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BUSHFIRE MANAGEMENT 
Motion 

HON PAUL BROWN (Agricultural) [11.31 am] — without notice: I move — 

That this house discusses the strategies for bushfire management and hazard reduction in 
Western Australia. 

The motion I just moved is specifically worded to encourage a broad discussion, particularly in light of the 
recent catastrophic bushfires in Northcliffe, Boddington and Bullsbrook, along with many small fires that have 
plagued our state this summer. Before I continue my contribution to this motion, I first commend all the 
thousands of career and volunteer firefighters who continue to put themselves in harm’s way to defend our 
homes, families and communities. The latest official number from the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services website is that there are 29 033 volunteer firefighters across the state. I think I speak for all members in 
this house when I commend them all for their outstanding bravery and service. 

Given that over recent months we have experienced three of the largest bushfires in some of the most difficult 
weather conditions and terrain, it is timely that we discuss how we as a state can mitigate bushfire risk to our 
communities and the members of our fire brigades tasked with the job of defending them. I support prescribed 
controlled burning by our state agencies to reduce fuel loads. I support controlled burning because it reduces the 
risk of damage and disruption to our communities and because it means our valuable career and volunteer 
firefighters have a chance of success when fighting bushfires, which thereby minimises the cost to our 
communities and families. Many people in our communities do not accept that controlled burning of our 
bushland is necessary; maybe some people in this house feel that way, but I would hazard a guess that many of 
those with that belief have never had to defend someone’s property. 

What strategies can be used for bushfire management? Those in this house who have afforded themselves the 
pleasure of being able to live on a rural or semirural block or property or who have a house in the suburbs with 
a voluminous nature strip or garden, are cognisant of the need to ensure that their property is bushfire ready at 
the start of each summer. We can do that on small acreage by slashing and mowing and raking leaves and 
perhaps burning them in the cooler months. If we are lucky enough and our property is large enough, we might 
have some goats or sheep or even some cattle that we can graze among the foliage to reduce the fuel load. We 
can spray the vegetation or weeds with herbicides to control them while they are still green and manageable. All 
these methods are effective in a small acreage setting. What do we do when we are faced with fires in hundreds 
of thousands of hectares of native bushland, as we have across the southern half of the state? 

There is the let-it-burn approach, which is advocated by many environmentalists and those in the green 
movement. This approach means that government has to assume the fire will magically burn out when it reaches 
a magical geographical location with a low fuel load or perhaps when it reaches last year’s burnt out area. The 
fire is tackled only when it looks like it will encroach on a populated area. From time to time we may see the let 
it burn approach adopted in our remote pastoral areas, but government could not allow this type of approach in 
our heavily forested and bushfire-prone areas in the southern half of our state. The reason that this is not feasible 
is that bushfires racing out of heavily forested and high fuel load areas are unstoppable and uncontrollable. This 
approach becomes more achievable when fuel loads are reduced and the likelihood of a bushfire becoming 
catastrophic is unlikely. 

Then there is the all-out suppression approach. If a fire breaks out, our fire agencies task all their appliances to 
immediately suppress the fire. However, in Western Australia, particularly regional Western Australia, this 
method does not and cannot work in bushland due to the sheer difficulty in getting resources to the fire front 
before it grows to an uncontrollable size. This approach is generally the philosophy of metropolitan areas in 
which resources are on 24-hour standby and can be tasked and focused on smaller more manageable areas. In 
bushland the amount of fuel that has accumulated over consecutive years renders this approach unachievable. 
Generally, it is accepted that fuel loads of more than 10 tonnes a hectare will be too great to allow successful 
suppression. In the aftermath of the recent Northcliffe fire, Fire and Emergency Services Commissioner 
Wayne Gregson agreed that fuel loads contributed to the severity of that fire and reduced fuel loads were critical 
to mitigating risks. He went on further to add that if we own the fuel, we own the risk. As the state owns the vast 
majority of the land where these fires are occurring, we have the responsibility to ensure that our communities 
and industries are not adversely affected. 

That brings us back to the fuel reduction burning approach as the only real method available to agencies in 
Western Australia to mitigate the risk of the catastrophic bushfires in this state. This approach recognises that 
bushfires cannot be prevented, whether by natural causes or human intervention. This approach was first 
identified in the 1950s. A regime of a prescribed, controlled patchwork of mild fires prevents the build-up of 
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heavy fuel loads. This leads to fires that are easily and safely controlled and less costly and which do less 
damage. However, this approach is unable to be done in a vacuum. It requires a well-planned program that 
incorporates professional management techniques. It needs to be funded at levels that allow effective prescribed 
controlled burning on our southern bushland every five to eight years. One of the articles I downloaded suggests 
that the assumed cost of prescribed burning is equal to about $80 a hectare. On a hectare basis that is very cheap 
when we are looking at protecting our regional and metropolitan townships across the state. This is not 
firebombing, as many have referred to it, or carpet bombing of bushland. Controlled burning is done at times of 
the year when conditions are more conducive to greater control of mild burning and less of a threat for fires to 
become unmanageable. The factors at play when determining planning for prescribed controlled burns are very 
complex and can lead to controlled burn targets not being met, particularly if the policy framework is not 
helpful. One of the important factors used in prescribed burns was described best by Mr Greg Mair from the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife when he said — 

Simply putting in place a target of hectares per year is a coarse measure, says Mr Mair. 
I support him in that belief. A far better use of resources would be to protect our communities by continuing to 
create a buffer around townships that helps suppress the advancement of bushfires as fuel loads deeper inside our 
forests vary. Mr Mair said — 

“For us the challenge is working to achieve the reduction burns around town sites but also dealing with 
strategic fuel reduction at a broader landscape level. 

Further support comes in a substantial report into the effectiveness of prescribed controlled burning from 
Mr Rick—I am going to say this wrong—Sneeuwjagt from the Department of Environment and Conservation.  
Hon Donna Faragher: That was pretty good. It took me a while. 

Hon PAUL BROWN: It is certainly a mouthful. Mr Sneeuwjagt said — 

The south-west of Western Australia has a Mediterranean climate with regular hot, dry and windy 
weather during five to seven months of each summer. These conditions in combination with the highly 
flammable forest ... are ideal for the start and spread of intense forest fires. Every year more than 
400 bushfires are started by lightning, arson or mischance. 

The combination of these fire factors should result in a high incident of large uncontrollable bushfires 
that threaten lives, destroy properties and severely damage forests, plantations, water catchment and 
ecosystems. 

However this is not the case, the south-west of Western Australia has a good record in forest fire control 
since 1961. ... no lives lost and few injuries, and only one instance of multiple property losses. 

The same cannot be said of other forested lands in south-eastern Australia where many large 
bushfires ... occur on a regular basis resulting in loss of life, very significant damage to property, 
infrastructure and the environment, and a substantial expenditure of resources in fire suppression and 
recovery. 

So what differences exist between the south-east and the south-west Australia that contribute to these 
markedly different fire control records? 

He goes on to say also — 

The main difference in approach to fire management between the south-west and south-eastern 
Australian states is the scale and frequency of prescribed burning undertaken by the land management 
agencies. In Western Australia between 6 to 8 percent of the forested crown lands are prescribed burned 
each year, compared with less than 2 percent in other States. 

The level of prescribed burning undertaken over more than 47 years in south-west Western Australia 
have enabled fire managers to achieve a high level of protection to the community assets and natural 
values on and near the lands managed by Department of Environment and Conservation. 

In those days, it was Department of Environment and Conservation; now it is Department of Environment 
Regulation and Department of Parks and Wildlife. He continues — 

There have been numerous examples where the fuel reduction burning program has resulted in 
significant saves even under extreme fire weather conditions. 

My support for prescribed controlled burning as a strategy to mitigate the risks to our community is based on my 
desire to ensure that all our career and volunteer firefighters are placed out of harm’s way, and that when 
a bushfire occurs and we ask them to defend our communities, our families and our properties, we give them the 
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best tools to be able to achieve this. As a volunteer firefighter myself, I have seen the bravery of my bush fire 
brigade colleagues on many occasions. 

I would also like to quickly highlight a Nationals WA election policy that has unanimous support among our 
emergency service volunteer groups. Madam Deputy President, I have a bit of a show-and-tell here of the 
Nationals’ emergency service volunteers fuel card. At the 2013 state election, the Nationals WA announced the 
policy of a $2 000 fuel card for our state’s volunteer fire brigades, State Emergency Service groups, marine 
rescue, and St John Ambulance Service. More than 700 organisations will be eligible to utilise this 
$2 000 annual contribution as an acknowledgment of the work that is done by those volunteers in our 
community. The eligible groups that receive a fuel card will be able to use it at the discretion of the local 
management committee, to be distributed between volunteers and the community as a way of recognising the 
time and resources that they give up for the sake of their community. Discussions with the Minister for 
Emergency Services and Commissioner Wayne Gregson from the Department of Fire and Emergency Services 
are progressing to ensure that this commitment to our regional emergency service volunteer groups is delivered. 
I would encourage Mr Wayne Gregson to support this very valuable contribution to our regional volunteers. 

Madam Deputy President, I am probably not allowed to do this, but I seek leave to table this as a document to 
the house. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Members, Hon Paul Brown seeks leave to table this document, and I use the word 
“document” loosely, because it is actually a placard, not a document. I want to remind members that it has been 
the practice of the house to refuse leave to permanently table a document of this nature. There is a practical 
aspect to this practice in that the Legislative Council table office must retain the tabled document permanently in 
the archives of the house. Unusual objects have been tabled in the past, but only for the remainder of the sitting 
day, for the information of members, and only when an alternative means of providing this information is not 
available and not appropriate. In the past, the house has acceded to the tabling, for the remainder of the sitting 
day, of a stuffed quoll, and it has denied leave for a member to table a fax machine with a document stuck in it. 
I suggest to the member that there is an alternative to tabling such a large document, and that is for a photograph 
of the placard to be taken, printed on an A4 sheet of paper, and then tabled as a photo of the placard. The 
member may find that in those circumstances, a grant of leave is more likely to be given. 

Point of Order 
Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Madam Deputy President, I do not want to stifle the — 
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Excuse me, Attorney General; what are you doing? 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: I would suggest that that be the appropriate course in the circumstances, 
because — 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: We are dealing with a procedural motion, and it is not a debatable option. 

Hon MICHAEL MISCHIN: Very well. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Hon Paul Brown. 

Debate Resumed 

Hon PAUL BROWN: Madam Deputy President, I quite happily revoke my opportunity to seek leave. I think 
we have had a lovely discussion about our emergency service volunteers fuel card, and anyone who wants to do 
so can come to my office and view it all day long. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Thank you very much! 

Hon PAUL BROWN: As I said, I have changed my mind on seeking leave to table that placard, and I look 
forward to the contributions of other members in this house about this very important motion, particularly for our 
communities that are bordered by state forest. 

HON MARTIN ALDRIDGE (Agricultural) [11.45 am]: I would like to thank Hon Paul Brown for bringing 
this motion to the house. This motion is somewhat similar in nature to the motion that was brought to the house 
by Hon Nigel Hallett on 19 June 2014 around prescribed burning and its advantages. I want to echo the 
sentiments of Hon Paul Brown about the work that our many volunteer and career staff have put into this fire 
season already, noting that the fire season is far from over. I also want to particularly recognise the contribution 
that many interstate firefighters and non-firefighters—members of the State Emergency Service and other 
organisations interstate—played in the incident management teams across the south west land division in 
particular. 
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Obviously, the two notable fires more recently have been at Boddington and Northcliffe in our south. There have 
also been a number of quite sizeable fires in the north of my electorate, including one that ran close to the border 
of my electorate in Bullsbrook, and one further north in Red Gully, which was followed by a mini-tornado which 
actually did more damage than the fire itself. As is the case with many major fires that occur in this state, there is 
always a time post-incident to review how we have responded and what lessons we have learnt. As a former 
volunteer and career firefighter, I know firsthand that there is no incident that goes according to plan. There are 
always things that we can improve. A number of volunteers, in particular from my electorate, have been 
contacting me to talk about some of those things. That has led me to write to the Minister for Emergency 
Services to make sure that we conduct a considerable review of some of the major incidents that have occurred 
this fire season. That will be a difficult task to achieve, given that we had volunteers and career staff from every 
region in Western Australia, including the Kimberley and Pilbara, responding to fires in the south west land 
division. 

I now turn to the part of the motion that talks about managing risk. Hon Colin Holt made the important point, in 
responding to the motion moved by Hon Nigel Hallett on 19 June 2014, that we need to focus less on quantity 
and more on quality when it comes to assessing the effectiveness of prescribed burning and hazard reduction 
programs. That is reinforced at page 58 of the 2011 Keelty report into the Perth Hills bushfire, which I have not 
read since it was released, in which the special inquiry stated the following — 

While acknowledging that some commentators continue to question the value of prescribed burning as 
a bushfire mitigation technique, the Special Inquiry was convinced by the weight of scientific evidence 
provided by … CSIRO … Bushfire CRC, DEC and others that prescribed burning is the most effective 
preventative measure that can be employed to manage fuel loads and mitigate the impact of bushfires. 

However, the Special Inquiry noted in evidence and discussions with interstate fire agencies the 
importance of distinguishing quality from quantity in prescribed burning programs. There is a need to 
target burns in areas that will have the greatest impact on community safety. This issue is explored in 
greater detail below in a discussion of the prescribed burning administered in WA. 

There were actually two Keelty reports in 2011. The report to which I am referring specifically is the report on 
the Perth Hills bushfire, which arose from the Roleystone–Kelmscott fire, in which 71 homes were lost and 
39 homes were damaged, but fortunately on that day, no lives were lost. There were 55 recommendations, many 
of them targeted at how we assess and manage risk. A tenure-blind approach to risk assessment was 
recommended, an issue I want to discuss in my remaining time. We often focus in particular on the efforts of the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife in the prescribed burning program. However, when we actually look at the 
tenure maps of land in Western Australia, which I have done, particularly around areas considered to be high 
risk—towns like Collie, Margaret River and Manjimup—we find that some of the most high-risk land around 
those towns is not under the control of the Department of Parks and Wildlife. There is a range of land 
responsibility in those areas, including the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, local government, 
private freehold and leased land, and obviously a big landholder is the Water Corporation. In Western Australia 
there is an arrangement under which the Department of Lands is responsible for unallocated crown land and 
unmanaged reserves, depending on where those lands are found. Whether the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services or the Department of Parks and Wildlife manages the fire control on those lands is dependent on 
whether those lands are located in gazetted or non-gazetted areas. 

For mitigation to be effective, we need to understand and appreciate the risks. Following the Keelty report, the 
government identified, and since then DFES has identified further, some 59 local government areas in the south west 
land division that are considered to be high risk. A survey was done—I am not sure by whom—of 33 local 
governments in that area, and only 68 per cent of them had bushfire risk management plans, which is a requirement of 
Westplan–Bushfire. I do not place that on the record as a criticism of local government, but it goes to the core of this 
issue of understanding risk. One of the issues is how we help local governments to have the appropriate resources to 
assess the risk in their communities. A pilot project was carried out in four local government areas—Augusta–
Margaret River, Collie, Nannup and Boyup Brook—to test this model of bushfire risk management planning. The 
project allowed for two bushfire risk planning coordinators across those four local government areas to work with 
those communities, and they were assisted by bushfire risk management officers, who were subject-area experts in 
DFES and other agencies, to provide them with the technical expertise they needed to conduct the pilot. Following that 
pilot program, there is now a need to roll out those key recommendations of the Keelty report on risk assessment 
before we can really get our teeth stuck into risk mitigation. 

In his report, Mr Keelty commended some of the programs that the Department of Parks and Wildlife had in 
place for managing and assessing fuel loads, and how it conducted its mosaic burn program, noting some of the 
impediments to achieving those targets. However, some of the other agencies and landowners responsible, 
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particularly state government agencies, were found lacking. That has been a really important project. From my 
discussions with the Minister for Emergency Services, I have learnt that that project is progressing. There are 
many different aspects to it, including procuring the appropriate software platform to allow each of those local 
governments to participate in a common process to identify the risks. The second stage of the process will be 
mitigating the risk, once we understand it. Risk mitigation is not possible in all cases. 
In closing, I want to talk briefly about National Red Balloon Day, this Saturday. I think this is the first year that 
it has been run nationally; I think it originated in Victoria. It is a day on which communities are asked to reflect 
on the contributions made to our community by firefighters from across different agencies. Attending the 
Boddington fire earlier this year, I saw the main street of the town adorned with red balloons. The community 
came out in a big show of support for its firefighters. A host of functions are being held around 
Western Australia, and I encourage members, if they are not already doing so, to consider attending events 
hosted by firefighters in their electorates this Saturday. It is a good way for us to recognise, in some small way, 
the contribution that our firefighters make to the community, particularly in a very difficult fire season for our 
agencies, career staff and volunteers. 
HON MARK LEWIS (Mining and Pastoral) [11.56 am]: I also thank Hon Paul Brown for bringing this 
motion to the house. It is a very good motion, and we will see this with a lot of the other speakers. I will try to be 
as brief as I can, as I am sure other speakers will want to add to this debate. I add my contribution particularly in 
the context of the Mining and Pastoral Region. It is a bit different from what we might see in the agricultural 
areas, although we do have a lot of similar conditions in Mining and Pastoral. 
I want to put on record the issue of cool-season burning in the north. Although not prescribed, it is in a way 
a controlled burning technique. As members can imagine, there are massive fires in the north that sometimes 
spread over 300 to 400 kilometres. Getting in front of these fires when they are at full force is not something that 
we advocate. We look to the practice of cool-season burning. Normally, after the wet season, as the fuel load is 
just starting to die off and still has a bit of a green shoot, we can go in and start controlled burning, so that we do 
not get raging torrents of fire roaring away. Cool-season burning has a number of impacts and not only from 
a safety perspective. It reduces the fuel load, preventing the massive fires from joining up. It also reduces the 
impact on flora and fauna, and increases the productive capacity of the pastoral leases. Obviously, it also has an 
impact on reducing infrastructure damage. 
How do we encourage cool-season burning? As both previous speakers mentioned, we have many volunteers. In 
the north, a lot of these volunteers participate in ranger programs, with Aboriginal rangers in remote 
communities involved. It is good that these rangers are involved in controlled burning, but there are other ways 
of encouraging this, and I would just like to put this on the record. It is a bit of a left-field option—using the 
carbon farming initiative. For those members who are unaware, this is a federal initiative. The carbon farming 
initiative is a program under which landholders who reduce emissions are paid for that emission reduction. 
Effectively, when a landholder prevents burning, that effectively avoids the release of large amounts of carbon 
dioxide. 
My interest in this initiative is that the people involved get paid to reduce or avoid those emissions that would 
normally be produced. That funding can go towards this controlled burning process, known as cool-season 
burning. It can go towards enhancing and increasing the range of programs in the north of the state. As I said, the 
obvious impact of that cool-season burning is far fewer really bad fires that roar right through the Kimberly and 
the Pilbara. 

How do we do that? The Carbon Farming Initiative is a federal program, but most of the areas where we can 
attract Carbon Farming Initiative carbon credits, which we get paid for, are on pastoral lease land. We therefore 
need to look at the institutional mechanisms that underpin the ability of pastoral leaseholders and broader land 
managers to get involved in the Carbon Farming Initiative. I must say that, to date, we have not done that very 
well. There are a heap of issues around why we are not doing that. I agree with some of those issues and with 
others I do not, but I do not see a coherent and coordinated policy that allows us to capture not only the avoided 
emissions, such as through bushfires, but also carbon sequestered within the rangelands. I would encourage the 
ministers responsible for the portfolios involved in this, particularly through the rangelands reform program, to 
have another look at this issue, because I think there is a real mechanism here that we can use to get funding into 
the high-risk bushfire areas through the Carbon Farming Initiative, and through enhancing and increasing the 
ranger programs. The more Indigenous people are involved with fire management in the north, the fewer fires 
there will be. I think it is a win–win situation all around, but we need to get those agencies involved in the 
rangelands reform program to sit down and think through the processes that are required to allow our land 
managers to engage in the Carbon Farming Initiative, and to get the carbon credits and, more importantly, to get 
the funding. They can then go back to controlled burning. 
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With that, as I said, I would just like to encourage the Ministers for Lands; Regional Development; and 
Agriculture and Food to re-engage in this space, because I do not think we have taken full advantage of the 
program. I would recommend that they look at that again so that we can pick up on this federal program. 
The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Can I just clarify that Hon Michael Mischin sought the call earlier, and I assume 
it is in his capacity of representing the Minister for Emergency Services. Noting the time that is left, I want to 
give him an opportunity to speak, so I am happy to give him the call now. However, he did not stand, so I am 
just checking whether he still wants the call? 
HON MICHAEL MISCHIN (North Metropolitan — Attorney General) [12.03 pm]: I do, yes, thank you, 
Madam Deputy President, and I will try to be brief so that others have the opportunity to say something on this 
very important issue. I am obliged to your indulgence in that regard, Madam Deputy President. 
Hon Paul Brown has raised a very worthwhile topic that ought to be considered by this chamber, and I just want 
to briefly outline the considerable reform that is occurring within the broad realm of bushfire risk management as 
part of the state government’s responsibilities. Firstly, it must be recognised that bushfire risk management is not 
simply one that is a responsibility for state government. It is a shared responsibility across government agencies, 
and it also needs to be shared by the community, with a sense of responsibility by members of the community 
and their local organisations, local governments and neighbours, to look at ways of mitigating the risk of 
bushfire. Probably in no other jurisdiction in the world is the risk as high as it is in Australia, with its particular 
climate, the isolation of many settlements and communities, the need to stretch services over vast distances, and 
the reliance, indeed, on volunteers to perform many of the functions that in other communities might be taken for 
granted as part of a centralised government response. The government continues to work on this issue, and 
I want to touch on a number of initiatives that cover the area of bushfire risk management, which embraces 
individuals, local government and state government agencies. 
The first of these is a pilot bushfire risk management planning project that was conducted by the Department of 
Fire and Emergency Services between March and June 2014 in four local governments: Collie, Augusta, 
Margaret River, Boyup Brook and Nannup. It utilised a pilot bushfire risk management program guideline 
developed by the Office of Bushfire Risk Management that integrated best practice risk assessment 
methodologies to guide them in the development of a program for a planning area within their local government 
area. The trial supported refinements to guidelines and informed the development of the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services bushfire risk management system. That captures bushfire risk management data across the 
state and informs statewide preparedness for bushfires. The trial included the development of a handbook and 
a training package to support local governments to interpret and apply the guideline and the system. The 
planning guideline handbook and training package will be ready early this year. This is the first time that local 
governments in high-risk bushfire areas have been engaged in a formal and coordinated approach to mapping 
high-risk areas within their boundaries. It is a program that will be expanded to 45 local governments across 
Western Australia, and once complete will, in concert with other programs that I will touch on in a moment, 
provide a long-term targeted fuel reduction program. 
The Office of Bushfire Risk Management is also coordinating the development of a statewide bushfire-prone 
area map in collaboration and conjunction with state planning policy 3.7. The intent of state planning 
policy 3.7 is to assist in reducing the risk of bushfire to people, property and infrastructure by taking a risk-
minimisation approach to development proposed in bushfire-prone areas. It will inform development in bushfire-
prone areas to an Australian standard; that of AS3959, “Building in bushfire prone areas”. That standard covers 
the bushfire safety requirements of building in a bushfire-prone area, as well as providing the methodology for 
calculating the bushfire attack level. The bushfire attack level is a classification of different bushfire intensity 
levels that a home may experience during a bushfire. There are six attack levels in total that are assessed on the 
region in which one lives; the vegetation type around one’s property; the distance from one’s home to individual 
vegetation types; and the slope on the property. A free website helps residents to calculate their bushfire attack 
level, which is very easily operated with instructions on that particular website. Once they have worked out their 
bushfire attack level, residents can, via the website, be guided on the steps that should be taken during 
construction or retrofitting of their home to lower the risk associated with living in a bushfire-prone area. Some 
of the steps are not as expensive as one would ordinarily expect, but they can make a huge difference in respect 
of the survival of their property, their stock and, indeed, themselves in the event of a bushfire. The development 
of state planning policy and its implementation has been a collaborative effort between the Department of 
Planning, the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, the Office of Bushfire Risk Management and the 
Department of Commerce’s Building Commission, as well as interest groups and industry groups. That is to be 
fully implemented by 1 May this year, with the goal of reducing the vulnerability of houses in bushfire-prone 
areas through improved design and construction standards. 
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The issue of bushfire mitigation has been raised by several speakers, and it is a topic that excites some debate. 
Active forest management and fuel hazard reduction using prescribed burning across the landscape is, in the 
government’s view, essential in helping to protect our communities and the environment from damaging 
bushfires. It is also a critical mitigation measure that reduces the speed and intensity of bushfires, making them 
safer and easier to control. The Liberal–National government strongly supports the Department of Parks and 
Wildlife’s prescribed burning program, and, although ambitious, the 200 000-hectare prescribed burning target 
for our south west forests area is considered appropriate. It is also considered that the model of the land manager 
being responsible for management of the fuel loads on that land is the appropriate fire model for our 
circumstances. The Department of Parks and Wildlife is the key agency for prescribed burning and forest fire 
response and it continues in that important role. 

I will finish and give other speakers the opportunity to express their views. I note that several members from 
regional areas want to speak on this subject, because it has a particular relevance to their constituency. 
I welcome Hon Paul Brown’s moving of the motion for consideration by the house to highlight the importance 
of this issue. I take this opportunity to congratulate those in the volunteer bush fire brigades and associated 
services, as well as the professional services, for the work they do in managing and meeting the risks, because 
the destructive nature of bushfires is such that, unless they are contained and controlled, they can be devastating. 

HON KATE DOUST (South Metropolitan — Deputy Leader of the Opposition) [12.12 pm]: I also thank 
Hon Paul Brown for introducing the subject matter today. It is indeed a very serious subject. Just the other night, 
I told my husband that I could not recall there ever being such a large number of bushfires in such a short space 
of time over the past couple of years. There seems to have been an outrageous increase in the number and 
frequency of bushfires. 

Hon Col Holt: And we had a late start this year. 

Hon KATE DOUST: Indeed. 

Over the past couple of years, there have been quite significant damages. Every week since January there has 
been a fire in my electorate, with fires reaching the freeway after starting near Mandurah. Indeed, parts of the 
freeway were again closed this week because of fires in Baldivis and Wellard. I know that there have also been 
fires in the northern part of our city and in our rural and regional areas. Earlier this week a media report stated 
that this year to date there have been approximately 1 000 bushfires, which is an amazing number of bushfires 
even for this state. The media release was done on the basis of a report about climate change and governments’ 
response to the impact of climate change, which was made public. The report referenced the fact that we need to 
deal with not only ever-increasing temperatures, but also an increasing drying of our bush zones and action 
needs to be taken. In the same media commentary on the ABC, Mr Kevin Jolly, the secretary of the 
United Firefighters Union of Australia, said that if we are looking to the future and a possible further increase in 
the number of bushfires, we have not planned for enough volunteer bushfire fighters or volunteer firefighters to 
manage those fires. I also add my words of support and thanks to both the amazing number of volunteers—more 
than 23 000 in the state—and the professional firefighters who work extremely hard to protect properties and 
lives. I imagine that as temperatures get warmer, they will have more work to do. I note that perhaps we do not 
acknowledge the work that these valuable people do in our communities in the way that they are acknowledged 
in other countries. United States firefighters are considered a significant and important individual group in the 
community and are acknowledged as such. Perhaps we need to raise our firefighters’ profile and provide them 
with support. 

I now refer to strategies. I listened carefully to what Hon Paul Brown said, but I must say he lost me towards the 
end of his contribution because what should have been a serious debate about a strategy to manage bushfires in 
our state ended up being another stunt by the National Party with the presentation of the Nationals’ fuel card. It 
never ceases to amaze me when the partners in a coalition talk about issues in this chamber as though they are 
isolated and that those members do not have the capacity to influence the government. They are part of the 
government; they have been a part of it since 2008. I do not understand why, through the vehicle of cabinet 
ministers and parliamentary secretaries, they have not been banging on the table in cabinet and asking what its 
strategy is and what the government will do to assist our rural and regional communities to make sure they have 
the best possible strategies in place. If they have missed that opportunity, I do not know what they are doing in 
partnership and in coalition. They should not come in here to talk generally about strategies. 

Several members interjected. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order, members! Hon Kate Doust has the call. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I have indeed! Thank you, Madam Deputy President. 
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It never ceases to amaze me how one minute the member pretends to be in government and the next he pretends 
that his party is in isolation. 

Hon Martin Aldridge: What does that have to do with fires? 

Hon KATE DOUST: It has a lot to do with fires. National Party people have signed off on whatever strategy of 
action is allegedly happening in that space. Some media commentary and some of the feedback from groups 
working in that area after they have had meetings with the government—I refer particularly to the 
Emergency Services Volunteers Association and the Association of Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades of WA—and 
after having consistently worked with government over time and having put forward proposals, is that there is 
a lot of rhetoric; a lot of discussion about task forces and research and a range of other things, but not a lot of 
action. It is good to have a discussion, but let us talk about action. That is where this government has failed. 

Hon Martin Aldridge: You don’t even know who they are! 

Hon KATE DOUST: I do know who they are. Rather than just talking about doing things, the government must 
arrive at a strategy and put it into action to make it real so that those groups have the go-ahead to do what they 
need to do. They also referred to improving the legislation and having better knowledge about who will make 
decisions in the event of a bushfire. Legislation debated a few years ago raised the issue of who would have the 
final say in the event of a bushfire. If the government is genuinely serious about this, we hope that in due course 
it introduces legislation that provides better transparency and clarity and outlines what happens on the day in the 
event of a bushfire. 

It is good to have a discussion, but we need action. I listened to the minister’s normal blurb about how wonderful 
he thinks things are going, but there has not been prescribed burning. I support Hon Paul Brown’s comments 
about prescribed burning; it does need to be targeted and appropriate. This government made a big deal about 
building new fire stations, but if one refers to answers from Minister Francis, that construction has been pushed 
back into the out years. The construction of what would seem to be vital fire stations in rural and regional areas 
in Bunbury, Albany, Geraldton and even in the city — 

Hon Jim Chown: That’s rubbish! 

Hon KATE DOUST: Go and look at the answers! 

Hon Jim Chown interjected. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I will find the answer for Hon Jim Chown. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Order, members! The calling of order is not an invitation for more interjections. 

Hon KATE DOUST: I am happy to verify the facts. I refer Hon Jim Chown to a question asked of the 
Minister for Emergency Services in the other place on 25 November 2014. The minister cited the dates to which 
the construction of the new fire station would be pushed out—Butler is December 2014; Geraldton is 
October 2016; Bunbury is October 2016; Albany is June 2017; and Perth West is June 2017—those are the facts. 
The member should read Hansard and should not mouth off when he does not know what he is talking about! 

Certain factors need to be taken into account. Hon Darren West referred to planning issues, which is something 
I am concerned about in my electorate. There has been significant growth down the southern corridor with a lot 
of new housing developments alongside bushland. Last year in Jandakot there was a significant fire in the 
Banjup area. There is one road in and one road out of Banjup and the bush comes right up to housing 
developments and schools. If there is a bushfire and people cannot get out in time using the one exit, they will 
face a tough time. There need to be very clear planning decisions for new developments in the future, 
particularly for when there is a bushfire. 

This is not just a rural and regional issue. More and more bushfires are coming into urban areas. I do not know 
whether the government has a strategy or action ready to deal with that type of thing. It is not just a rural and 
regional issue; it is also about funding. The government needs to ensure that it puts enough funding into supply 
and provides enough staff to work in these areas. We have seen significant budget cuts in those areas. The only 
reason the government has put, I think, $4.7 million back into funding for this area was the concerns raised after 
the Northcliffe fires. I know that there are issues around the provision of appropriate protective gear for 
firefighters, appropriate technology and access to those zones by drivers. The government talked about shutting 
down fire stations at night-time during winter. Again, that was another really dumb announcement by this 
government. It is all very well to have the discussion, but the government should not be namby-pamby about it. 
It should be quite blunt about where the errors are and whether they need to be fixed. It needs to make sure that it 
is not just a warm and fuzzy chat and that there is some real action that will prevent a further increase in 
bushfires in our state, further fatalities and further destruction of homes. It is in the government’s court. 
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HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Parliamentary Secretary) [12.21 pm]: I also rise to say 
a few words on the motion, and I thank Hon Paul Brown for bringing it to the house. As both a member for 
East Metropolitan Region, which has a number of bushfire-prone areas, and a former Minister for the 
Environment, I have a particular perspective about bushfire management. First and foremost—I think the 
Attorney General also said this—bushfire management is a shared responsibility. State government agencies, 
local government and individual landholders all need to take responsibility and be prepared. In saying this, 
I want to acknowledge, as have other members, the enormous commitment of fire crews in the Department of 
Fire and Emergency Services, the Department of Parks and Wildlife, the Forest Products Commission and 
volunteer fire brigades in managing bushfires right across our state. As members have indicated, they have 
already had to deal with a number of devastating fires, and I believe that Hon Martin Aldridge indicated that the 
fire threat is not over. In my view, and I agree with other speakers, prescribed burning is an incredibly important 
bushfire management tool for the protection first and foremost of life, but also property and biodiversity. We 
know that prescribed burning does not eliminate bushfires; we all wish it did. However, it does better protect the 
community. The Attorney General was right in saying that it helps to reduce the speed and intensity of bushfires, 
hopefully making them easier to control. 
When I was minister, which was a long time ago, I took a very clear stance on prescribed burning. I was, and 
remain today, a very strong supporter. That support was not always greeted positively by some in our community 
who take a different view of the value of prescribed burning. I recall a number of robust discussions with some 
members of the community on this issue, but that did not stop my commitment to ensuring that we had a very 
strong prescribed burning plan. Indeed, I remember relaxing fairly early on in my term the smoke guidelines for 
the department, which gave it greater flexibility. That, of course, had the potential, and continues to have the 
potential, to impact on the levels of smoke haze across Perth. Although I recognise that smoke haze can cause 
inconvenience and can have legitimate health impacts on members of the community, it needs to be considered 
in the context of the importance of prescribed burning, and we need to do all we can to reduce the bushfire 
threat. 
We know—this has been alluded to by other speakers—that the department has an annual target of burning 
around 200 000 hectares. I concur with members that when we look at a target, perhaps the focus is on the target 
rather than necessarily whether or not the department is doing the great work it does in the areas that it needs to, 
whereas some commentators focus more particularly on reaching that target. Having said that, the target has not 
been reached for some time; I think the last time was in 2009 or 2010. There are a number of reasons for that; 
weather conditions is one reason. Of course, there is only a small window of opportunity for effective and safe 
burning to be undertaken. I believe we must give confidence to the department that we believe in the incredible 
work it does. Unfortunately, although the vast majority of the community supports prescribed burning, there are 
some vocal opponents. I also recognise that when a prescribed burn goes wrong, it can dent confidence, and the 
department would recognise that as well. However, we, as members of Parliament, must show our support for 
this critical bushfire management program. We know it works. I recall that before I entered Parliament in 2005, 
there were bushfires in the Perth hills in January 2005. They were devastating fires. Very early on after I became 
minister, I think it was Rick Sneeuwjagt who came into the office and showed me a map of the strength of that 
fire and how it was able to be halted and brought under control in a couple of critical areas because of some 
prescribed burns that had been done in the previous year or so. That was a very strong indication to me of the 
importance of prescribed burning. 
I have also been out on prescribed burns in the Kimberley and in the hills. I have seen the incredible work that 
these men and women do. They are highly skilled and they are highly valued across Australia and, indeed, 
overseas. As members of Parliament, we need to support the work they do and recognise that they help reduce 
bushfire risk and that they deserve our support. We need to ensure that they are given the resources they need to 
help us remain safe. However, overall, it is up to us, as members of Parliament, to ensure that the men and 
women who fight these fires for us have our very strong support; I know they have that support in this house. We 
also need to continue to show support for the prescribed burning program in this state. 

HON DAVE GRILLS (Mining and Pastoral) [12.27 pm]: In the two minutes that are left, I would like to bring 
a bit of commonsense back into the debate and stop this political hoo-ha, because this issue is more important 
than that. I thank Hon Paul Brown for bringing the motion to the house. As a member for Mining and Pastoral 
Region, I know that bushfires take a huge effort to control. Recently in Eyre, Lake Monjingup Reserve, near 
Esperance, burnt because there could have been a better fire management plan in place. Unfortunately, with all 
things, it never happened and a lot of native parkland was lost. Fortunately, no-one was affected by the fire, but 
I feel somewhat sad about the flora and fauna that was lost, because it does not have the chance to escape the 
fire. 
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Fires have a considerable economic cost to the Kimberley pastoral industry and threaten communities and 
livelihoods. They also have devastating consequences and have been blamed for declines in threatened bird 
species, small mammal populations and sensitive vegetation zones. However, prescribed burning involving 
multiple parties has become a feature of fire management programs in the Kimberley. A good example of this is 
the EcoFire initiative delivered by the Australian Wildlife Conservancy in collaboration with Indigenous 
communities, pastoralists and government agencies, and involving a significant number of properties. According 
to the AWC, EcoFire has halved the area burnt from wildfires and doubled the area of old-growth vegetation 
across four million hectares. 
It is also important to mention the role that the Western Australian Department of Fire and Emergency Services 
plays in successful prescribed burning programs in the Kimberley. The department operates a program in this 
region to assist pastoralists in establishing a fire management plan on their property and provides landholders 
with specialist assistance in setting up and implementing prescribed burns. The knowledge and experience of the 
local rangers provides good value.  

Properly planned and executed prescribed burning programs, underpinned by scientific research, have worked 
well as an effective bushfire risk-mitigation strategy for the Kimberley. I hope the practice can be refined and 
improved in years to come.  

HON PAUL BROWN (Agricultural) [12.30 pm] — in reply: With 15 seconds to go, I thank all who 
contributed to the motion. I am quite appalled that none of the Labor Party’s regional members made any 
comment. I hope that Hansard can get this, but all I heard when Hon Kate Doust was speaking was a funny 
noise. 

Withdrawal of Remark 

Hon SUE ELLERY: I object. Really! On a point of order, that is disrespectful not only to the members of 
Parliament, but also it is actually disrespectful to the Parliament itself. I would ask you to at least counsel the 
member about how to behave like a grown-up. 

The DEPUTY PRESIDENT: Members, on that point of order I might just remind all members of Parliament 
that we are privileged to be here to represent the people of Western Australia, and I think there is a level of 
decorum that the people of Western Australia expect us to present while we are in this chamber. What we do 
outside of the chamber is a matter for individuals, but I think in this chamber we need to uphold a level of 
decorum, and I just remind members of that.  

Motion Resumed 

Motion lapsed, pursuant to standing orders. 
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