented opportunity for analysis.

Looking back on the experience of 7 February, it is plain that on such days, when bushfires are likely to be ferocious, 
leaving well before the fire arrives is the only way of ensuring one’s safety. 

A number of themes emerge from the evidence relating to the circumstances of the deaths that occurred. The Commission 
was mindful of them in its analysis and in developing its recommendations relating to changes to be made to community 
safety policies and to advice aimed at reducing the risk of deaths occurring in bushfires in the future. 

21.1	 The	review	of	faTaliTies

The Commission engaged Professor John Handmer of RMIT University, working in partnership with the Bushfire 
Cooperative Research Centre, to analyse evidence about the deaths that occurred as a result of the 7 February fires. 
Professor Handmer’s field of expertise is community safety in natural disasters. In February 2010 the Commission 
supplied to him summaries of relevant evidence from witness statements Victoria Police had obtained. The summaries 
were provided with Victoria Police’s consent after steps had been taken to protect the privacy of the deceased. 

Victoria Police obtained statements about the fire-related deaths in February 2009 from hundreds of witnesses, 
among them family members, friends, colleagues and neighbours. The statements provided important information 
about people’s fire plans and their actions on 7 February. Some witnesses also told police investigators about seeing 
the fires and seeing people preparing for, fighting and fleeing them. Additionally, evidence was obtained about the 
nature and condition of the properties where people died and about these people’s health before they died. Finally, 
Victoria Police took statements from arson chemists who inspected the properties where people died and made 
observations about defendability of the properties, the nature of the destruction, apparent firefighting efforts, and 
what people were doing immediately before their deaths.

The Commission used these statements in their original form during its hearings into the fire-related deaths. Professor 
Handmer was given summaries of information in some of the statements to help him conduct his analysis before the 
Commission’s hearings into the deaths were completed. Further material later became available to the Commission 
for use in some hearings into fire-related deaths—particularly those that occurred later in the hearing schedule. 
Professor Handmer did not receive any of the audiovisual material that Victoria Police had assembled and made 
available to the Commission. Most of this material was confined to photographs of the site and a visual description  
of the movements of the individual or individuals concerned in the last few hours before their death.

Professor Handmer delivered his report to the Commission in April 2010. In the report and in subsequent oral 
examination, he noted, among other things, the following in relation to those who perished:

Fifty-eight per cent had made no preparations either for staying and defending or for leaving early.  ■■

A number were prepared to leave but were apparently awaiting a warning.2

Twenty per cent intended to stay and defend and were well prepared; another 14 per cent had made  ■■

some limited preparations.3 

The fire took by surprise 30 per cent of those who died.■■
4

Twenty-four per cent seemed unaware that they were in a bushfire risk area, and 38 per cent did not seem to  ■■

have a basic knowledge of what precautions needed to be taken to give themselves some degree of protection.5

Fourteen per cent were fleeing the fire at the time of their death; of these, 4 per cent were fleeing in a vehicle and ■■

the remaining 10 per cent were on foot, although a number had fled their vehicles while trying to leave the area.6
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Sixty-nine per cent were classed as ‘passively sheltering’ inside a house or other building at the time of their ■■

death—as opposed to ‘actively defending’—although some of these people might have retreated inside  
(having tried to defend) when the fire front arrived.7

Forty-four per cent were classed as ‘vulnerable’ because they were aged less than 12 years old or more  ■■

than 70 years or because they were suffering from an acute or chronic illness or disability.8

Thirty-two per cent lost their lives on properties whose defendability was questionable.■■
9

Professor Handmer said the material he analysed contained ‘unprecedented detail on the circumstances surrounding 
each fatality’ because it allowed him to ‘see what people intended to do and what they did in addition to what the 
final situation was’.10 He offered three principal interpretations of the data:

The ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ policy appears ‘sound on paper’ but ‘implementation presents  ■■

major challenges’.

Over half of those who died believed that by staying to defend their properties, they were ‘taking effective  ■■

action in terms of their safety’.

Most of those who died ‘did not, and often could not, respond appropriately to the risk that the bushfires ■■

presented for them on 7 February’.11

Professor Handmer also concluded, among other things, that the question of evacuation in cars warrants  
re-examination because, compared with historical data, few people died in cars on 7 February and recent  
advances in car technology have made cars safer (relative to older cars) to be in during bushfires.12

The Commission was aware that the results of any study such as the one by Professor Handmer should be interpreted 
with care. Despite the considerable amount of material available as a result of the police investigations, it remains difficult 
to reach definitive conclusions on some matters because people’s intentions are not absolutely clear in all cases and the 
circumstances of the final moments of many who died are unclear. For example, Professor Handmer found that 69 per 
cent of those who died were passively sheltering at the time of their death. But, as he acknowledged, ‘uncertainty arises 
where there was not sufficient evidence to categorise fatalities under a particular condition such as “sheltering”’. In view 
of this uncertainty, some of those who were classified as passively sheltering could possibly also have been classified 
as engaged in ‘questionable/some defence’.13 Professor Handmer also noted that at least some of those classified as 
‘sheltering passively’ might have been sheltering in a structure that was being defended by someone else.14

In the case of many of those who died, the Commission heard detailed accounts of their circumstances in the hours 
immediately preceding their death. Through these accounts it was able to gain a considerable degree of insight into 
people’s activities immediately before the fire’s arrival, including whether they were ‘actively defending’ or ‘passively 
sheltering’. The Commission agrees that the categorisation of ‘passively sheltering’ can be misleading if that conclusion 
is drawn solely from the final moments of a person’s life, without taking account of their previous activity. Many of these 
people are thought to have made some effort to defend their home but then withdrew inside when the firefront hit  
(in accordance with CFA advice) and were fatally caught in this situation. Others could have been working indoors, 
dousing internal flare-ups before succumbing to the effects of the fire.15

21.2	 Themes	The	Commission	idenTified

Using Professor Handmer’s work as a basis, and drawing on its own observations and information obtained during 
the hearings, the Commission identified a number of themes associated with the deaths that occurred as a result of 
the 7 February bushfires. These themes relate to levels of preparedness, bushfire awareness and knowledge, house 
defendability and the defence of houses, triggers and warnings, the significance of the wind change, gender and age 
differences, and the extent and nature of vulnerable groups.

Two-thirds (113) of the individuals who died on 7 February died in or very near a house or similar structure. Twenty-
four people died fleeing the fire in vehicles or on foot. Some who were fleeing on foot had originally tried to flee in 
their vehicle and when this failed they left their vehicle to escape on foot. The remaining 36 people died in a variety 
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of circumstances. Some died relocating to a ‘safer’ place; some were tourists or non-residents who were caught out 
and had nowhere to go or did not know where to go. Others died in sheds, outbuildings and spas. Three suffered 
heart-related events. Some died in the days following 7 February from injuries sustained during the fires. An interstate 
firefighter died a week after the fires, having been struck by a falling tree.16

The Commission observes that a number of the people who died were not suitably clothed. Some were found 
wearing bathing suits or shorts and Tshirts. Either some were caught unexpectedly by the fire’s arrival or they were 
ignorant of the high risk posed by exposure to radiant heat from a bushfire.17

Where people died as a consequence of the Black Saturday fires contrasts strikingly with previous trends. Historically, 
about 32 per cent of people have died in late evacuations. Until 7 February the Ash Wednesday (1983) fires were 
probably Australia’s best documented fires because of the high number of fatalities. Those fires affected parts  
of South Australia and Victoria, destroying more than 2,000 homes and killing 75 people. Most people died during 
late evacuations and the majority of those were women and children, whereas most of the men killed had been 
defending property. It is important to note, however, that, as happened on 7 February, many people affected  
by Ash Wednesday appear to have been caught unawares by the sudden wind change in the early evening.18 

The Commission notes that in a number of cases of those who died on Black Saturday, men wanted to stay with 
their home while women were more inclined to leave. Some women who initially intended to leave ended up staying 
with their husbands or partners because they were reluctant to leave them on their own. 

Professor Handmer suggested that the gender distribution was not unlike that for previous fires.19

PreParedness, awareness and knowledge21.2.1 

To be considered ‘well prepared’ to defend a property means, according to CFA advice issued before 7 February, 
having an independent water supply and appropriate firefighting equipment and clothing and having prepared a 
‘defendable space’—that is, having an area around the house that has been adequately cleared of fuel.20 

The Commission notes that a considerable number of those who died had made some preparations in accordance 
with the CFA’s advice. Following from Professor Handmer’s study, the Commission also notes that a number of people 
who died genuinely believed they were adequately prepared to defend their properties.21 Many who died, however, 
experienced difficulties with the fire protection equipment they had available—including failure of the water or power 
supply (or both), hoses and pipe-work melting or buckling because of the heat, and fuel vaporising from pumps.22

A number of people who were well prepared to defend their property died on 7 February. This demonstrates the 
difficulty of adequately preparing for a ferocious fire and that in such conditions even high levels of preparation are 
no guarantee of survival. The smallest shortcoming in preparation can become magnified and mean the difference 
between surviving and dying. As Professor Handmer noted, ‘There are many links in the chain of preparedness,  
and any one of them breaking can lead to serious consequences’.23

To prepare a house and defend it successfully people need to understand the surrounding vegetation’s effects on 
the defendability of their home, how to install and use bushfire safety equipment, the behaviour of different types of 
fire, and how fire can affect their home. A number of problems to do with lack of awareness and knowledge about 
bushfires and safety emerged from the evidence about the deaths that occurred as a result of the 7 February fires: 
many people did not understand what was needed to survive a fire of this ferocity and what to do when their initial 
plans failed.24 

Of those who died in their homes or in other houses or structures, about 38 per cent died in a bathroom,  
even though there might have been a safer place in the house.25 In its submission AFAC (the Australasian Fire  
and Emergency Service Authorities Council) noted: 

If the house catches fire and the occupant(s) cannot extinguish the fire, the safest action is to wait by  
an exit door (preferably the laundry door if there is one, near water) and wait for as long as possible  
until forced to leave due to the intolerable conditions in the house.26
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Despite the fact that many bathrooms do not comply with AFAC’s shelter criteria because they do not have exit doors 
or windows, the Commission notes that bathrooms are wet areas, invariably have concrete floors, often have tiled 
walls and exhaust fans, and have ample water if the bath has been filled. They often appear to be the last and safest 
refuge if the house catches alight and it is still unsafe outside. Although many people succumb to smoke, as they 
would if they were elsewhere in the house, a bathroom is a logical place to shelter if nothing else is available. It is true 
that the safest course might be to shelter near an exit door, but this presupposes that the house survives until the fire 
starts to abate outside. In the case of the Black Saturday fires, there was evidence of the front lasting up to one hour 
or of conditions outside being unsafe for up to this long in a number of instances.

Other people had little or no awareness or knowledge of bushfires because they were visiting the area as tourists or 
house-sitters and would not have had access to local information and education.27

House defendability21.2.2 

Professor Handmer noted that about a third of the fatalities were associated with homes that were not defendable.28

Usually a person’s choice to stay and defend their property is based on a presumption that their actions will keep them 
safe and prevent or reduce property damage caused by bushfire. The effectiveness of their actions is dependent on 
the building being defendable. People have traditionally assessed the defendability of their homes using information 
provided by fire agencies as a guide. Such an assessment is based on a number of characteristics, among them 
the material used in constructing the building, the building’s size and layout, its position in the landscape, aspect, 
topography, and the amount and type of ‘fuel’ (such as vegetation and wood piles) surrounding the house.29 

Many of the houses in which people died were perilously close to bushland and in locations where the houses’ 
defendability would be seriously compromised by high fuel loads that would have generated ember attacks over 
a long period. Several witnesses’ descriptions or images illustrated that many of the properties where people died 
would have been (virtually) undefendable in a ferocious fire because of the properties’ proximity to dense vegetation 
or their location at the top of a steep slope or ridge.30

The Commission is aware that in many cases people did successfully stay and defend their home. The deaths, 
however, are a solemn reminder that staying to defend a property in a ferocious bushfire is extremely dangerous. 
Small deficiencies in people’s preparedness or capacity to defend often prove disastrous. When problems arise  
there is little time or capacity to rectify them and the consequences can be lethal. 

triggers, warnings and being taken by surPrise21.2.3 

People went to differing degrees of effort to ensure that they were informed and took timely action on 7 February.  
The information they gained often took the form of a ‘trigger’ for action. The trigger could have been seeing or 
smelling smoke, being told of the approach of the fire by neighbours, friends or family, or a warning by authorities  
or the media that a fire was burning in or approaching an area. Professor Handmer found:

No matter how thorough preparedness and fire plans, they need to be activated. This requires some  
sort of trigger, which may be a specific warning, a high level of perceived threat or something else.’31 

A number of people who were waiting for a trigger or warning to prompt them to act were caught by surprise. Many 
were taken by surprise by the very existence of the fire or by the fire arriving much sooner than expected. It is also 
likely that a large proportion were surprised by the fire’s intensity and rate of spread and the amount of time it took 
for the front to pass. Some did not know of the fire until it was too close to take action, despite having made plans 
and being well prepared. Others were caught out by unexpected events such as the failure of a crucial part of their 
bushfire plan and did not have any contingency plans.32 

On the basis of the available information it appears to the Commission that, among those who died, some misinterpreted 
the information they had received, not realising how little time they had to respond or how soon the fire would reach 
them. As discussed, the nature of a ferocious fire can be such that some of the environmental cues—for example, 
smoke and embers—that alert people to a fire and its proximity are not immediately apparent. Lack of adequate time 
meant that plans were not able to be implemented in a number of cases.33
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The Commission also notes that many of the people who died had monitored the radio and the internet, expecting 
to receive warnings that would allow them to evacuate safely if required. In a number of instances, however, they did 
not receive the warnings they were expecting. In the absence of a warning some of these people did not leave their 
properties (as planned), and they subsequently died.34 The Commission notes, too, that a number of people who died 
were indeed warned by authorities and encouraged by friends and family to leave but chose to stay at  
their property.35 

tHe wind cHange21.2.4 

One thing that caught many people by surprise was the wind change. The prevailing hot winds from the north-west 
shifted to the south-west bringing with them a cool change late in the day on 7 February. During the early part of the 
day the fires ran towards the south-east and numerous spot fires were generated by the wind. When the cold front 
arrived in the afternoon, however, some people who had been watching the fires and thinking the danger had passed 
them by found themselves directly in the path of a massive fire front as the wind swung around to the south-west and 
formed intense sections of fire over the length of the fires’ eastern flank.36 

The Commission is of the view that the wind change was a major cause of the deaths that resulted from the 7 February 
bushfires. Improving community awareness of the potentially deadly impact of a wind change in a fire is a crucial task for 
government agencies. 

Vulnerable PeoPle21.2.5 

Professor Handmer found that 44 per cent of people who died as a result of the 7 February bushfires were vulnerable 
by one measure or a combination of measures: 29 per cent had chronic or acute clinical health conditions that would 
have been likely to affect their mobility, judgment or stamina;16 per cent were aged 70 or more; and 9 per cent were  
aged less than 12 years.37

It is also particularly relevant that on 7 February fire fronts often lasted for up to an hour, in contrast with previous 
experience and advice in the CFA documents that fire fronts typically pass within 15 minutes. This meant that much 
greater stamina and strength were needed to successfully defend a house and the period of extreme stress was 
much more sustained.38

It has always been a part of the CFA’s ‘prepare, stay and defend or leave early’ policy that children, elderly people  
and people with disabilities are strongly advised to leave early. The Commission agrees emphatically.

concluding remarks 21.2.6 

The analysis of all the deaths that occurred as a result of the Black Saturday fires gave the Commission invaluable 
insights into the circumstances of each of the personal tragedies involved. From the manner in which all who perished 
dealt with their personal emergency, it learned much about the pitfalls and errors of judgment that occurred, about 
the way events unfolded beyond a person’s capacity to influence those events, and about the sheer bad luck many 
experienced, despite their best endeavours. It also learned much that, together with other evidence, helped it develop 
recommendations it hopes will help make Victoria a safer place to live in and enjoy.



339

The lessons learnt

1 One of the people who died was Mr David Balfour, an ACT firefighter who died on 17 February 2009 from injuries sustained while working.  
Mr Balfour’s death was not considered in Professor Handmer’s analysis. Exhibit 574 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 002899 (EXH.574.0001)

2 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001)  
at 0019, 0021, 0034

3 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0018, 0021

4 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0021–0022

5 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0018, 0021

6 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0024

7 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0024–0025

8 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0015

9 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0027; 
Handmer T18551:14–T18551:16

10 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0005, 
0011–0012; Handmer T18538:6–T18538:7

11 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0006

12 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0036; 
Handmer T18566:13–T18568:23

13 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0012–0013

14 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0026, 0036

15 Exhibit 567 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001887 (EXH.567.0001); Exhibit 884 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001835 (EXH.884.0001); 
Exhibit 950 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001779 (EXH.950.0001); Handmer T18560:8–T18560:25

16 This information is drawn from an analysis of all the evidence lead during the fire related deaths hearings

17 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020, 
0024; Exhibit 950 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001779 (EXH.950.0001); Exhibit 764 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001785 and  
INTMEN 001979 (EXH.764.0001)

18 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0029; 
Exhibit 16 – Statement of Haynes (WIT.001.001.0001_R) at 0043_R

19 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0027, 0030

20 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0018

21 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0006, 0020

22 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020; 
Exhibit 296 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001828 (EXH.296.0001)

23 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0035

24 Exhibit 9 – Stay or Go Tender Bundle – Living in the Bush (TEN.001.001.0004); Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009, Bushfires – 
Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0035–0036

25 This information is drawn from an analysis of all the evidence lead during the fire related deaths hearings

26 Submissions of AFAC – A New Bushfire Safety Policy – Replacing Stay or Go (RESP.7500.007.0001) at 0017

27 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0006, 
0017–0018

28 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0027

29 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0027; 
Exhibit 9 – Stay or Go Tender Bundle – Living in the Bush (TEN.001.001.0004) at 0011

30 For example, the two people who died at The Eagles Nest Road, near Marysville, see Exhibit 380 – Statement of Lynch (WIT.094.001.0001_R) [5]

31 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020

32 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0023, 0033

33 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020; 
Exhibit 877 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001837 (EXH.877.0001); Exhibit 949 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001868 (EXH.949.0001)

34 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020; 
Exhibit 968 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001910 (EXH.968.0001)

35 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0019; 
Exhibit 972 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 002017 (EXH.972.0001); Exhibit 492 – Interactive Presentation – INTMEN 001843 (EXH.492.0001)

36 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001) at 0020; 
Exhibit 4 – Statement of Rees (WIT.004.002.0001) [21]–[22], [45]–[46], [57]–[58], [68], [85]–[87], [106], [118]

37 Exhibit 894 – Review of fatalities in the February 7, 2009 Bushfires – Final Report (Amended version without mark up) (EXP.029.003.0001)  
at 0015–0016, 0027

38 Handmer T18563:4–T18563:9



Volume I: The Fires and the Fire-Related Deaths

340

Source: Courtesy of the Herald & Weekly Times.
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APPENDIX A – EstImAtED costs of thE fIrEs

The bushfires of late January and February 2009 had a devastating impact on Victoria. Apart from the loss of life, 
public hospitals provided emergency care to more than 800 people and admitted more than 130 people with a fire-
related injury or illness.1 The fires also destroyed or damaged privately and publicly owned property and infrastructure, 
national parks, livestock and wild animals.

mEAsurINg thE costs

The Commission sought to gain a broad estimate of the economic costs specifically associated with the January–
February 2009 fires. It recognises that debate about a suitable methodology for costing bushfires and major 
data shortages preclude a definitive estimate of the costs. In particular, it notes the State’s concerns about the 
methodology used in preparing the estimate and the data limitations raised by the Commonwealth. Because of these 
difficulties, it proposes that there be further research into the development of a methodology for costing bushfires 
(see Chapter 11 in Volume II for further discussion of this). The Commission presents this appendix as a starting point 
for this work and to stimulate further debate.

The costs the Commission was interested in did not include the costs incurred by the community in anticipation 
of fires, and response costs were included only to the extent that the fires resulted in costs additional to those that 
would normally be incurred in maintaining regular firefighting capacity.

Where possible, the Commission used estimated economic cost to measure losses. An economic cost involves a 
loss of resources to the economy as a whole. Financial losses incurred by individuals or businesses in the bushfire-
affected areas might not always count as an economic cost for the larger Victorian or Australian economy. For 
example, retailers in a bushfire-affected area might lose business as a result of a bushfire, but if consumers redirect 
their purchases to competitors elsewhere in the economy the total level of economic activity remains unchanged. 

The Commission took two steps to ensure the integrity of its approach. First, the methodology used to estimate 
costs was subject to peer review by the Centre for International Economics. Second, the Commission provided 
a draft of a research paper to the parties and sought their comments. This appendix incorporates feedback from 
these processes. 

ADDItIoNAl rEsPoNsE costs

The State provided supplementary funding of $593 million towards the fire suppression effort. This included funding 
for additional aircraft and flying time (including Elvis the Erikson air crane), project firefighters, construction of 
fuel breaks and containment lines, and the costs of services provided by international and interstate firefighters.2 
The State advised the Commission of a potential overlap of this figure with expenditure by the Victorian Bushfire 
Reconstruction and Recovery Authority to date, which is accounted for separately in Table A.1.3

Personnel additional to regular firefighting capacity were used to fight the January–February fires and in the fires’ 
immediate aftermath. On 7 February some 12,000 CFA personnel were actively engaged in firefighting4, the great 
majority of them being volunteers. The contribution of the CFA volunteers and that of several other groups—among 
them volunteers from community organisations, individuals, personnel from the Department of Sustainability and 
Environment and the Networked Emergency Organisation, the Australian Defence Force, Victoria State Emergency 
Service, the Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board, the State Coroner’s Office and Victoria Police, and 
private contractors used by VicForests and DSE—cannot be valued with any reasonable precision.
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costs DIrEctly AttrIbutAblE to thE fIrEs 

Death anD injury

The Commission applied the method of valuing life accepted by Commonwealth and Victorian government 
agencies for a variety of purposes to the 173 lives lost in the January–February bushfires.5 That approach values 
those lives at $645 million. 

As noted, the fires caused many injuries. The Commission is unable to make an accurate assessment of the costs  
of injuries sustained during the fires since this would require data on hospitalisation costs together with an estimate  
of the costs of long-term treatment and the value of time lost from the workplace by those affected.

ProPerty Damage

The Insurance Council of Australia has reported claims of approximately $1.2 billion, of which 84 per cent are 
property or contents claims and 16 per cent motor vehicle claims.6 The extent to which this figure represents an 
accurate estimate of property losses is not clear. About 13 per cent of destroyed residential properties might have 
been without insurance cover.7 In addition, there is ample evidence of under-insurance, when that is defined as a 
situation in which the sum insured is below the rebuilding cost.8,9 This evidence, however, does not necessarily imply 
that the sum insured was less than the actual value of the destroyed property. On the other hand, people with full 
replacement cover could find that their insurance payment exceeds their loss since full replacement would usually 
mean the construction of a new home of higher value than the property destroyed. 

The Commission considers that, on balance, the level of insurance claims is likely to underestimate the true extent  
of property losses, but it is unable to calculate the extent of this underestimation. 

Fencing was often not insured. In November 2009 the Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority 
estimated that the Victorian Farmers Federation volunteer program had coordinated 14,740 volunteer-days to repair 
damaged fences.10 The Commission acknowledges the value of this program, but it lacks sufficient information to 
place a value on the labour and materials involved.

Loss of native animaLs, Livestock anD croPs

The RSPCA estimates that more than 1 million animals died in the fires.11 The RSPCA Bushfire Appeal raised over 
$4.1 million to support its emergency relief efforts. The organisation also contributed a ‘considerable amount’ of its 
own funds, personnel and equipment towards the bushfire relief effort.12 In addition, many wildlife carers volunteered 
their time13, but the Commission did not attempt to place a dollar value on their services. 

Stock losses are estimated at more than 11,800, including more than 4,500 sheep, 4,000 cattle and 200 horses.14 
In the absence of information about the value of the animals concerned, the Commission cannot estimate the dollar 
loss for these animals; nor can it estimate the losses resulting from premature slaughter or agistment of animals from 
the affected areas. 

No estimate is available of the value of all crop losses in 2009 or of those that might occur in future as a result of the 
2009 fires. Three per cent of the Yarra Valley’s vineyard area was burnt15; the cost of smoke taint (which can occur in 
vineyards distant from the source of smoke) might need to be added to this loss. Among other output losses was the 
destruction of trout farms: some 220 tonnes of trout were lost.16 

forest Destruction

VicForests reported that the fires severely burnt about 10,000 hectares of the mountain ash forest available for 
timber harvesting—that is, about 10 per cent of the ash resource in the central highlands area.17 The Victorian 
Association of Forest Industries reported that VicForests conservatively estimated the ‘mill door’ value of the 
standing timber burnt at approximately $600 million.18 The State approved funding of up to $18 million to cover the 
incremental cost of salvage-harvesting damaged timber.19 VicForests has said it will do modelling to estimate the 
long-term impact of the 2009 fires. 
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Hancock Victorian Plantations estimated the cost of replanting the affected areas of its estate at $40 million but did 
not estimate the value of the lost timber.20 

Within the Parks Victoria estate 98,932 hectares were affected, 90 per cent of this being national park. A detailed 
program of remedial action has been initiated, but figures for its cost are not publicly available.21

recovery

Expenditure on recovery can be seen as a broad proxy for losses in that it is an amount contributed by the wider 
population to help affected communities return to their pre-fire state. By October 2009 the Victorian Bushfire 
Reconstruction and Recovery Authority had spent $867 million, and it foreshadowed further expenditure of  
$193 million.22

VBRRA is a channel for Commonwealth and Victorian funds and also administers expenditure from donations.23 
The Commonwealth provided more than $465 million and other resources through various agencies to immediately 
respond to the bushfires and assist with the recovery effort in affected communities.24 Costs incurred by 
Commonwealth agencies and absorbed by the core budgets of the relevant agencies are not included in this figure.25 
The Commonwealth has made available a summary table showing details of its expenditure and further commitments 
as at 30 April 2010.26 The Victorian Budget for 2009–10 provided for approximately $269 million for rehabilitation and 
recovery projects, including establishing VBRRA, funding case managers to support people affected by the fires, 
providing tourism and business support packages, and resourcing a clean-up and demolition program.27

carbon reLease

The Department of Sustainability and Environment’s preliminary modelling shows that the carbon dioxide emissions 
from the January–February bushfires on public land were in excess of 8.5 million tonnes.28 Forest regrowth will 
ultimately restore the carbon balance29 and, since Victoria’s stock of native forest is not expected to change 
significantly in the future30, a cost item for carbon release from native forests is not included. This accords with 
international rules on carbon accounting, which do not report carbon released from ‘wildfire’.31 Similarly, carbon  
stock in forest plantations increased between 1989 and 2004, so it seems reasonable to assume that the cost of 
carbon losses from private plantations is likely to be offset by replanting.32 

infrastructure Damage

The Victorian Managed Insurance Agency insures community assets and services such as roads, parklands, schools 
and community infrastructure. The agency informed the Commission that the estimated total amount of claims for 
lost or damaged assets and infrastructure is $76.7 million, the majority of the losses sustained being associated with 
the Kilmore East and Murrindindi fires.33

Telstra has spent $15 million restoring and upgrading communications infrastructure destroyed or damaged by  
the February bushfires. It also waived service charges to affected customers and provided equipment and services  
to members of the public as part of the relief effort. Telstra estimates its total bushfire-related costs at almost  
$20 million.34 Damage to Powercor assets was estimated at approximately $729,000.35 

Fires in catchment areas have both immediate and long-term impacts on water supply, and about one-third of 
Melbourne’s water catchments were burnt.36 Melbourne Water has estimated that the Black Saturday bushfires 
caused $5 million of damage to Melbourne Water’s natural and built assets.37 In conjunction with the University  
of Melbourne, Melbourne Water has been doing modelling to assess the fires’ long-term impact on water yield.  
The results of this research are yet to be published.38
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royAl commIssIoN AND VbrrA costs

The State budgeted $40 million to fund the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission.39 This figure does not, 
however, capture the significant additional costs incurred by individuals and organisations in preparing submissions 
and otherwise responding to the Commission. For example, one party, Powercor, incurred costs of about 
$735,000 for preparation and the participation of its staff in the Commission.40 The Victorian Managed Insurance 
Agency extends indemnity to state-insured agencies under a policy of liability insurance for legal costs incurred 
in representation before the Commission. This includes the cost of the Victorian Government Solicitors Office in 
representing the State. The VMIA estimates the total cost of such representation to be in the vicinity of $50 million.41 

coNclusIoN

Notwithstanding the measurement difficulties encountered and the gaps in the available information, the Commission 
estimates the total cost of the January–February 2009 fires to be more than $4 billion and considers this a 
conservative estimate. Table A.1 summarises the estimated economic costs incurred as a result of the fires.

table a.1 estimated major economic costs of victoria’s january–february 2009 bushfires: a summary

Item Cost ($ million) Source

RESPONSE COSTS

Victorian Government—supplementary funding for 
fighting 2009 fires

593 Victorian Government Green Paper on the fire 
services levy

Value of CFA and other volunteer time plus additional 
costs incurred by the MFB, ADF, Victoria Police, 
SES, State Coroner’s Office, NEO and DSE as a 
result of the fires

Not estimated

DAMAGE COSTS

General insurance claims paid 1,200 Insurance Council of Australia

Loss and damage to public infrastructure 77 Victorian Managed Insurance Agency 

VBRRA—establishment costs, expenditure to date 
and projected further expenditure

1,081 VBRRA: Rebuilding Together. Includes VBRRA 
disbursements and planned disbursements from 
the Victorian Bushfire Appeal Fund and from other 
donors

Valuation of lives lost 645 Commission estimate

Loss of livestock and agricultural output Not estimated

Timber—value of destroyed timber, replanting costs 
for private plantations and salvage costs

658 Victorian Association of Forest Industries 
submission quoting VicForests

Asset damage and other costs incurred by Telstra 
and Melbourne Water. (Long-term impact on water 
supply was not estimated.)

25 Information from Telstra; Melbourne Water annual 
report for 2008–09

Cost of 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission, 
including costs incurred by state agencies in 
responding to the Commission

90 Victoria’s 2009–10 Budget; Victorian Managed 
Insurance Agency

total 4,369

 
Note: Figures should be viewed in the context of the qualifications expressed in this appendix. 
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APPENDIX b – fIrE IN southErN AustrAlIA: A summAry

This appendix summarises the major fire events in New South Wales, South Australia, Tasmania, Western Australia 
and the Australian Capital Territory from December 1938 to December 2007.1

Date Location Impact Summary

NEW SOUTH WALES

December 1938 – 
January 1939

Dubbo, Lugarno, Snowy Mountains, Canberra Deaths: 13 
People rendered homeless: 1,000 
buildings: many houses2 

Livestock: 10,000 
area burnt: 73,000 hectares3

November 1951 – 
January 1952

Wagga Wagga and district, Pilliga Deaths: 114 

area burnt: more than 4 million hectares5

December 1957 – 1958 Blue Mountains, Leura Deaths: 46 

buildings: 170 
area burnt: more than 2 million hectares7

September 1968 – 
January 1969

South Coast Deaths: 14 
People rendered homeless: 600 
buildings: more than 200 
area burnt: more than 2 million hectares8

December 1974 – 
January 1975

Bourke to Balranald, Cobar Shire, Moolah–Corinya—
most of the Western Division

Deaths: 39 

buildings: 50 
Livestock: 50,000 
fencing: 10,170 kilometres 
area burnt: 4.5 million hectares10

December 1979 – 
February 1980

Mudgee, Warringah and Sutherland Shires, Goulburn, 
South Coast

Deaths: 511 

People rendered homeless: 50 
buildings: 14 
area burnt: more than 1 million hectares

1984 – 1985 Western Division Deaths: 412 

Livestock: 40,000 
area burnt: 3.5 million hectares

July 2002 –  
February 2003

81 local government areas in Greater Sydney, Hunter, 
North Coast, Northern Tablelands, North-west Slopes, 
North-west Plains, Central Tablelands, Southern 
Tablelands, Illawarra, South Coast

Deaths: 213 

buildings: 86 houses14 

Livestock: 3,40015 

area burnt: 1.464 million hectares16

SOUTH AUSTRALIA

1957 – January 1958 Mt Gambier Deaths: 8 
area burnt: 1,370 hectares (pine plantation)

1974 – 1975 North-west of state Deaths: Nil 
area burnt: 16 million hectares17

February 1983 (including 
Ash Wednesday II)

Mt Osmond, Mt Gambier, South Barwon Deaths: 28 
buildings: 333 
Livestock: 250,000 
fencing: more than 10,000 kilometres 
area burnt: more than 260,000 hectares

January 2005 Eyre Peninsula, Adelaide Hills Deaths: 9 
buildings: 33718 

Livestock: 47,000 
fencing: 6,304 kilometres19 

area burnt: more than 145,000 hectares

December 2007 Kangaroo Island Deaths: 1 
area burnt: 95,000 hectares
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Date Location Impact Summary

TASMANIA

December 1966 – 
February 1967 (including 
Black Tuesday 7 February 
1967)

South-east, Hobart Deaths: 62 
People rendered homeless: 7,000 
buildings: approx. 4,000 
Livestock: 60,000 sheep; 1,350 cattle;  
600 pigs; 500 horses; 24,000 chickens 
fencing: 5,400 kilometres 
area burnt: 270,000 hectares20

February 1982 Launceston, Hobart, Broadmarsh Deaths: 1 
buildings: 46 
Livestock: 3,000 
area burnt: more than 40,000 hectares21

November 2002 – 
March 2003

Including Flinders Island,  
northern fringe of Hobart

Deaths: Nil 
buildings: 13 
Livestock: several hundred22 

area burnt: 52,000 hectares23

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

January 1961 –  
March 1961

Dwellingup and south-west of state Deaths: Nil 
buildings: 160 
area burnt: 1.8 million hectares

1 April 1978 South-west of state Deaths: 2 
buildings: 6 
Livestock: 2,500 
area burnt: 31,500 hectares

15 December 1997 Perth and south-west of state Deaths: 2 
buildings: 15 
Livestock: over 10,000 
area burnt: 22,450 hectares

December 2007 – 
January 2008

Boorabbin National Park Deaths: 3 
area burnt: 29,000 hectares

AUSTRALIAN CAPITAL TERRITORY

November 1938 – 
January 1939

Uriarra, Mt Franklin, Tidbinbilla, Cuppacumbalong, 
Booroomba, Lanyon

Deaths: 1 
Livestock: 2,000 
fencing: 545 kilometres24 

area burnt: 30% of territory

December 1951 – 
February 1952

Molongolo valley, Mt Stromlo, Red Hill, Woden Valley, 
Tuggeranong, Mugga Hill

Deaths: 3 
buildings: 4225 

Livestock: 10,000 
fencing: several hundred kilometres 
area burnt: 10,000 hectares26

March 1985 Mugga Lane, Red Hill, Mount Majura, Tharwa, 
Symonstown, Googong–Queanbeyan area

Deaths: 1 
Livestock: 7,00027 

area burnt: 10,000 hectares28

January 2003 Namadgi National Park, Uriarra, Pierces Creek and 
Stromlo settlements, Cotter, Corin, Tidbinbilla,  
Mt Stromlo, Duffy, Holder, Chapman, Kambah, Curtin, 
Lyons, Murrumbidgee valley, Coppins Crossing

Deaths: 4 
buildings: 581 
Livestock: 4,185 
area burnt: approx. 160,000 hectares
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Appendix B

1 Unless otherwise indicated all statistics in this appendix are drawn from Exhibit 726 – Emergency Management Australia Disasters Database. 
See all at RSCH.041.001.0001

2 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

3 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

4 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

5 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

6 The National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management recorded five deaths as a result of these fires: Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

7 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

8 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2336

9 The National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management recorded six deaths as a result of these fires: Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

10 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

11 The National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management recorded 13 deaths as a result of these fires: Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

12 The National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management recorded five deaths as a result of these fires: Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

13 The National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management recorded three deaths as a result of these fires: Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on 
Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

14 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

15 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

16 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

17 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2340

18 Exhibit 726 – South Australian Country Fire Service – Bushfire History (RSCH.030.001.0388) at 0390

19 Exhibit 726 – South Australian Country Fire Service – Bushfire History (RSCH.030.001.0388) at 0390

20 Exhibit 726 – NSW Parliamentary Library Research Service – Bushfires – Briefing Paper No 5/02 (RSCH.016.001.1136) at 1145

21 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2340

22 Exhibit 160 – A Nation Charred: Report on the Inquiry into Bushfires (EXH.160.0001) at 0365

23 Exhibit 160 – A Nation Charred: Report on the Inquiry into Bushfires (EXH.160.0001) at 0365

24 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

25 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

26 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2337

27 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2338

28 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2338
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APPENDIX c – fIrE IN VIctorIA: A summAry

This appendix summarises the major fire events in Victoria from February 1851 to February 2007.1

Date Location Impact Summary

6 February 1851  
(Black Thursday)

Wimmera, Portland, Gippsland, Plenty 
Ranges, Westernport, Dandenong district, 
Heidelberg

Deaths: 152 

People rendered homeless: 100 
buildings: 1,300 
Livestock: 1 million sheep, thousands of cattle 
area burnt: 5 million hectares (approx. 25%) of Victoria3

4 and 5 January 1886 Otway and Heytesbury, incorporating 
Panmure, Colac, Camperdown 

Deaths: nil 
estimated damage: £15,0004 

buildings: approx. 505  

fencing: thousands of miles (over 5,000 chains)6

1 February 1898  
(Red Tuesday)

South Gippsland Deaths: 12 
People rendered homeless: 2,500 
buildings: over 2,000 
area burnt: 260,000 hectares

December 1899 Beechworth–Yackandandah, Broadford, 
Bairnsdale

Deaths: nil 
estimated damage: £50,000 
buildings: many homesteads 
Livestock: extensive losses7

January 1900 Hamilton, Bealiba, Warrenbayne, 
Wangaratta, Euroa, Warrnambool

Deaths: nil 
estimated damage: £100,000–200,000 
buildings: 6 woolsheds and a number of homes 
fencing: extensive losses 
Livestock: 20,000 sheep, 300 cattle and a number  
of horses 
area burnt: more than 500,000 acres8

February 1900 Meredith, Warrnambool, Pyrenees Range, 
Gippsland 

Deaths: 3 
estimated damage: £35,000 
buildings: homes, farmhouses and farm buildings 
fencing: hundreds of miles 
Livestock: cattle and sheep 
area burnt: in excess of 60,000 acres9 

December 1905 – 
January 1906

Dandenong Ranges Deaths: 12

1 January 1912 Willaura Deaths: nil 
buildings: 15 
area burnt: main street of the town

1 January 1913 Chelsea (Melbourne) Deaths: nil 
buildings: 64 permanent residences and 100  
holiday homes

1914 Gippsland, Grampians, Otway Range Deaths: nil 
area burnt: varied—100,000 hectares10 

1926 Noojee, Kinglake, Warburton, Erica, 
Dandenong Ranges

Deaths: 60 
People rendered homeless: 700 
buildings: 1,000 
area burnt: 400,000 hectares

1932 Gippsland and other areas across Victoria Deaths: 9 
area burnt: large areas of state forest

8 January 1939 Narbethong Deaths: 2
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Date Location Impact Summary

13–20 January 1939 
(incl. Black Friday)

Large areas of the north-east and 
Gippsland, the Otway and Grampian 
Ranges and the towns of Rubicon, 
Woods Point, Warrandyte, Noojee, 
Omeo, Mansfield, Dromana, Yarra Glen, 
Warburton, Erica

Deaths: 71 
People rendered homeless: 3,000 
buildings: 1,300 (including 69 sawmills) 
Livestock: 2,500 
area burnt: 1.5–2.0 million hectares

3–4 March 1942 Hamilton, South Gippsland Deaths: 1 
Livestock: 100 sheep11  

buildings: 30

22 December 1943 – 
15 February 1944

Central and western districts, Morwell, 
Yallourn

Deaths: 51 (including 10 at Wangaratta on 22 December)  
Livestock: 10,000 
buildings: more than 500 (as well as an open-cut mine)12 

area burnt: more than 1 million hectares of grassland and 
160,000 hectares of forest13

1 January 1952 –  
1 March 1952

Central and southern districts, including 
Benalla area

Deaths: 10 
Livestock: 7,500 
area burnt: 1.5 million acres

14–17 January 1962 The Basin, Christmas Hills, Kinglake, 
St Andrews, Hurstbridge, Warrandyte, 
Mitcham

Deaths: 32 
buildings: 454

January – February 
1962

Southern district Deaths: 1 
People rendered homeless: 2,500 
buildings: 150

17 January 1965 Longwood Deaths: 7 (all in one family) 
buildings: 6 houses

15 February –  
13 March 1965

Gippsland Deaths: 3 
buildings: more than 60 homes and shops 
Livestock: more than 4,000 
area burnt: 750,000 acres of forest, 40,000 acres  
of grassland14

19 February 1968 Dandenong Ranges, The Basin, Upwey Deaths: nil 
People rendered homeless: 200 
buildings: 6415 

area burnt: 1,920 hectares

8–9 January 1969 Lara, Daylesford, Bulgana, Yea, Darraweit, 
Kangaroo Flat, Korongvale

Deaths: 23 
People rendered homeless: 800 
buildings: 251 
Livestock: more than 12,000 
area burnt: 250,000 hectares

December 1972 Mt Buffalo Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 12,140 hectares16

12 February 1977 
(Black Saturday)

Penshurst, Tatyoon, Streatham, Creswick, 
Pura Pura, Werneth, Cressy, Rokewood, 
Beeac, Mingay, Lismore, Little River

Deaths: 8 
People rendered homeless: 350 
buildings: 456 
fencing: 10,000 kilometres17  

Livestock: 250,000 sheep; 4,500 cattle18 

area burnt: over 135,000 hectares19

15 January 1978 Bairnsdale Deaths: 2 
People rendered homeless: 80 
buildings: 36 
Livestock: 6,50020

28 December 1980 –  
6 January 1981

Sunset Country and Big Desert Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 119,000 hectares21
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Date Location Impact Summary

8–9 January 1983 Greendale Deaths: 2 Forest Commission employees22

31 January –  
12 February 1983

Cann River Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 120,000 hectares

1 February 1983 Mt Macedon Deaths: nil 
buildings: 50 houses 
area burnt: 6,100 hectares (including 1,864 hectares  
of state forest)

16–18 February 1983 
(Ash Wednesday)

Monivae, Branxholme, Cockatoo, East 
Trentham, Mt Macedon, Otway Range, 
Belgrave Heights, Warburton, Cudgee, 
Upper Beaconsfield, Framingham

Deaths: 47 
People rendered homeless: 9,000 
buildings: 2,500 
Livestock: 32,750 (including 18,000 sheep  
and 7,000 cattle) 
fencing: 5,900 kilometres 
area burnt: 210,000 hectares 
estimated damage: $190 million23

4–12 March 1983 Cann River Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 140,000 hectares

14 January –  
15 February 1985

Including Maryborough, Avoca,  
Little River, Wilsons Promontory

Deaths: 5 
People rendered homeless: 600 
buildings: 680 
Livestock: 46,000 
area burnt: 50,800 hectares

27 December 1990 – 
10 January 1991

Strathbogie Ranges Deaths: 1 
People rendered homeless: 30 
buildings: 166 
Livestock: 13,500

23 February 1995 Berringa Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 10,000 hectares (mostly forest)24

1 October 1995 South-western districts Deaths: nil 
area burnt: bushland and a pine forest

19–21 January 1997 Dandenong Ranges, Creswick, Heathcote, 
Teddywaddy, Goughs Bay

Deaths: 3 
People rendered homeless: 150 
buildings: 43 and 1 CFA fire truck 
area burnt: 4,150 hectares

16 February 1997 Winton, Romsey Deaths: nil 
Livestock: 200 sheep 
area burnt: 800 hectares

31 December 1997 – 
12 January 1998

Caledonia River area of Alpine National 
Park, Carey River State Forest

Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 32,000 hectares

1 February 1998 Western District Deaths: nil 
buildings: 60 
Livestock: some losses 
area burnt: more than 1,600 hectares

22 March 1998 Trentham Deaths: nil 
buildings: 60 
area burnt: 3,500 hectares

2 December 1998 Linton Deaths: 5 (CFA firefighters) 
area burnt: 780 hectares25

5–9 January 1999 Grampians Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 7,000 hectares26

18–21 January 2000 Portland region Deaths: nil 
area burnt: 1,700 hectares
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Date Location Impact Summary

10 February 2000 North-western Victoria Deaths: nil 
buildings: 5 
area burnt: 115 hectares

28 November –  
20 December 2000

Dadswells Bridge and surrounds, Horsham, 
Stawell, Barratt region

Deaths: nil 
buildings: 6 
Livestock: 8,000 (mainly sheep)27 

fencing: 500 kilometres28 

area burnt: 29,000 hectares29

March 2002 Glenaroua Deaths: nil 
buildings: 1 house 
area burnt: 6,100 hectares of grass and scrub30

17–31 December 2002 Big Desert Deaths: nil 
buildings: 1 abandoned house 
area burnt: 181,400 hectares31

8 January – 7 March 
2003

North-eastern Victoria, Gippsland Deaths: 1 
buildings: 41 houses 
fencing: 3,000 kilometres 
Livestock: 110,000 
area burnt: 1.3 million hectares

April 2005 Wilsons Promontory Deaths: nil 
area burnt: more than 6,000 hectares32

31 December 2005 – 
31 January 2006

Ararat, Baw Baw Shire, Glenelg Shire, 
Golden Plains Shire, Greater Geelong, 
Horsham, Latrobe, Moorabool Shire, 
Moyne Shire, Murrindindi Shire, Northern 
Grampians Shire, South Gippsland Shire, 
Southern Grampians Shire

Deaths: 4 
buildings: 416 
fencing: 2,654 kilometres 
Livestock: 64,265 
area burnt: 160,000 hectares

1 December 2006 –  
7 February 2007

Alpine Shire, Benalla, Indigo Shire, 
Mansfield Shire, Corangamite Shire, 
Golden Plains Shire, Baw Baw Shire, East 
Gippsland, Latrobe, Wellington Shire, 
Moyne Shire, Wangaratta

Deaths: 1 
buildings: 51 houses 
Livestock: 1,741 
area burnt: more than 1.2 million hectares
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1 Unless otherwise indicated all statistics in this appendix are drawn from Exhibit 726 – Emergency Management Australia Disasters Database. 
See all at RSCH.041.001.0002

2 All other sources refer to 12 deaths—Exhibit 720 – Report of the Inquiry Into The 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires (INF.018.002.0001) at 0047; 
Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259; National 
Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2338

3 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259

4 Exhibit 726 – The Argus 1 February 1886 (RSCH.016.001.0001)

5 Exhibit 726 – Report of Distribution of Forest Fires Relief Fund 1886 (RSCH.003.003.3143)

6 Exhibit 726 – Report of Distribution of Forest Fires Relief Fund 1886 (RSCH.003.003.3143)

7 All data for this fire comes from Exhibit 726 – Eleventh Progress Report of the Royal Commission on State Forests and Timber Reserves 
(RSCH.003.002.8789) at 8804

8 All data for this fire comes from Exhibit 726 – Eleventh Progress Report of the Royal Commission on State Forests and Timber Reserves 
(RSCH.003.002.8789) at 8804

9 All data for this fire comes from Exhibit 726 – Eleventh Progress Report of the Royal Commission on State Forests and Timber Reserves 
(RSCH.003.002.8789) at 8804

10 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259

11 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259

12 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2338

13 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259

14 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0259

15 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2338

16 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2339

17 Exhibit 726 – Report of the Board of Inquiry into the Occurrence of Bush and Grass Fires in Victoria (RSCH.003.002.8822) at 8841

18 Exhibit 726 – Report of the Board of Inquiry into the Occurrence of Bush and Grass Fires in Victoria (RSCH.003.002.8822) at 8841

19 Exhibit 726 – Report of the Board of Inquiry into the Occurrence of Bush and Grass Fires in Victoria (RSCH.003.002.8822) at 8841

20 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0260

21 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0260

22 Exhibit 726 – Legislative Assembly Ministerial Statement 16 March 1983 Pages 3072–3087 (RSCH.003.003.0364) at 0367

23 Exhibit 726 – Legislative Assembly Ministerial Statement 16 March 1983 Pages 3072–3087 (RSCH.003.003.0364) at 0368

24 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2339

25 All data for this fire come from Exhibit 720 – Report of the Inquiry Into The 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires (INF.018.002.0001) at 0048

26 Exhibit 726 – Mt. Difficult Fire – Grampians National Park 1989 (RSCH.030.001.0397) at 0399

27 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0260

28 Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria (RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0260

29 Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2339

30 All data for this fire comes from Exhibit 726 – Inquiry into the Impact of Public Land Management Practices on Bushfires in Victoria 
(RSCH.016.001.0204) at 0260

31 All data for this fire comes from Exhibit 726 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (RSCH.004.003.1961) at 2339

32 Exhibit 11 – Statement of Esplin, Attachment 12 (WIT.005.001.1393) at 1418–1420
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APPENDIX D – ElEmENts of A bushfIrE

The shape of a bushfire is defined by the fire’s perimeter, which is the outside edge of the burnt area. Within the 
perimeter there can be burning areas, smouldering areas and blackened areas, as well as pockets of unburnt fuel. 
There will also be a point of origin, which might or might not be identifiable without detailed investigation. As Figure 
D.1 shows, the following are parts of a bushfire:

the head■■

the flanks or sides■■

fingers or tongues■■

the rear or heel—sometimes referred to as the back■■

spot fires ahead of the main fire■■

unburnt pockets or islands■■

the point of origin.■■
1

figure D.1 Parts of a bushfire 

Source: Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1.2

The head of a fire—also called the firefront—is where the fire is making greatest progress (usually downwind),  
as measured by its forward rate of spread. Flames are tallest and the intensity of the fire is greatest at this point. 
The head of the fire is affected by wind direction, fuel and topography and can change as these factors change.3

The sides of the fire between the head and the rear are called the flanks. They are roughly parallel to the main 
direction of spread. The intensity of the fire on the flanks is less than at the head. The flanks are described by 
their geographic location (for example, the eastern or western flank) or by their orientation as viewed from the 
point of origin or the rear of the fire (for example, the left or right flank).4 A wind change can result in the flank of a 
fire becoming the head. Many of the fires that burned on 7 February 2009 developed north-east and south-west 
flanks under the influence of a north-westerly wind, but after the south-westerly wind change the north-easterly 
flanks became the heads of the fires.

Head fire
Finger

Point of origin

Heel, rear or back

Flank

Unburnt pocket or island

Wind direction

Finger

Flank

Spot fires
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Fingers are long, narrow slivers of advancing fire. They can extend beyond the head or flanks and are caused by 
varying wind direction or variations in fuel or topography.5 Fingers are also referred to as tongues.

The rear, or heel, is the section of the perimeter opposite to and usually upwind of the head of a fire. It is the least 
intense part of the fire’s perimeter, having the lowest flames and the slowest rate of spread. It can be described as 
the back of the fire.6

The point of origin is where the fire started.7

Spot fires are new fires that occur ahead of the main fire. They are usually started by embers which are wind-borne 
pieces of burning bark and other materials.8

1 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

2 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

3 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

4 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

5 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

6 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

7 Exhibit 269 – Statement of Russell, Annexure 1 (WIT.3004.013.0021) at 0041–0042

8 Exhibit 142 – National Inquiry on Bushfire Mitigation and Management (TEN.049.001.0001) at 0440
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APPENDIX E – mAP of most hEAVIly ImPActED ArEAs
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Appendix E

Source: Reproduction 
from VicRoads Country 
Street Directory  
Edition 7. Copyright  
© VicRoads 2009.
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AAS air attack supervisor

ABC aerial bundled cable; Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

ABCB Australian Building Codes Board

ACR automatic circuit recloser

AER Australian Energy Regulator

AFAC Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council 

AIIMS Australasian Inter-Service Incident Management System

AS Australian Standard

AWS automatic weather station

BAL bushfire attack level

BAL–FZ Bushfire Attack Level—Flame Zone

BCA Building Code of Australia

BPA bushfire-prone area

CFA Country Fire Authority

CFS Country Fire Service (South Australia)

COAG Council of Australian Governments

COMDISPLAN Australian Government Disaster Response Plan

CRC Cooperative Research Centre

CSIRO Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation

DECC Divisional Emergency Coordination Centre

DEECD Department of Education and Early Childhood Development

DERC Divisional Emergency Response Coordinator

DHS Department of Human Services 

DIGO Defence Imagery and Geospatial Organisation

DISPLAN Disaster Reponse Plan

DMS document management system

DPCD Department of Planning and Community Development

DPI Department of Primary Industries

DSE Department of Sustainability and Environment

ECC Emergency Coordination Centre

EMA Emergency Management Australia

ESMS Electricity Safety Management Scheme

ESO emergency services operator; emergency services organisation;  
Environmental Significance Overlay

ESTA Emergency Services Telecommunications Authority

ESV Energy Safe Victoria

FDI fire danger index

FFDI Forest Fire Danger Index

FP–020 Standards Australia Technical Committee FP–020

FPAA Fire Protection Association Australia

GFDI Grassland Fire Danger Index 

HIA Housing Industry Association

HVP Hancock Victorian Plantations

ICC incident control centre

shortENED forms
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Shortened forms

iECC integrated Emergency Coordination Centre

IFACC Integrated Fire Agency Coordination Centre

IFMPF Integrated Fire Management Planning Framework

IMS incident management system

IMSS information management systems and services

IMT incident management team

LGA local government area

MAV Municipal Association of Victoria

MECC Municipal Emergency Coordination Centre

MEMP municipal emergency management plan

MERC Municipal Emergency Response Coordinator

MERO Municipal Emergency Resource Officer

MFB Metropolitan Fire and Emergency Services Board

MOU memorandum of understanding

NEO Networked Emergency Organisation

NER neutral earth resistor

OCR oil circuit recloser

OESC Office of the Emergency Services Commissioner

PROV Public Record Office Victoria

RCM reliability-centered maintenance

RECC Regional Emergency Coordination Centre

RMIT Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 

RSPCA Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals

RTO registered training organisation

SCC State Control Centre—previously integrated Emergency Coordination Centre

SECC State Emergency Coordination Centre

SECV State Electricity Commission of Victoria 

SERCC State Emergency Response Coordination Centre

SERP State Emergency Response Plan

SEWS Standard Emergency Warning Signal

SLO Significant Landscape Overlay

SOP standard operating procedure

SWER single-wire earth return

T transcript

TFB total fire ban

UAM Utility Asset Management

VBRRA Victorian Bushfire Reconstruction and Recovery Authority

VEMC Victorian Emergency Management Council

VERS Victorian Electronic Records Strategy

VFRR Victorian Fire Risk Register

VICSES Victoria State Emergency Service

VMIA Victorian Managed Insurance Agency

VPP Victoria Planning Provisions

WMO Wildfire Management Overlay
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