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An open letter to Members of Parliament 
regarding the Rural Fire Division and 
proposed increase to the Emergency 

Services Levy 
~ 

Dear Member of Parliament, 

RURAL FIRE DIVISION (RFD) AND INCREASE TO THE EMERGENCY SERVICES 

LEVY (ESL) 

Since the government's April 13 announcement of the two decisions above, the 

Association of Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades (AVBFB) has initiated many conversations 

with the Minister's office, Commissioner, new Executive Director of the RFD and a number 

of other senior DFES staff, delivering three key messages: 

1. The government's response to the Ferguson Inquiry is neither adequate nor 

appropriate and without significant immediate modification, will lead to an even 

greater fracture in the relationship between volunteers and the Department of Fire 

and Emergency Services (DFES). 

2. The AVBFB supports the government's new focus on mitigation and hopes it will 

result in better training , capability and support for the 560+ Volunteer Bush Fire 

Brigades that carried out the bulk of this work at no cost to government when DFES 

was a response-only agency. 

3. The AVBFB has always been - and remains - eager to assist the government to 

improve the support and services available to WA's 26,000+ Fire and Emergency 

Services Volunteers. 

Tri 



Over the last four weeks, the AVBFB has very purposefully limited its public comments to 

support of the positive elements of the government announcement to give us the best hope 

of working collaboratively with decision-makers to re-shape the unsupported components . 

As we now believe all opportunities to negotiate further improvements to the government's 

plan have been exhausted, I write to ensure that our lack of public critique is not misread 

as tacit full support. Indeed, we hold grave fears that what has been announced could in 

fact lead to significantly worse outcomes for Bush Fire Service Volunteers and further 

erode relationships with DFES. 

Importantly, the AVBFB has a long and proud history of representing and supporting the 

tens of thousands of incredible women and men of WA's largest emergency service 

without fear or favour. We always endeavour to criticise policy only if we can also offer a 

reasonable alternative or at least, our willingness to actively help find one. As a non-profit 

charity that is currently almost entirely dependent on the small state government grant, it is 

critica lly important that this correspondence is not received (or portrayed) as being partisan 

or even particularly "political". We simply want to be sure that our concerns are heard and 

fully understood. 

With that in mind, please find below a very short summary of some of the issues we have 

raised with government and not been able to resolve in a way that is mutually satisfactory. 

If you would like to further discuss any of these issues or raise any others with us, please 

do make contact. tfr 

Yours faithfully, 

Darren Brown 

A/Executive Officer 

Mobile: 0498 828 232 

15 May 2018 

Some outstanding concerns regarding the RFD and proposed increase to the ESL 

The government's election commitment to "implement all of the recommendations 

of the Ferguson report including that of establishing a rural fire service," has not 

been fulfilled. 

The Chief Officer of the RFD does not "report directly to the Minister on policy and 

administrative matters" as per Recommendation 15 of the Ferguson Report, (we 

acknowledge that the Executive Director of the RFD is likely to Chair a proposed 

Committee that will report to the Minister, but that does not equate to the ED 

reporting directly to the Minister as recommended). 



The RFD does not appear to have an independent budget as required by 

Recommendation 15 of the Ferguson Report. 

The government has suggested the RFD leadership will be based in the 

metropolitan area, not "regionally based' as required by Recommendation 15 of the 

Ferguson Report 

The RFD does not have responsibilities and powers relating to bushfire "response" 

as required by Recommendation 15 of the Ferguson Report 

The Rural Fire Division is not Bush Fire Service-specific 

The government has argued that a Rural Fire Division of DFES is preferable to the 

separate Rural Fire Service recommended by the Ferguson Report because "Its 

integration within DFES will drive structural and cultural change within the 

department, transforming it into a holistic emergency management agency" 

One of the strongest themes of the Ferguson Report is that irreconcilable 

differences exist between the "approach and methodology" of DFES-controlled 

Brigades and Local Government managed Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades: 

"The creation of a service sitting wholly within the structure of DFES is also not 

recommended by the Special Inquiry. As outlined in this Chapter, DFES has not 

demonstrated a sufficient capability to manage rural fire, and as an agency adopts 

methodology and approaches which are unsuited to the rural fire context. It is also a 
unionised environment, and does not sufficiently involve or utilise volunteer bush fire 

brigades, which are the backbone of rural fire management." 

The AVBFB cannot support the decision to ignore this explicit advice because doing 

so will repeat the fundamental mistakes of the last government which ultimately led 

to the Ferguson Report making this very recommendation. The decision to take this 

path will cause anger and frustration in many volunteers because it suggests DFES 

will either: 

o forcibly change the culture of at least one service to align with the others 

(which is simply a continuation of the former government's failed attempt to 

'unite' all services under DFES), or 

o support both cultures and attempt to simultaneously operate on two levels 

without conflict (which the Ferguson Report clearly argues is not possible) 

The government argued that the separate Rural Fire Service recommended by the 

Ferguson Report was unaffordable then raised the ESL by many times more than 

necessary to pay for it. 

The government suggested that the separate Rural Fire Service recommended by 

the Ferguson Report would cost in the region of $400 million, however the Economic 

Regulation Authority (ERA) inquiry into the ESL stated it could be achieved with as 

little as $4.2 million. 

The extra ESL to be collected in 2018/19 will be more than 5 times greater than 

required to deliver the option clearly preferred by the Ferguson Report. 



The AVBFB asserts that the government's relative comfort with increasing the ESL 

by 10% but not undertake a thorough investigation of the ERA's very affordable 

proposal indicates cost was not the primary motive to dismiss the Ferguson Report's 

clear intent. 

The top-down, uncoliaborative decision-making culture and lack of communication 

with volunteers highlighted in the Ferguson Report continues 

• The government has vehemently argued that the creation of the Rural Fire Division 

is evidence of a new, more sensitive and consultative approach to volunteers. 

As the peak body for the State's largest emergency service (by a factor of 10) AND 

the peak body for the specific service the Ferguson Report recommended needed 

the support of its own independent Department, the AVBFB literally pleaded with the 

Office of the Premier, Minister and Commissioner to be included in the development 

and decision-making regarding the promised Rural Fire Service on many occasions 

prior to the announcement and even offered to sign non-disclosure agreements if 

required. 

The AVBFB was not informed of or consulted regarding models being considered by 

government at any time before the day the decision was announced. 

The first time the AVBFB was informed of any detail of the government's decisions 

was 1 hour prior to the media on 13 April 2018. 

• The AVBFB was not consulted (formally or informally) regarding the appointment of 

the Executive Director of the Rural Fire Division nor any other RFD staff 

appointments. 

The AVBFB has not been consulted (formally or informally) about the location of the 

RFD, and recently learned that DFES staff have been looking for premises for 

«months", 

The AVBFB has not been consulted (formally or informally) about the Terms of 

Reference of any of the new Committees promised as part of the government's 

recent announcements. 

• The AVBFB recently received an email from a senior DFES Officer stating that in the 

interests of "representation parity" the peak body representing 20,000+ volunteers 

must not have two representatives at stakeholder consultation meetings despite 

being 10x larger than every other service in the State. 

The word "Rural" in Rural Fire Division is misleading and therefore, problematic. 

The Ferguson Report, assumptions in the ERA's inquiry into the ESL and Oxford 

dictionary all define "Rural" as non-city. 

The Rural Fire Division (RFD) has no geographical boundary and operates across 

the State, including the centre of the Perth CBD. 

The word "Rural" in Rural Fire Division actually refers to the type of fuel the division 

has responsibility for, and that fuel type is "bush". 

The AVBFB is deeply concerned that this misuse of the word "Rural" will cast doubt 

over the sincerity of the government to address the recommendations of the 

Ferguson Report and appear "tricky", thus contributing to a further loss of trust and 

confidence in DFES and the government. 



Very little if any of the increase in the ESL will "enhance rural fire capabilities" 

The Rural Fire Division has no response role and therefore will not "enhance rural 

fire capabilities". 

New funding for Bushfire Risk Management Planning and Mitigation appears to be 

for administration costs and thus will not "enhance rural fire capabilities". 

The only new initiative that could contribute to enhancing rural fire capabilities is that 

of the proposed Bushfire Centre of Excellence. In the long term, it is conceivable 

that more bushfire research and training may "enhance rural fire capabilities" . 

• The Bushfire Centre of Excellence is budgeted to receive $18 million over the 

forward estimates. 

The 10% increase in the Emergency Services Levy in 2018/19 will deliver the 

government an extra $93 million over 4 years. 

The Budget shows that the total amount allocated for Local Government Emergency 

Services Grants (all SES units and Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades) will increase by 

less than 3% ($924,000) in the 2018/19 financial year and that increase on previous 

year percentage will fall to just 1 % in 2021/22 . 

• The AVBFB is concerned that an inaccurate perception that the increase in the ESL 

is to fund the Volunteer Bush Fire Service has been nurtured which will lead to 

reduced public support for and possibly increased resentment toward, our 

volunteers. 

At the least, the inaccurate perception that the increase in cost of living is to fund fire 

services in rural areas will inhibit many Brigades and Local Governments if ever 

prompted to publicly discuss the limitations of available funding. 

About us 
The Association of Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades (AVBFB) is the peak body that 

supports Western Australia's 26,000 bush fire brigade volunteers. 

Operationally, they regularly work side-by-side the state's 1,100 paid firefighters and 

more often than not, provide an invaluable service that otherwise simply wouldn't 

exist - often in regional and remote areas where fire is the primary natural hazard. 

Administratively, the complex task of managing Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades is 

typically undertaken by volunteers with a passion for their community in conjunction 

with their nearest Local Government. 

If you would like to know more about the extraordinary service our members deliver 

to Western Australia at no cost to the tax-payer, please visit our website at aVbfb.org. 
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