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Performance Audit Report 

Bushfire Preparedness 

Today the ‘Bushfire preparedness’ report was presented to the Speaker for tabling in the ACT Legislative 
Assembly by the ACT Auditor-General, Dr Maxine Cooper. 

The report provides an independent opinion to the Legislative Assembly on the effectiveness of the ACT 
Government’s approach to bushfire preparedness. 

Audit Conclusion 

The ACT Government’s bushfire prevention and preparedness activities are informed by legislation and 
strategic and operational plans.  They involve activities to manage fuel loads and develop infrastructure 
to assist in suppressing bushfires, engage with and raise awareness within the community and maintain 
a bushfire-fighting capability.  While this approach positions the ACT Government and community to 
meet the challenge of living in an environment that will inevitably have bushfires, there are 
shortcomings which present a risk to their effectiveness. 

Bushfire management governance 

The ACT Government has a robust governance and planning framework for its bushfire management 
activities.  This includes the Emergencies Act 2004 which defines responsibilities and sets the context for 
key plans, the whole-of-government five-year Strategic Bushfire Management Plan, Regional Fire 
Management Plans and bushfire operational plans for individual land managers. 

Notwithstanding the strength of the governance framework, there is a need to review the Justice and 
Community Safety Directorate and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s strategic and 
accountability indicators for bushfire management activities. 

Planning processes and plans guiding bushfire preparedness 

The Emergency Services Agency leads in the development of the important, over-arching whole-of-
government five-year Strategic Bushfire Management Plan.  Regional Fire Management Plans and 
bushfire operational plans for individual land managers support the Strategic Bushfire Management 
Plan.  While these provide a sound basis for bushfire management in the ACT and are an 
improvement on what was in place prior to the 2003 bushfires, there are shortcomings in the plans 
and their supporting processes which impair their effectiveness.   

Processes used in the preparation of the 2009 Strategic Bushfire Management Plan met the 
requirements of the Emergencies Act 2004.  Most of the plan also meets legislative requirements, 
although there are some areas in which its content needs to be improved.  Monitoring of the 
implementation of the plan needs to be improved.   

Regional Fire Management Plans need to be reviewed more frequently and revised ‘to reflect 
changes in land use in the ACT, operational considerations and any advances in the knowledge and 
understanding of bushfire risk’.  Clarity is needed on which land managers should be preparing 



bushfire operational plans.  A National Land bushfire management framework is needed to guide 
bushfire management activities on National Land.  

There has been a lack of governance and procedural documentation for the ACT Bushfire Council.  In 
response to this a terms of reference was developed by the Council with the support of the 
Emergency Services Agency and endorsed at a Council meeting on 3 July 2013. 

Territory and Municipal Services Directorate bushfire management activities 

The Territory and Municipal Services Directorate’s bushfire management activities are important to 
bushfire preparedness.  The Directorate’s Bushfire Operations Plan, which covers at least 72 per cent of 
the ACT, is strategically critical. 

Implementation of the Bushfire Operations Plan generally meets legislative and other governance 
requirements and times for producing this plan more than meet minimum requirements. 

While the Directorate has made some significant achievements in recent years in planning and 
implementing its Bushfire Operations Plans, only limited assurance can be given on whether these 
collectively are managing the overall risk of bushfire in the ACT.  Information is needed on how the 
cumulative achievements of the Bushfire Operations Plans relate to, and contribute to, the bushfire 
management outcomes sought in the Strategic Bushfire Management Plan and the Regional Fire 
Management Plans.  

Community engagement 

The management of the threat of bushfires is a shared responsibility, involving community members 
and the ACT Government.  Requirements for and expectations on the ACT rural community with 
respect to bushfire preparedness are unclear, including the extent to which individual rural 
leaseholders (as land managers) are responsible for preparing bushfire operational plans.  The 
Emergency Services Agency and the Territory and Municipal Services Directorate have limited 
oversight of the bushfire management activities of rural leaseholders.  This presents the risk that 
some strategic areas may not be effectively managed. 

The Emergency Services Agency currently informs and engages the community through public 
awareness and information campaigns, and the implementation of the Community Fire Unit 
Program.  There is an opportunity to further engage with groups in the ACT’s urban community, 
including for example members of the community living or working in Ember Zones, who would 
benefit from more effective information campaigns. 

Preparing for bushfire threats 

Bushfire suppression refers to actions taken in responding to, and containing, bushfires.  Bushfire 
suppression is the primary responsibility of ACT Government land managers and rural leaseholders 
on their own land, in partnership with the ACT Government through its overarching responsibility to 
protect life, property and the environment in the ACT. 

ACT Fire and Rescue and the ACT Rural Fire Service (including the Parks Brigade in the Territory and 
Municipal Services Directorate) are primarily responsible for responding to bushfires.  The ACT Rural 
Fire Service (including the Parks Brigade) are continuously improving their capability to respond to 
bushfires.  However, there are some shortcomings in establishing a statement of the strategic 
bushfire capability to manage bushfire risks, developing competency and training programs, working 
arrangements between brigades, information capturing and sharing and assurance processes 
associated with firefighters’ fitness and equipment readiness. 



The Emergency Services Agency has continuously improved its ability to provide emergency information 
and alerts to the ACT community in the event of a bushfire, although there is merit in giving further 
consideration to testing its communication systems. 

Recommendations 

The audit made 24 recommendations (see pages 24 to 36 of the report).  The Directors-General of the Justice 
and Community Safety Directorate, Territory and Municipal Services Directorate, and Environment and 
Sustainable Development Directorate were consulted, and were supportive of the recommendations. 

The report 

Copies of the report are available from the ACT Auditor-General’s Office website; www.audit.act.gov.au and 
the Office (please call 6207 0833 or go to 11 Moore Street, Canberra). 

http://www.audit.act.gov.au/

