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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The 2019-20 bushfire and storm season produced some of the most unprecedented weather conditions in 

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ [ŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŦƛǊŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳƴǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

dangerous fire behaviour fuelled by hot, dry and winding 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 the East Coast of 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 continuous period from late December 2019 through January 2020.  A State of Alert was declared 

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

coordination with fires burning near the ACT border and forecasts of extreme weather.  

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 January, 20 January and 10 February.  Fires continued to threaten the ACT 

locally and to the south of Canberra through January until February of this year.  

The State of Alert was followed by the declaration of a State of Emergency on 31 January 2020 to appoint the 

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 was well 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 capacity to respond to significant weather and storm 

events.  It is noteworthy that Ψōusiness as usualΩ emergency response remained largely unaffected throughout 

the season.  There was a requirement to draw on external support from other states and the Commonwealth 

to respond to extreme circumstances, but this is an accepted and well-established practice across the 

Commonwealth. There is, however, a requirement to improve the capacity to establish and sustain an 

Emergency Coordination Centre (ECC), Incident Control Centre (ICC) and Public Information Coordination 

Centre (PICC) across multiple incidents over a protracted season.     

The planning framework is thorough and proved adequate for the management of emergencies and their 

consequences.  Some clarification and recommendations for refinement of the established plans hierarchy has 

been proposed but the ACT Government has an established and exercised governance structure to coordinate 

a whole of government response to emergency management across the territory.  The transition between 

plans and incident management is achieved through the Australasian Inter-Service Incident Management 

System (AIIMS) which while thorough is procedural.  Consideration should be given to improving the process of 

bringing multiple plans together into operational guidance that covers all hazards over the anticipated season. 

ESA support to other states through staff deployments and strong community engagement activity within the 

ACT resulted in high levels of preparedness for the 2019/20 bushfire season. The services within ESA were 

well prepared overall having conducted detailed preparations, however, the tempo and duration of early 

deployments did impact on the capacity to train and exercise all staff.  
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ESA was able to successfully conduct operations through the establishment of a Incident Management Teams 

(IMT) to defend against a major fire and respond to concurrent unprecedented storm damage during the 

2019/20 bushfire season. The leadership, management and resilience of ESA staff during the conduct of 

operations and the establishment of an IMT was exceptional given the challenging circumstances and 

contributed to the overall success of the response to the threats facing the ACT. An additional focus on 

planning skills and procedures and further refinement of the organisation and functions of the ECC/ICC/PICC 

would be of significant benefit to ESA. 

The long-term investment in mitigating fire risk through material responses such a better building codes and 

regulations, land management and the reduction of fuel loads, and fielding progressively better capability 

contributed greatly to success.  This included the use of an unprecedented amount of aviation assets and very 

advanced mapping and analytical capability.  The ESA should build on this considerable foundation 

strategically, integrating advanced support capabilities further into the strategic capability framework, 

normalising specialist skills into both staff and deployed functions, and lifting understanding of what capability 

Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ across the ESA. This presents an opportunity within the ACT for the growth of expertise and 

the capability needed across regional NSW and Victoria.   
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INTRODUCTION 

This operational review analysed the effectiveness of the ESAΩǎ preparation, planning, response and recovery 

over the 2019/20 bushfire season. 

This review sought the following outcomes: 

¶ to identify opportunities for the enhancement or establishment of cooperative partnerships (including 

inter-operability) to enhance bushfire management outcomes for the community, 

¶ to bŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ 9{!Ωǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƛŘǳŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ōǳǎƘŦƛǊŜ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

incident management capabilities, 

¶ to identify bushfire risk management priorities for the Territory, and 

¶ to develop an evidence base that informs future bushfire planning and response capabilities. 

¢Ƙƛǎ wŜǾƛŜǿ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ !/¢ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ !ƎŜƴŎȅΩǎ ό9{!ύ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ 

improvement across all phases of emergency management, encouraging the best use of resources and 

ensuring the best possible outcome for the protection of the Canberra community. 

The Review was completed in 4 phases: 

¶ the first, establishing the guidance, authorities and intent by reviewing the legislation, strategies, 

guidance, organisation, administration, planning and preparedness activities that had been completed 

prior to the season commencing;  

¶ second, establishing what occurred in response against the timeline of events, this included a review of 

logs, after-action reviews, operational planning, orders and directives, and the intelligence, planning, 

management, resourcing and financing activities and processes;  

¶ third, a detailed analysis of operations linking key actors and enablers to operational outcomes.  The 

analysis identified ǘƘŜ 9{!Ωǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƛŘǳŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ guiding further review work; before, 

¶ closing with the development of the final report and recommendations.  

The scope of the review remained on the operations of the ESA and did not focus on the interface between the 

ESA and the ACT Government or with other parties except where it was directly relevant to the conduct of 

emergency management. Land Management is central to the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan (SBMP) and 

is well understood and managed through the Regional Fire Management Plan (RFMP) and Bushfire Operational 

Plans (BOP) and similarly will only be covered in the review where it is directly relevant to the conduct of 

emergency management. 
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SECTION 1: OVERVIEW 

1.a Background and Summary of 2019/20 Bushfire Season 

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

Across Australia, bushfires contributed directly to the death of 34 people and devastated more than 8 million 

hectares of land along the south-eastern fringe of Australia, with major bushfires in every state and territory. A 

further 445 people are estimated to have died from smoke-induced respiratory problems. The first fires were 

as early as June 2019 in Queensland1 and raged almost continuously until March 2020, a period of almost nine 

months. 

At least 3,500 homes and thousands of other 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 NSW and 53 percent of the 

Gondwana World Heritage rainforests in Queensland were burned.2 The Insurance Council estimated that 

between November 2019 and March 2020, losses from natural disasters were approximately $2.32billion in 

insured claims.3 

2019 was the warmest 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 the continent leading into December.4  

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 of fire weather conditions and reflects longer-term 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 weather conditions 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 country.5 

Accumulated FFDI values for December were more than twice the average over large areas of Australia and 

the accumulated FFDI value for December was highest on record. The area-averaged accumulated FFDI values 

for December were also highest on record for each State and Territory except Tasmania (second highest). That 

included the highest accumulated FFDI for any month in Queensland, New South Wales, the ACT, and South 

Australia. 

                                                             
1 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-27/bushfire-outlook-queensland-2019/11251150 

2 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jan/17/its-heart-wrenching-80-of-blue-mountains-and-50-of-
gondwana-rainforests-burn-in-bushfires 

3 https://www.insurancebusinessmag.com/au/news/breaking-news/revealed-insurance-bill-for-201920-summer-
catastrophes-223760.aspx 

4 Australian Government, Bureau of Meteorology, Special Climate Statement 73τextreme heat and fire 

weather in December 2019 and January 2020, 17 March 2020, p4 

5 Ibid, p9 
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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 in Penrith, the 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. Canberra reached 44.0 °C, 

1.2 °C above the previous record.6 

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 

kilometres above the surface, making it the highest bushfire-caused plume ever recorded.7 Smoke from the 

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

 

Photo 1: NASA Earth Observatory image by Joshua Stevens, using MODIS data from NASA EOSDIS/LANCE and 

GIBS/Worldview, 4 January 2020 

                                                             
6 Ibid, p6 

7 https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/images/146235/australian-smoke-plume-sets-records 
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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 personnel to Queensland 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 late December 2019 through January 2020. From December 17, the next 

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

the bushfire crisis in nearby NSW. Two large spikes occurred on New Year's Eve and on January 5 when the 

PM2.5 levels exceeded hazardous levels (200 is considered hazardous), with all three air quality stations in the 

ACT recording PM2.5 levels of at least 3000.8 

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 TOBANs per bushfire season.  

Following the hot and dry conditions the ACT experienced severe thunderstorms on 16 January, 20 January 

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 significant 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, eventually taking 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 ACT 

on 31 January 2020 and the ACT Extreme Heat Plan was also activated. 

¢ƘŜ hǊǊƻǊŀƭ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ ŦƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΩ ǳƴǘƛƭ у CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нлнлΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘƻǿƴƎǊŀŘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘΩΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ time it was extinguished, the Orroral 

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

  

                                                             
8 https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6665438/just-how-bad-was-the-air-quality-in-canberra-this-
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 various regions of Australia. 

Observed changes 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 used to. These trends towards more dangerous bushfire conditions are at least partly 

attributable to human-caused climate change, including through increased temperatures. Northern Australia, 

which sees significant fire activity during the dry season, has experienced increases in monsoonal rainfall that 

have increased fuel growth in recent decades and influenced fire danger in that region. 

In relation to fire ignition, there is some indication that climate change could influence the risk of ignitions 

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 been several devastating fire events 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 Australia. Bushfire 

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 emissions).9 

 

                                                             
9 http://www.bom.gov.au/weather-services/fire-weather-centre/bushfire-weather/index.shtml 
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1b. Season Timeline  
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