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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 201920 bushfire and storm season produced some of the most unprecedented weather conditions in

I dzZaGNF £ Al Qa KAAG2NBES® [ NBES LI NIa 2F ! dzadNXfAl gSNB
dangerous fire behavioduelled by hot, dry and widing conditions. These conditions meant fires started

easily and were difficult to contain with the ACT facing its worst season since the devastating 2003 bushfires.

Since August 2019, unprecedented fire activity heavily impacted large areas along tm&stsdf Australia

seeing firefighters and specialist emergency management personnel from the ACT deploy interstate to assist.
Bushfires to the east of the ACT at Braidwood and on the NSW South Coast caused thick smoke in the ACT and
region for a continuas period from late December 2019 through January 20®8tate of Alerivasdeclared

for the ACT on 2 January 2020 to assist community preparedness and organizational response and

coordination with fires burning nedhe ACTborderand forecass ofextremeweather.

Hot and dry conditions precipitated a record number of Total Fire Ban (TOBAN) days throughout the bushfire
season, but fire and smoke were not the only emergency to threaten the ACT with severe and damaging
thunderstorms occurring on 16 Janua®p January and 10 February. Fires continued to threaten the ACT
locally and to the south of Canberra through January until February of this year.

TheState of Alert was followed by the declaration of a State of Emergency on 31 January 2020 to ajgpoint th
ESA Commissioner as the Emergency Controller. This was the first time since 2003 that an Emergency
Controller had been appointed in the ACT. The Emergency Controller was appointed for a period of 39
consecutive days in January and February.

The ACT wsawell placed to respond to a high level of demand for bushfire resources with skilled and
motivated personnel, and the necessary equipment and resources to respond to and extinguish bushfires
where this was operationally feasible. It also had the capaoitespond to significant weather and storm
events. It is noteworthy thatV@siness as usu@mergency response remained largely unaffected throughout
the season.There was a requiremenid draw on external support from other statesidthe Commonwealth

to respond toextremecircumstanceshut this isanacceptedand weltestablishedoracticeacross the
CommonwealthThere is however a requirementto improvethe capacity to establish and sustain an
Emergency Coordination Centre (ECC), émtiControlCentre (CC) and Public Information Coordination
Centre PICChcross multiple incidents overpaiotracted season.

The planning framework is thorough aptbvedadequate for the management of emergencies and their
consequences. Sonwtarification and recommendations for refinement of the established plans hierarchy has
been proposedut the ACT Government has astablished and exercised governance structure to coordinate
a whole of government response to emergency management achesketritory. The transition between

plans and incident managementashieved throughthe Australasian InteSewice Incident Management
System(AlIMS)which while thorough is proceduralConsideration should be given to improving the process of
bringing multiple plans together to operational guidance that coveedl hazards ovethe anticipated season.

ESA support to other states through staff deployments and strong community engagement activity within the
ACT resulted in high levels of preparednesdtie 2019/20 bushfire season. The services within ESA were

well prepared overall havingopnducteddetailed preparations, howevethe tempo and duration of early
deployments did impact on the capacttytrain and exercise all staff.
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ESA was able tascessfully conduct operationtisrough theestablishment of dancident Management Teasn
(IMT) to defend against a major fire and respond to concurrent unprecedented storm damage during the
2019/20 bushfire seasofhe leadership, management and resilience of ESA staff during the conduct of
operations and the establishment of an IMT was exceptigian the challenging circumstances and
contributed to the overall success of the response to the threats facing theAxCadditional focus on
planningskills and procedures and further refinement of thiganisatiorand functions of th&eCQICCPICC
would be of significant benefit to ESA.

The longterm investment inmitigatingfire risk throughmaterial responses suchbetter building codes and
regulations land managemenrdnd the reduction of fuel loadandfielding progressivelbetter capability
contributed greatly to successThis includedhe use of an unprecedented amount of aviation assets and very
advancednapping and analytical capabilitfthe ESA should build on this considerable foundation
strategicallyjntegrating advanced support capabilities further intioe strategic capability framework
normalising specialist skills inbmth staff and deployed functions, and lifting understanding of what capability
Ol y I y Racfé$syh@ESARSPresensan opportunitywithin the ACTor the growth of expertise and

the capabilityneeded across regional NSW and Victoria.
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INTRODUCTION




INTRODUCTION

Thisoperational review analyseithe effectiveness of th&ESR greparation plannhg,responseand recovery
overthe 2019/20 bushfire season.

This review sughtthe following outcomes:

1 to identify opportunities for the enhancement or establishment of cooperative partnerships (including
inter-operability) to enhance bushfirmanagement outcomes for the communjty
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incident management capabilities

i to identify bushfire risk management priorities for the Territoaynd

1 to developan evidence base that informs future bushfire planning and response capabilities.
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improvement across all phases of emergency management, encouraging theskest resources and
ensuring the best possible outcome for the protection of the Canberra community.

The Review ascompleted in 4 phases:

9 the first, establishing the guidance, authorities and intebl reviewing the legislation, strategies,
guidance, oganisation, administration, planning and preparedness activities that had been completed
prior to the season commencing;

1 secondgestablishing what occurred in responsagainst the timeline of events, this inclutla review of
logs, afteraction reviews, operational planning, orders and directives, and the intelligence, planning,
management, resourcing and financing activities and processes;

9 third, adetailed analysisof operations linking key actors and enablers to operational outcomes. The
analysigdentifiedd KS 9 { ! Q& & (i NB y JBuidiagfurtheyidvievdik beforkzl t NRA & 1 &

1 closing with thedevelopment of the final report and recommendations.

The scope oftte review remained othe operations of the ES#&nd did not focus on the interface between the
ESA and the A@@overnmentor with other parties except where it was directly relevant to the conduct of
emergency managemernitand Management is central to the Strategic Bushfire Managemen{8BivPand

is well understoodaind managedhrough theRegionakire Management PlaiRFMP) and Bushfire Operational
Plans (BORJnd simiarly will only be covered in the reviewhere itis directlyrelevant to the conduct of
emergency management.
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SECTION 1: OVERVIEW

1.aBackground and Summary of 2020/Bushfire Season

The 2019/20 bushfire season brought some of the most volatile weather corslgioge records began.

Across Australia, bushfiresrtributed directlyto the death 0f34 people and devastated more than 8 million
hectares of land along the souttastern fringe of Australia, with major bushfires in every state and territory. A
further 445 people are estimated to have died from smakeéuced respiratory problems. The first fires were

as early as June 2019 in Queenslatt raged almost continuously until March 2020, a period of almost nine
months.

At least 3,500 homes and thousands ttier buildings were lost. The majority of deaths and buildings
destroyed were in New South Wales (NSW), while the Northern Territory accounted for approximately 1/3 of
the burned area. At least 80 percent of the Blue Mountains World Heritage area in NE98 @ercent of the
Gondwana World Heritage rainforests in Queensland were bufiiée. Insurance Council estimated that
between November 2019 and March 2020, losses from natural disasters were approximately $2.32billion in
insured claims.

2019 was thavarmest and driest year on record for Australia as a whole, and spring was also the driest on
record nationally. Record low rainfall for the year occurred over large areas of inland Australia. This resulted in
very low soil moisture levels over most of tbentinent leading into Decembér.

The hot conditions combined with the dry landscape and strong winds to produce dangerous fire weather
conditions during December 2019 into early January 2020. The Forest Fire Danger Index (FFDI) is one common
measure offire weather conditions and reflects longtrm rainfall and temperature patterns and shorter

term weather. Fire risk is driven by fire weather and fuel availability. The severe rainfall deficiencies and
hydrological drought exacerbated the fire weathenditions throughout Australia.

According to the Bureau of Meteorology, the accumulated FFDI values for spring 2019 were the highest on
record for Australia as a whole (based on all years since 1950), with record high values observed in areas of all
States and Territories. Those dangerous fire weather conditions continued into summer, with December
accumulated FFDI values highest on record across large areas of the Gountry.

Accumulated FFDI values for December were more than twice the average over&ag@BbAustralia and

the accumulated FFDI value for December was highest on record. Thaweesed accumulated FFDI values
for December were also highest on record for each State and Territory except Tasseaoiad highedt That
included the highesaccumulated FFDI for any month in Queensland, New South Wales, the ACT, and South
Australia.

1 https://lwww.abc.net.au/news/201906-27/bushfire-outlook-queenslané2019/11251150

2 https:/lwww.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jan/17/itsheart-wrenching80-of-blue-mountainsand-50-of-
gondwanarainforestsburn-in-bushfires

3 https://www.insurancebusinessag.com/au/news/breakingnews/revealedinsurancebill-for-201920summer
catastrophes223760.aspx

4 Australian Government, Bureau of Meteorolo@pecial Climate Statementt7&xtreme heat and fire
weather in December 2019 and January 2020March 2020, p4
5 |bid, p9
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Highest FFDI decile ranges
Highest on
record

Very much
above average

8-9 Above average

47 Average

23 Below average

Very much
below average

Lowest on
record

Highest FFDI deciles (all avail. data) 0

December 2019 )
Distribution based on gridded data
Australian Bureau of Meteorology
hitp:/iveww.bom. gov.au

© Commonwealth of Australia 2020, Australian Bureau of Meteorology 1D code: Analyser Issuad: 06/01/2020

On 4 January 2020, the most extreme heat occurred in eastern New South Wales and the Australian Capital
Territory (ACT). The temperature reached 48.9 °C initPetine highest known temperature in the Sydney

basin (surpassing 47.8 °C in Richmond in January 1939) and at any site east of the ranges in New South Wales.
Several other sites in metropolitan Sydney, away from the coast, exceeded 47 °C. Canberra4éd-h&d

1.2 °C above the previous recdrd.

NASA estimated the fires appeared to have produced about three times as much carbon monoxide gas as
major fires in British Columbia in 2017 and Australia in 2009, and the smoke plume had risen over 25
kilometresabove the surface, making it the highest bushfieised plume ever recordédsmoke from the

fires darkened the skies in New Zealand and continued to circle the globe for more than three months.

("
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Photo 1: NASA Earth Observatory image by Joshua Stesémg MODIS data from NASA EOSDIS/LANCE and
GIBS/Worldview, 4 January 2020

6 1bid, p6
7 https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/146235/austraiamokeplume-setsrecords
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From August 2019, fire activity heavily impacted large areas along the East Coast of Australia. ACT ESA and PCS
deployed firefighters and specialist emergency management persaari@lieensland and Northern NSW
through September, October and November of 2019 to assist with these fires.

Bushfires to the east of the ACT at Braidwood and on the NSW South Coast caused thick smoke in the ACT and
region for a continuous period from laidecember 2019 through January 2020. From December 17, the next

three weeks had every single day exceed hazardous levels, cleditgrravith thick smoke at the height of

the bushfire crisis in nearby NSW. Two large spikesirredon New Year's Eve and on Januawtten the

PM2.5 levels exceededhardoudevels(200 is considered kzardous)with all three air quality stations the
ACTrecordingPM2.5 leves ofat least 300G.

Between 1 October 2019 and 4 February 2020, the ACT declared a record 24 Total Fire Ban (TOBAN) days, the
ACT on average sees five or six TOBANSs per bushfire season.

Following the hot and dry conditions the ACT experienced severe thunderstorms on 16yJ20uanuary
and 10 February. The storm event on 20 January produced large hail stones and caused significant damage
resulting in the ACT State Emergency Service receiving approximately 2,500 calls for assistance.

The ACT then experienced its first digant bush and grass fire of the season on 23 January 2020 at the
Pialligo Redwood Forest. This fire then spread across to Beard, threatening Oaks Estate and Queanbeyan. A
second fire started in Pialligo the following day and joined with the first, exadlyttaking the fire to 424

hectares.

On 27 January 2020, the Orroral Valley fire ignited and threatened the southern rural areas of the ACT, most
notably Tharwa, and potentially southern suburbs of Canberra. A State of Emergency was declared for the AC
on 31 January 2020 and the ACT Extreme Heat Plan was also activated.

¢KS hNNRN}f =*FfftSe& FANB ¢l a OflaaAra¥TASR a w2dzi 2F Oz
GKS aidliddza 2F GKS TFTANB (2 o0 SimRiewayeRtiNguiBh8drthelCrorabo SAy 3 O2

Valley burned over 86,000 hectares of land, approximately 30% of the ACT.

8 https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6665438/jugtow-badwasthe-air-quality-in-canberrathis-
summer/#gsc.tab=0
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Climate change

Climate change is influencing the frequency and severity of dangerous bushfire conditions in Australia and
other regions of the world, including through influencing temperature, environmental moisture, weather
patterns and fuel conditions. There have been significant changes observed in recent decades towards more
dangerous bushfire weather conditions for variousioeg of Australia.

Observedchanges in southern and eastern Australia include more extreme conditions during summer, as well
as an earlier start to the bushfire season with dangerous weather conditions occurring significantly earlier in
spring than they usd to. These trends towards more dangerous bushfire conditions are at least partly
attributable to humancaused climate change, including through increased temperatures. Northern Australia,
which sees significant fire activity during the dry season, hpsréeanced increases in monsoonal rainfall that
have increased fuel growth in recent decadesl influenced fire danger in that region.

In relation to fire ignition, there is some indication that climate change could influence the risktafrigni
from dry lightning(i.e., lightning that occurs without significant rainfall) while noting relatively large
uncertainties in currently available model representations of this phenomenon.

Additionally, there has recently beaeveraldevastating fireevents in Australia associated with extreme
pyroconvection (including thunderstorm development in a fire plume), with recent research indicating-a long
term trend towards increased risk factors associated with pyroconvection in southeast AustraliareBushfi
weather conditions in future years are projected to increase in severity for many regions of Australasia,
including due to more extreme heat events, with the rate and magnitude of change increasing with
greenhouse gas concentrations (and emissidns).

9 http://www.bom.gov.au/weatherservices/fireweathercentre/bushfireweather/index.shtml
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1b.Season Timeline

ACT EMERGENCY SERVICES AGENCY
2019/2020 BUSHFIRE SEASON TIMELINE

ACT appoints Ms Georgeina Whelan as
the fifth Commissioner to lead the ESA

ACT driest
winter since

1982

Fire permits required before conducting a hazard
reduction burn by anyone who lives in the rural

87 service personnel from ACT Emergency Services Agency and areas outside the suburbs or city of Canberra

ACT Parks and Conservation Service deployed to assist fighting

fires burning in Northern New South Wales and Queensland
Bushfire Season commences

12 Parks and Conservation Services
personnel deployed to assist in firefighting
efforts on the North Coast of NSW

Bushfire in remote area of Namadgi National I

ACT
Strong winds experiences
across ACT
resultin 23

sever dust
haze

Lightening bolt starts a mega
fire in Gospers Mountain, NSW

requests for
assistance
to ESA

Park, on Bendora Road between Bulls Head
picnic area and Bendora Dam

NOV 2019

3 ACT EPD prescribed burn near Stromlo Forest Park

Hazard reduction burn at Tuggeranong Homestead ")

Small grass fire, Weston

2, Hazard reduction burn on Majura Road

80 firefighters, SES and Incident Management
Officers who have been deployed to assist NSW RFS

with the Palarang fire, just outside of Braidwood
Smoke enters

»19 Canberra from
fires in NSW

Firebird 100 arrives in the ACT

Backburn in Mount Wilson and Mount Irvine, NSW, overrun by fire, and two firefighters killed

grows out of control, engulfs 350,000 ha

Strike team of 16 ACT RFS volunteers and two ACT Ambulance
Service paramedics deployed to assist the NSW RFS at the
Currowan bushfire east of the ACT

Q)
O
Ot 1 Fire moves to Southern Highlands, NSW. Firetrucks
©
©

.| Total Fire Ban declared for the whole 0
. of the ACT for 19 to 21 December 2019

) PM announced Commonwealth Government
employees who volunteer to fight bushfires will

Total Fire Ban declared for the whole @ get an extra four weeks of paid leave Severs RICkE
of the ACT for 28 December 2019 haze over south
of Canberra
from a fire west
of Tumut on
Dunns Road

Lightning
strikes
recorded in

the Tinderries,
South East of
the ACT

Total Fire Ban declared for the whole of
the ACT for 30 and 31 December 2019

0 ok Fire Ban declared for/che PM announced RFS volunteers who are self-
whole of the ACT for 1 January 2020 g .
employed or work for small and medium businesses
Currowan, Charleys Forest and Clyde Mountain and who have been called out for more than
fires in NSW joined, forms a large fire that has
burns through more than 257,000 ha

10 days this fire season will be able to apply for
payments for loss of income up to $300 per day
up to a total of $6,000 per person

A Emergency Warning Issued 6 Total Fire Ban

. POLITICAL COMMS l EXT. FIRE EVENT . FIRE EVENT . ACTION . STORM EVENT . WEATHER
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ACT EMERGENCY SERVICES AGENCY
2019/2020 BUSHFIRE SEASON TIMELINE

€

Canberra’s air
quality rated the

worst in the world

(;H [ State of Alert declared for ACT
— Emergency Controller appointed and IMT, PICC
and ECC activated for ACT

— Deployment of ACT ESA staff to Adaminaby
Complex and Dunns Road fires in NSW

— Establishment of Relief Centre at Dickson College

Devastating fire on Kangaroo Island, SA,
burning 170,000 ha. This represents a third 3)
of the island. Australian Navy evacuates
Mallacoota, VIC, as bushfires hit the town
4

ACT
experiences
hottest day on

Driver-reviver centers established in ACT to provide relief for —

people transiting through Canberra from the South Coast (

Hall and Queanbeyan Showgrounds opened 24/7 to provide —
shelter for people transiting through Canberra

ACT ESA Staging Area established at Glendale —

record at 44

All ACT EPSDD parks and public spaces closed degrees Celsius

Dunns Road fire reaches 50km west of ACT

ADF embedded in ACT ESA IMT

AFP drones used for the first time in bushfire operations 5)

Qantas and Qatar flights in and out of Canberra cancelled due to smoke
Hospital Hill fire starts in Namadgi National Park
(‘ — ACT accepts supply of P2 masks from Commonwealth
— Federal Government commits $2 billion to a national
bushfire recovery fund. Victoria's Premier announces
that bushfires had burnt through 1.2 million ha and
200 homes have been lost

ACT government provides P2 masks to vulnerable ACT residents I—<7)

PM agrees to extend Volunteer Firefighter’s Financial
Support Program payments to ACT RFS and SES volunteers

G
ESA conducts pre-emptive planning for aged care facilities

along ACT western fringe

Hospital Hill fire extinguished D]

J ACT Government Critical Infrastructure Committee activated
= — Glendale Staging area stood down

EPIC opened equine relocation centre

— ACT ESA deployment to Tumut to assist with NSW evacuations
— ACT Police Operations Centre established

Dunns Road and Atkinson fire joined 1)

(@ Police Operations Centre stood down

HMAS Harman accommodates 19 displaced persons O]
(NSW bushfire evacuees)

(@ — 400,000 P2/N95 masks provided to the ACT from the
National Medical Stockpile

— Aboriginal digging stick (estimated to be over 700 years)
retrieved from near Bendora Dam

— CHO Standing Order issued to enable supply of designated
prescription medicines by pharmacists without a prescription

A Emergency Warning Issued 0 Total Fire Ban
-
l POLITICAL i COMMS I EXT. FIRE EVENT l FIRE EVENT . ACTION . STORM EVENT . WEATHER
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ACT EMERGENCY SERVICES AGENCY
2019/2020 BUSHFIRE SEASON TIMELINE

Mary’s Hill fire closest to the ACT border (4.8kms)

A4

ADF again embedded into Planning cell
of the ESA IMT

Severe storm (“)— ACT EPSDD met with Traditional Custodians to discuss communications
and messaging associated with indigenous cultural values

impacts ACT

— ECC meeting with ACT Police to progress evacuation planning

— Ongoing ACT deployments to NSW fires at Mary’s Hill and
Adaminaby Complex

Relief Centre at Dickson College closed (Note — pop out —since 2 Jan, — |,<u) — SES receives 115 Requests For Assistance and responds across ACT

374 people assisted, $30,030 financial assistance provided and 103

people provided with temporary accommodation for a total of 86 nights
ACT Community pop-up information stalls opened at —

Canberra Centre, Dickson & Erindale

(“)—I Partial activation of ECC for weekend of 18 and 19 January

Mary’s Hill fire 4.6km west of ACT border, 33.5kms from urban
interface; Adaminaby Complex Fire 1.8kms south-west of ACT
border and 48kms from urban interface; Dunn’s Road fire 20kms

west of ACT border and 46.7kms from urban interface )

ACT Community pop-up information stalls opened at
Canberra Centre, Dickson, Erindale, Canberra Outlet
Centre and Gungahlin Village

(ﬂ}, State of Alert revised to rural and remote areas of ACT including
Tharwa and Uriarra Village

Severe
hailstorm hits

Canberra ‘ ;
ACT SES receives record number of calls for assistance 2468

Fire more than 332,100 ha in size continues to burn in Snowy
Grassfire at Stoney Creek Nature Reserve I—(ﬂ) Mountains area of NSW

ACT SES receives 2044 calls for assistance, and
completes 580 support jobs

Fire at Pialligo
Emergency Warning issued for Beard,
0 Total Fire Ban declared Oakes Estate and West Queanbeyan A

State of Alert reinstated for whole of ACT
Fire at Kallaroo Road, Pialligo ,_,)
Watch and Act issued for Pialligo & Brindabella Park 1100hrs —

Watch & Act issued for Beard, Oakes Estate and —
West Queanbeyan 1125hrs

A Emergency warning issued for Beard, —

Oakes Estate and West Queanbeyan 1157hrs (u)—l Pialligo and Kallaroo fires joined (renamed Beard Grass & Bush Fire)

Three American firefighters die after their Lockheed C-130 Hercules ~iEfRerIerEy Waniia issued for Beard Fire 1400hrs
plane crashed while battling bushfires in southern NSW I & ) % g A
— Beard Fire downgraded to Watch & Act 1655hrs

— ACT SES completed 1802 storm jobs from 20 Jan hailstorm
- Very Large Air Tanker (VLAT) arrives in ACT

Beard Fire under control I—(")

State of Alert issued for all ACT

— ACT ESA Staging Area established at Namadgi Visitor Cenre

@ — Fire Orroral Valley
- Orroral Valley fire reaches 18km from Tharwa
I — ACT SES receives more than 2300 calls for assistance

“ Emergency Warning Issued 0 Total Fire Ban

. POLITICAL COMMS . EXT. FIRE EVENT I FIRE EVENT I ACTION . STORM EVENT . WEATHER
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