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SECTION 1 REVIEW PROCESS
1.1 The Boorabbin Fire Incident

The Boorabbin fire incident commenced when the fire was reported to the Department of
Environment and Conservation (DEC) emergency contact officer at Kalgoorlie about
1450 hrs on Friday 28 December 2007. The fire was formally designated ‘Goldfields Fire
13’ and became known as the ‘Boorabbin Fire’ or ‘Boorabbin Incident’. The term
‘incident’ is derived from the Australian Interagency Incident Management System
(AIIMS). The title of the fire refers to its location as it commenced in the Great Eastern
Highway (GEH) road reserve and quickly moved into the Boorabbin National Park
adjacent to the GEH road reserve. The Boorabbin National Park is managed by the DEC
Goldfields Region (GFR) and this determined that the relevant hazard management
authority (HMA) was DEC. The DEC Goldfields Region Duty Officer (RDO) assumed
control of the fire supported by the DEC State Fire Duty Officer (SDO) operating from
Bunbury and later from Perth. The fire soon moved out of the Boorabbin National Park
into a large expanse of unallocated crown land (UCL). DEC was assisted by other
emergency response agencies, local shires, infrastructure agencies, contractors and local
businesses. Tragically, on the third day Sunday 30 December 2007, three truck drivers
were killed when the fire enveloped them in their vehicles on the GEH.

The incident went for seventeen days from 28 December 2007 until 13 January 2008
attaining a final size of 39,500 ha when contained on 9 January. As the fire had crossed
the GEH twice and threatened to possibly cross the highway a third time, it was kept
closed from 31 December until the fire was safely contained on 9 January.

1.2 DEC’s Response to the Incident

DEC responded to the fire as soon as it was reported and was fully engaged in combating
the fire until the task was completed. An Incident Management Team (IMT) was set up at
Kalgoorlie with the Operations Section at Koorarawalyee at the first opportunity on
Saturday 29 December 2007 and fire fighting resources were deployed to the fire ground.
The initial deployment of resources was a measured response thought to be adequately
matched to the nature of the fire and was in excess of any other incident response in the
GFR to that date. DEC’s GFR has been undergoing a fairly recent enhancement of fire
management planning and response that has evolved from a traditionally low level of
capacity consequent upon the large expanse of natural vegetation containing sparce
development. DEC proportionately increased the incident response in stages as the actual
fire and fire potential threat increased. A substantial increase in the IMT and fire
resources was organized on Sunday 30 when the fire escaped containment lines and
crossed the GEH southwards. This was regarded as a major escalation of the fire
requiring a commensurate augmentation of the fire management team and fire fighting
resources. Tragically the fatalities occurred that Sunday evening when the fire
unexpectedly returned to the GEH during night time conditions before the committed
resources could arrive the following day.
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The ongoing strategies to manage the incident built on those established prior to the
fatalities with the notable exception that partial road blocks using escorted convoys were
not employed again and the GEH remained closed for the remaining duration of the
uncontained fire.

1.3 Objectives of the Review Process

The aim of this Post Incident Analysis (PIA) is to produce an analysis of Goldfields Fire
13 (Boorabbin Fire). The PIA is a record of ‘what happened’, ‘why it happened” and what
can be done to ‘improve the performance’ of fire suppression and incident management
operations and to ‘prevent a recurrence’ of the tragic outcome. The PIA process also
acknowledges ‘what went right” and confirms current effective operational practices. The
analysis and proposed actions from this PIA that are accepted by DEC will be confirmed
as formal findings and further developed into a program of remedial action and improved
operational procedures presented in a separate document titled ’Findings and Actions
from Inquiries into the Boorabbin Fire 28 December 2007 — 8 January 2008’.

1.4 Fire Operational Guideline 31

Fire Operational Guideline 31 (FOG 31) After Action Reviews and Post Incident
Analysis provides standard advice and a template checklist for reviewing wildfire
incidents. It has provided useful guidance for the production of this PIA, but the unique
character of the Boorabbin incident demands a greater emphasis on the analysis of cause
and effect somewhat beyond the ‘routine’ fire incident and so this PIA process has been
adapted to that purpose.

1.5 Review Team

The Director General of the Department of Environment and Conservation convened an
Incident Response Team (IRT) to oversee the review of the Boorabbin incident, see
Appendix 1 ‘Boorabbin Fire Incident Response Team Structure’. The Director General
commissioned the IRT with instructions to comprehensively examine the incident with a
view to ensuring that any necessary remedial actions are identified and implemented. The
process is also required to help DEC fire fighting staff deal with the aftermath of the
tragedy and support them in their future fire fighting activities. During the process a
supplementary group of DEC fire managers and leaders was formed to assist the IRT
with the review of emerging issues, deal with questions about DEC’s incident
management system (IMS), examine various technical matters and to form these
deliberations into findings and actions for operational application as soon as possible.
This group is titled the “Findings and Actions Coordination Group” (FACG — brief title
‘Coordination Group’ also know colloquially as the ‘Lessons Learned Coordination
Group - LLCG’) and has some common membership with the IRT.

The review process is also designed to assist the Coronial Investigation and Coronial
Inquest. It is hoped that DEC’s detailed investigation and findings will assist others who
have been affected by the incident and want to know the details of what happened. The
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reports will be provided to other Government agencies for consideration and where
necessary endorsement of recommendations and proposed actions.

DEC contracted GHD Pty Ltd to conduct two independent professional reviews of the
fire. The GHD reports authored by Mr. Paul de Mar are titled ‘Fire Development
Chronology - June 2008’ and ‘Operational Review - July 2008’. The Chronology details
the physical development of the fire from start to finish and the Operations Review looks
at how the fire was managed. The contract brief required GHD to thoroughly investigate
all aspects of the fire with full access to DEC staff and to all information in DEC’s
possession. The IRT facilitated GHD’s review process to the maximum extent. GHD’s
reports were made available to the coronial investigation immediately on completion.
DEC expects that the GHD reports will be publicly available in due course.

1.6 Review Program

The review program was not tied to a schedule but was confined by the Coronial Enquiry
and coming fire season. The IRT aimed to have the DEC enquiry and investigation
process completed in time to be included in the Coronial Investigation conducted by the
Arson Squad and thereby available to inform the Coronial Hearing. Remedial actions or
improvements to standard operating practices or guidelines for fire management would be
incorporated into fire operations as soon as possible. The timeframe set for the delivery of
the GHD reports was met by the contractor. The DEC enquiry and review process has
been continuously undertaken in the eighteen months since the incident. Many of the
operational improvements have been implemented and others are undergoing
development. The Interim Guidelines for Vehicle Control Points for all agencies has been
trialed at substantial fires by DEC.

1.7 Review Components

The components of the IRT’s debrief, analysis and reporting process is depicted in
Appendix 1. The review process commenced with the fire fighting teams doing their own
detailed reviews of their fire shifts, followed by a collective review by key fire fighters
from all shifts and IRT members, and a further review by the Boorabbin IMT leaders
(first three shifts) with the IRT. The process and format for the reviews generally follow
the procedures set out in DEC’s FOG 31 After Action Reviews and Post Incident
Analysis. The IRT has examined the debrief reports, identified and categorized the
emerging issues and convened a Coordination Group comprising DEC staff with senior
experience and expertise in fire management to confirm the PIA findings and convert
them into improved operational fire management practice.

This PIA report concentrates on the first three shifts leading up to the fatalities on the
Great Eastern Highway, covering Friday 28, Saturday 29 and Sunday 30 December 2007.
Unless otherwise indicated, this PIA report refers to events occurring in this timeframe.
However, the overall PIA process covers the whole extent of the fire and the Findings
and Actions report will capture all recommendations for improvements to DEC’s fire
suppression operating procedures emanating from the entire Boorabbin fire experience.
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1.8 Debriefs Held

FOG 31 provides guidelines for debriefs but allows for fire teams to conduct debriefs in a
manner that best suits the make-up of their team and the experience they had at the
incident. The extent to which groups meet as they were at the fire, or as their normal
district and regional groupings is a matter of choice. The Preformed Teams (PFTs)
attending the Boorabbin incident are largely drawn from individual regions and so many
debriefs adopted this association for their debriefs. Such groupings combine the benefits
of effective regional and district management of the debriefs with the relevance of the
PFTs that attended the incident. Specialist functional groups also conducted their own
debriefs with their particular perspective and role in the incident. There was also
something of a hierarchy in debriefs that enabled everyone at the incident, from the fire
line to the Incident Management Team to participate in a structured way that accumulated
and coordinated information, observations, comments and recommendations.

The following debriefs were conducted:

e State Emergency Coordination Group (SECG) Debrief at Perth 1* April 2008

e  Operations Area Management Group (OAMG) Debrief at Kalgoorlie 20 February
2008

e Gold PFT Debrief at Kensington 29 January 2008

Black PFT and Warren Region Debrief at Manjimup commenced 9 Jan concluded

26 February 2008

Blue PFT Debrief at Kalgoorlie 4 January 2008

South West Region Debrief at Bunbury 7 February 2008

Wellington District Debriefs at Harvey 8 January and Collie 6 February 2008

Blackwood District Debrief 6 February 2008

Swan Region Debrief at Kensington 31 January 2008

Goldfields Region Debrief at Kalgoorlie 29 January 2008

Collective IMTs and Operational Leaders Debrief at Kensington 8 February 2008

IMT Leaders Debrief at FMS Kensington with IRT 7t April 2008

DEC Radio Communications Section Debrief at Kensington 25 January 2008

Esperance District Debrief February 2008

Yilgarn Shire Report to Council January 2008

Coolgardie Shire Report at Coolgardie 16 January 2008

1.9 Debrief Outputs

The debriefs were conducted at the incident site, at the home districts and regions of the
staff involved and at the Kensington office of DEC’s Fire Management Services (FMS).
Debriefs were attended by the various levels of working teams such as fire crews with
their Sector Commanders, District and Regional Managers and Fire Coordinators, the
PFT units and several selected groups comprising IMT leaders and their support staff.
The debriefs were run with a variety of formats suited to the particular group with many
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using elements of FOG 31 as a guide. The outputs usually took the form of notes that
identified issues, made comment on them and sometimes made recommendations for
remedial actions or systems improvements. Photographs taken by staff at the fire in
various roles and locations were discovered by this process. The debriefs are the most
valuable source of direct personal knowledge of many aspects of the fire as witnessed on
site, but individual accounts also need to be put in context as they may come from a
limited exposure to the overall scene. The various very detailed observations help to
make the bigger picture more coherent when carefully put together. It was the IRT’s job
to sort through the variety of accounts and inputs and to assess the merits of the many
recommendations from all sources. Most debrief recommendations were endorsed by the
IRT and where there were occasional conflicts of views they were resolved by the IRT by
consulting appropriate fire expertise or senior DEC managers. The independent
consultants, GHD, used the same debrief material but also conducted their own personal
interviews with DEC staff. DEC and GHD found common agreement on all substantial
matters produced through this process.

1.10 Participation

Participants in DEC debriefs are encouraged to raise and discuss any issue that they feel
is pertinent. They are encouraged to do so in an environment that looks for improvements
rather than ‘blame’, solicits everyone’s input, values everyone’s contribution, is open and
receptive, fosters dialogue, records accurately, takes action on conclusions and provides
feedback.

Fire fighting teams can comprise hundreds of people doing a wide variety of tasks and
having very different exposure and experiences during the incident. It is natural then that
very few, if any, have a complete picture or recall of everything that happened. People
may even have different views or accounts of the same experience. It is useful to draw all
of these disparate perspectives out in debriefs and form them into a synthesis that builds a
complete and accurate summary of what was intended to happen, what actually
happened, why it happened and what it means for future operations.

To achieve a consensus and decisive outcome from debriefs it is necessary for the process
to move from the operational reporting level to an expert fire managers group review and
from there to a DEC corporate decision making process. This PIA process follows that
pattern.

1.11 Interactions between: Debriefs — PIA — Findings and Actions

In customary use, the term ‘debrief” refers to a formal or semi formal gathering of DEC
staff most of whom were involved in the incident in question but can also involve others
such as district and regional managers, Fire Management Services (FMS) officers and
other relevant agencies, typically FESA or service and infrastructure agency
representatives. Sometimes industrial Unions attend. In this PIA the traditional use of
‘debrief” applies, but is also used in a much broader sense to refer to all of the
information gathering processes, consultations and enquiries that continued well after the
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normal debriefs and continued throughout the preparation of the PIA. There has been
considerable iteration between the normally discrete stages of the debrief — PIA and this
interaction was continuous throughout 2008. An important example of these extra
components of the debrief — PIA process is the preparation of formal Witness Statements
for the Coronial investigation that are expected to be submitted to a Coronial Inquest.
Twenty three DEC staff involved in the fire or with an overview role have prepared
formal Witness Statements with the assistance of the State Solicitors Office (SSO) and
guidance on requirements from the Police Arson Squad. These Witness Statements were
prepared with great care by each individual, mindful of the need to accurately recall the
facts of their participation in the fire. With the approval of the Arson Squad, the State
SSO and the individual authors, the Witness Statements have been very useful input into
DEC’s debrief — PIA process.

Over the course of many formal meetings and virtually continuous enquiry, review and
analysis during 2008, the IRT and FACG believe they have conscientiously examined
every aspect of the information about the fire known to DEC staff. The whole process has
been conducted in keeping with the instruction of the Director General of DEC that the
procedure must be objective, thorough, complete and effective so any deficiencies are
remedied and a repetition of the incident avoided. DEC acknowledges that despite the
path laid out by FOG 31 and long experience of post fire reviews and countless incidents
providing vast experience, the Boorabbin post incident review process is unique and
ground breaking. Its scope goes well beyond the usual internal review of the mechanics
of fire fighting and in doing so reveals some systemic strengths and weaknesses of DEC’s
IMS and some vital interagency arrangements in the unusual context of a Goldfields
Region fire. The conduct of the post incident review processes themselves are already a
very significant outcome.

1.12 Issues Raised

The following list of items arose from the debriefs and further examination of the
incident by the IRT and FACG. They became the subject matter for the PIA.

Fire Management Background in the Goldfields Region
Fire Management History in the Goldfields Region
Fire Preparedness
Wildfire Threat Analysis & Fire Prevention Plan
Incident Preparedness and Response Plan
Fire Personnel Availability in Remote Regions
Contractor Resource Availability
Initial Fire Response
Fire Detection and Notification
Fire Cause Investigation
Fire Assessment and Appreciation
Declaring Wildfire Levels
Strategic Appreciation of the Fire
Fire Behaviour Prediction
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Adequacy of Resources Allocated
Preformed Team Dispatch Criteria
Fire Resources Support for Remote Regions
Fire Strategy and Operations
Fire Suppression Strategies and Tactics
Operations Point
Incident Control Centre
Fire Operational Guidelines
Special Constraints in the Goldfields Region
Travel Distance Times to Remote Regions
Use of Aircraft
Use and Availability of Water in Remote Region Fire Suppression
Vulnerability of Tyres
Communications in Remote Regions
Fire Weather
Weather Forecasts
The Incident Management System
Incident Action Plans
Fire Maps
Managing Road Traffic
Traffic Management
Interagency Operations
Agencies at the Fire
Public Information
Information Provided to the Public
Qualifications of Staff’
Staff Qualifications and Experience
Safety
Safety Considerations at the Fire
The Management of Fatigue
Training
Staff Training Before and After the Fire
Critical Incident Management and Staff Welfare
Critical Incident Review Process

1.13 Independent Review

To ensure objectivity and to gain the assistance of additional professional expertise, DEC
tendered a contract for a Chronological Review and an Operational Review of the
incident. GHD Pty Ltd was awarded the contract, with the principal consultant being Mr.
Paul de Mar. The consultants were eminently qualified for the task and the individual
consultant officers are recognized nationally for their bushfire expertise. The terms of
reference for the two studies are detailed and comprehensive and fully enabled GHD’s
independence and objectivity in making enquiries. The terms of reference are attached as
Appendix 2.
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GHD staff were given all of the assistance they required by DEC, including examination
of the fire ground, access to all staff for interviews, a complete copy of all
documentation, satellite imagery, regular consultation with senior DEC staff and fire
specialists, participation in DEC’s debrief and PIA processes. GHD also talked to the
Arson Squad and the Bureau of Meteorology (BOM). The consultants did not have access
to the many other witnesses that have been involved in the coronial enquiry and are not
employees of DEC, thus the information available to GHD was sourced from DEC or
produced from their own studies. One exception was a report on the weather at the fire
produced by BOM.

The contract brief for the Operations Review includes a request for comment and advice
on any aspect of DEC’s standard operating procedures and fire operations guidelines that
might be modified and improved by the lessons learned at GFR fire 13. DEC has also
sought informal advice from fire managers that have had similar experiences in
Australia’s recent spate of severe wildfires. All advice sought has been valued for its
expertise, objectivity and independence.

GHD produced the Fire Development Chronology report in June 2008 and the Fire
Operational Review report in July 2008 and these were immediately forwarded to the
Arson Squad to assist the Coronial investigation. DEC suggests that the GHD Fire
Chronology will be the definitive technical account of the physical behaviour of the
Boorabbin fire and should provide a common factual resource document for all enquiries.
More specific forensic information of how the fire affected travelers on the Great Eastern
Highway is likely to be an outcome of the Coronial investigation. It is also likely that
other accounts of fire behaviour and fire imagery captured on cameras will be
forthcoming through the Coronial investigation and these may be put in context by
reference to the technical character of the GHD Fire Chronology report.

The GHD Operational Review report is also an objective and technical study structured
around the AIIMS process and DEC’s IMS and Standard Operational Procedures (SOPs)
and interpreted through the professional experience and judgment of the consultants. It
focuses on the fire management systems that DEC employs and how they compare with
others used in Australia, and to some extent, overseas. The report also considers how
effectively the systems were applied at the incident and identifies areas where there were
deficiencies and what remedies or improvements might be adopted. Of necessity there is
an element of professional judgment exercised by the consultants in drawing conclusions
about the performance of IMS functions at the incident, but they explain their reasons for
their views with reference to accepted SOPs and current best practice within Australia.

DEC has studied the GHD reports and has no substantial disagreement with the contents
and accepts the substance of the recommendations. Any points of difference are relatively
minor or are within the discretionary range of the recommendations. DEC’s PIA process,
running simultaneously with the GHD studies, has independently arrived at many of the
same conclusions as GHD, but acknowledges some novel insights by the consultants.

A detailed response by DEC to the GHD reports has been forwarded to the Arson Squad
for the Coroner’s information. The response covers the factual conclusions of the reports,
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the recommendations for improvements to DEC fire SOPs and a statement of conclusions
about the contributing factors and causes of the main outcomes of the Boorabbin fire. A
sequel to this initial response to the GHD reports takes the form of a ‘lessons learned’
report (the Findings and Actions report) that will encompass the independent consultants
recommendations and those produced by DEC’s own enquiries.

Note: The term Standard Operational Procedure (SOP) has a broad meaning in this
PIA. It includes all written fire guidelines (e.g. Fire Oerational Guidelines — FOGs),
manuals, systems, tables, guidelines and procedures and also those practices (not
necessarily documented) that are accepted as correct conventional and standard practice
for fire management and fire suppression within DEC. The terms of reference for the
GHD reports includes a request to compare the management of the Boorabbin incident
with DEC’s Standard Operating Procedures and also those generally accepted in
Australia, particularly the Australian Inter-service Incident Management System
(AIIMS). The senior staff of DEC’s Fire Management Services Branch are best placed to
‘rule’ on what is a SOP and what is not ‘standard’.

1.14 Stakeholders

Stakeholders participating in a DEC PIA can include the fire combat forces and other
agencies and organisations involved in the fire, depending on the circumstances. The
Boorabbin fire involved DEC, Fire and Emergency Services (FESA), Western Australia
Police (WAPOL), Main Roads Western Australia (MRWA) and their contractors
Macmahon Holdings Ltd, utility organizations such as Western Power (WP), Telstra,
Water Corporation, the Shires of Coolgardie, Yilgarn, City of Kalgoorlie-Boulder, private
contractors providing machinery and services, landholders and businesses, and members
of the traveling public and transport industry particularly those using the Great Eastern
Highway at the time. As most of these stakeholders are contributing to a coronial
investigation process undertaken by the Police Arson Squad it is appropriate in these
circumstances that the DEC PIA focuses only on DEC staff in the pre Coronial Inquest
phase. After the Coronial Inquest the PIA and Lessons Learned reports will be augmented
by the findings of the Coroner and any other testimony pertinent to future fire
management. It is envisaged that some of these initiatives will be undertaken with other
parties and agencies. The Guideline for the Operation of Road Closures During Bushfires
(as at 07/01/09 - also called the Vehicle Control Point (VCP) Guideline) produced by
WAPOL in consultation with DEC, FESA, MRWA and Shire representatives is an
example of a combined agency initiative.

As previously mentioned, the two GHD reviews are likewise primarily based on
information gained from DEC staff and information available to DEC and were not able
to access the many other stakeholders involved in the fire.
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SECTION 2 DESCRIPTION OF THE FIRE

2.1 Sources of Information

Sources of information for this PIA of the fire are mostly drawn from information in the
DEC debriefs, discussions with the Incident Management Team (IMT) staff, study of
documents produced at the fire, and DEC staff statements to the police. Only a small
amount of factual information has been drawn from the GHD studies as they progressed
in parallel with the DEC PIA. DEC contributed remote sensing information and other
documents to GHD that has informed the reconstruction of the fire but has left the
technical analysis, interpretation and presentation of that information to GHD. The PIA
process has been conducted independently of any other inquiry to maintain objectivity
and ensure the findings are entirely DEC’s. The Findings and Action report prepared by
DEC integrates the information available from the PIA and GHD reports, reconciles the
reports, reaches conclusions and makes commitments to appropriate actions. The PIA
and GHD reports turned out to be in substantial agreement, enabling the integration of
their conclusions and recommendations. In view of the very comprehensive graphical
depictions of the fire and the containment operation in the GHD reports, this PIA is
mostly presented in text form and should be read in conjunction with the GHD reports
and DEC’s summary document, the Findings and Actions report. Several maps of the fire
drawn from the GHD reports are attached as appendices to assist the interpretion of the
PIA.

2.2 Fire Overview Thursday 28 December 2007
2.2.1 Fire Commencement

The Boorabbin Fire commenced during the afternoon on Friday 28 December 2007 in an
informal traffic parking area on the north side of the Great Eastern Highway near the old
Duri townsite 104 km west of Coolgardie and 84 km east of Southern Cross. The site is
also 74 km west of Bullabulling and 50.5 km east of Yellowdine. The Koorarawalyee
(Koora) Anglican Church Bushland Retreat is 15 km to the west of the ignition site. The
fire started on land vested in MRWA as a road reserve and moved north into the
immediately adjoining Boorabbin National Park managed by DEC. DEC therefore
became the HMA.

2.2.2 Cause of the Fire

DEC formally investigated the cause of the fire at 0930 hrs on 30 December. The site had
been subject to fire suppression activity prior to the investigation. The investigation
findings are documented in a Wildfire Cause Investigation Report. The DEC investigator
located the origin of the fire to within a 2m x 2m area adjacent to the eastern edge of the
cleared parking area. The fire commenced in sand plain heath containing Allocasuarina,
Callitris and Eucalyptus on the edge of the cleared parking area and escaped to the north
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into continuous highly flammable vegetation. In the prevailing weather it quickly
escalated beyond the control of anyone not in possession of fire fighting equipment.
Despite finding the ignition point, no actual source or cause of ignition was discovered.
Causes such as lightning, powerlines, self-ignition were considered and disqualified,
leaving human caused ignitions, either accidental or deliberate, as the most likely
explanation. However, as no evidence of human intervention was found the report
declared the cause to be ‘undetermined’.

The DEC investigator accompanied the Arson Squad to the ignition site on 31 December
to assist their inspection. The result of the Arson Squad’s investigation has not been
formally revealed to DEC as yet.

2.2.3 Fire Reported

The fire was reported to DEC’s Regional Duty officer in the Kalgoorlie office through a
phone call to an officer’s mobile phone at approximately 1450 hrs on Friday 28
December by a resident of Koora, Anna Killigrew who could see the column of smoke
and placed the fire east of Koora. At around 1515 hrs the Fire and Emergency Services
(FESA) Communications Centre in Perth reported the fire to the DEC Regional Duty
Officer, describing its location as the Boorabbin National Park. Shortly afterwards, Anna
Killigrew called again to say the fire was located in a truck bay near the 414 km peg on
the Kalgoorlie water supply pipeline; this information imparted to her by another Koora
resident, Peter Harrison who had gone to investigate the fire.

2.2.4 Initial Fire Assessment and Response

On receiving notification of the fire, the Regional Duty Officer immediately assumed the
role of Incident Controller (IC), plotted the reported current location and the anticipated
direction of run of the fire on a map and dispatched two available DEC officers in a light
fire fighting unit to investigate the fire. At 1550 hrs the IC phoned the Kalgoorlie police
to inform them of the threat of smoke on the GEH and requested police attend to manage
traffic.

The IC also considered the fire suppression resources he might need and at 1610 hrs
phoned a local machinery contractor (Hampton) seeking machines for fire break
construction. The IC was aware that if the fire escaped initial containment it would
require a sustained effort of fire containment line construction to pursue the fire. With the
consent of the IC, the machinery contractor agreed to supply the equipment the next
morning due to the difficulties of night time transportation.

At 1615 hrs the IC participated in the routine daily afternoon telephone conference of
DEC duty officers (DO) throughout the State, coordinated and hosted by the State
Operations Officer (SOO) who assists the State Duty Officer. At that time both were
located in Bunbury. The IC requested additional support to suppress what he was
expecting to be an ongoing uncontrolled fire at Boorabbin. The request was immediately
supported and arrangements made to dispatch five heavy duty fire trucks, four light fire
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units and a front end loader to the fire and incident management support staff to the
Kalgoorlie office, sourced from DECs adjoining Wheatbelt Region and also from the
Swan Region. The resources were mobilized overnight with rest destinations on the way
at Southern Cross and Merredin so they would arrive as early as possible at the fire the
next day. An Incident Management Team, mostly drawn from the State rostered
Preformed Team, was organized to fly into Kalgoorlie by chartered aircraft the next
morning from Bunbury.

At 1700 hrs the IC received a phone call from a Shire of Coolgardie Officer saying that
the fire was escalating into the Boorabbin National Park. At approximately 1800 hrs the
two DEC officers arrived at the origin of the fire on the GEH and informed the IC that the
fire had a flame height of four to five metres and a forward rate of spread of 1 — 2
kilometres per hour driven by southerly wind of 15 to 20 kph, gusting from 25 to 30 kph,
and appeared to have progressed one to two kilometres past the pipeline to the north. It
was obvious to the DEC reconnaissance officers and the IC that in the absence of fire
suppression resources and considering the extent and behaviour of the fire, no useful
suppression work could be undertaken until the next day. The IC and field staff finished
work at 2300 hrs as no further useful work could be done. The reconnaissance staff at the
fire stayed overnight at Koora as they had the agreement of the Retreat owners that it
could be used as the Operations Point (OP) for controlling field operations.

2.2.5 Fire Development

At 2015 hrs on Friday 28 December the DEC reconnaissance officers checked the
progress of the fire by driving along the 220 kva powerline and reported the fire
approaching that point with the fire behaviour slowing down but still active. There was
no fire projection modeling done as the Incident Management Team (IMT) was not yet in
place and the full extent of the fire overnight was not exactly determined on 28
December.

2.2.6 The post incident analysis done by GHD as a fire chronology (Fire Development
Chronology June 2008) describes the fire at midnight as extending 17.5 km north of the
GEH and covering some 2219 hectares with a perimeter in excess of 40 km.

2.3 Preparation for Fire Suppression for 29 December 2007

The main preparation on Friday 28 for the commencement of active fire suppression on
Saturday 29 December was the organization and preparation of fire fighting resources
and IMT staff for deployment the next day. Some crews were able to make a start on
Friday with an overnight stop on the way. Individual officers made their own
preparations for their roles anticipating what they would need for their functions at the
Incident Control Centre (ICC) or Operations Point. As the Department had no other fire
commitments these preparations were not limited by available resources, although there
was an awareness that the weather conditions throughout the south of the State were
hazardous and the holiday period would constrain the availability of resources from other
organizations.
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2.4 Fire Overview 29 December 2007
2.4.1 Fire Suppression Organisation
On the morning of 29 December the following deployment occurred:

The IMT at the ICC at DEC Kalgoorlie office:
IC resuming from 28 December
Planning Officer (PO)
Situation Officer (SO)
Resources Unit Leader
Resources Unit Assistant
Logistics Officer (LO)

2 Management Support
1 Finance Officer
Ground Support Officer
3 Runners

2 IT Support

At the OP at Koora:
Operations Officer (OO)
Staging Area Manager
Air Operations Leader/Air Observer (AO)
Koora Retreat Staff volunteers
Facilities at the OP
Mains power
Parking and staging area
Operations Tent
Koora donga units
Land line telephone
Mobile phones
VHF radio — limited range/simplex
HF radio — limited number of units
Satellite phones
Laptop computers
FESA mobile VHF repeater trailer
Whiteboard
Maps

On the Fire Ground
Sector A
1 Sector Commander (SC)
1 Light Unit
1 DEC Front End Loader (FEL)
1 Float
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1 Crew

Sector B

1 Sector Commander

1 Light Unit

1 Heavy Duty Fire Tanker
I Crew

Sector C

1 Sector Commander

1 FESA Liaison Officer

1 Light Unit

2 Heavy Duty Fire Tankers
3 Crews

1 Wheeled Dozer (G Wilson contractor)
1 Grader 12G (Hampton)

1 FEL 988 (Hampton)
Landing Ground

1 Helicopter

2.4.2 Fire Assessment and Planning

The fire was divided into sectors; sector A being the eastern flank of its south to north
edge and Sector B being the parallel western edge. The strategy was to conduct a direct
attack on the flank fires and to catch up with the head fire when it was slowed or halted
by running into low fuel areas. This needed to be achieved whilst the southerly winds
continued to push the fire away from the GEH on the northern side. A wind change
coming from the northerly sector on the following day would threaten this strategy,
especially as the forecast conditions were for a ‘blow up’ day. A ‘blow-up’ fire weather
alert from BOM warns of extreme fire weather with hot and very windy conditions,
typically temperatures in excess of 35°C and wind speeds greater than 50km/h.These
conditions would put pressure on the flank containment lines that must be held to prevent
the fire running south and across the GEH. Despite the severe conditions, the IMT was
reasonably optimistic that their objective could be achieved.

In practice the strategy had to be modified when it was discovered that there was an
unexpected tongue of fire emanating from near the point of origin of the fire and running
north west. This contingency compromised their strategy by making sector B redundant
and so sector C was created on the south side of this run of fire, placing a critical
defensive fire containment line between the fire and the GEH.

The Incident Action Plan (IAP) prepared at 1300 hrs on Saturday 29 for the operational
period 0800 to 2100 hrs Saturday 29 stated that the General Operational Strategies and
Tactics were: “direct attack on active western edge of fire using wheeled dozer and heavy
duties. Construct mineral earth break on eastern boundary of fire.”

The TAP prepared at 1500 hrs on Saturday 29 for Sunday 30 0800hrs to 2100hrs
elaborated on the previous version as follows: ‘Direct attack of fire along southern,
western and eastern boundary, establish and consolidate containment lines. Working
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northwards from the GEHwy to Merbine Track. Tie fire into 2000 fire scar and
woodlands to the west. Forcast (sic) trough movement predicted at 11am strong northerly
winds — attention on blackout along southern boundary of Charlie Sector and on Alpha
sector.’

[PIA note: The ““2000 fire scar” was actually the 1998 Boorabbin (Gilgai) fire.]

This strategy was favoured because it was considered to be the safest plan for fire
fighters, would be cost effective and efficient, would contain the fire to the smallest
possible area and would protect assets. Two other strategies were considered. One was to
mount an indirect attack on the western boundary using the Merbine track linked to old
fire scars and backburning to consolidate the Merbine track defensive line. A mineral
earth break would secure the eastern boundary. This strategy was thought to be more
dangerous for firefighters and would put assets at risk. The third strategy was to allow the
fire to burn out the entire sandplain vegetation type with the GEHwy forming the
southern boundary. This would mean all fire fighting forces would form a defensive line
along the GEHwy. This strategy was not favoured because it may cause issues on the
GEHwy would cause an entire vegetation type to burn out and would put assests at risk.

2.4.3 Fire Suppression Operations

A direct attack on the flank fire edges on sectors A and C was executed as this provided
safe refuge for crews in the burnt ground if needed. Each attack unit consisted of a front
end loader to clear a fire break track supported by two fire tankers. Difficulties
encountered included a convoluted boundary where the fire edge was variable and
staking of truck tyres by severed vegetation. Water supplies on the fireline were limited
despite the presence of the Goldfields pipeline and a nearby scheme water storage tank. A
hired water tanker stationed near the origin of the fire on the GEH replenished the fire
trucks.

The operation was ably supported by an Air Observer in a helicopter that was also used
by the Operations Officer to gain a first hand appreciation of the fire and map its location
and shape.

Communications were adequate via mobile and land line telephone but there was no
permanent VHF network in the GFR. A portable FESA VHF repeater was set up on the
morning of 29 December. The ICC could not receive VHF radio but could hear the few
GFR HF units. The AO had to conduct SAR by mobile phone. The incomplete coverage
of VHF radio over the fire ground continuted to be a problem for the duration of the fire.

Physical conditions at the Koora OP were taxing as staff worked from an open tent
amongst heat, dust and flies. The owners of the Koora Bushland Retreat were very
supportive.

The safety of fire fighters was a prime consideration of the OO, IC and IMT and
comprehensive briefings were given to incoming crews highlighting assets, hazards and
strategies.
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Despite the difficulties, substantial progress was made on fire line construction on both
sectors. At the end of the day 8 km of fire line had been constructed, leaving only about 2
km remaining to be done on the critical sector C to join with a low fuel fire ‘scar’
(previous fire (January 1998) area with diminished 9 year old natural fuels) to the west.

2.4.4 Fire Outcome (Saturday 29 December)

At the end of daylight on 29 December the IMT was aware of the satisfactory progress
made on fire containment line construction and determined that the prime objective
would be the completion of sector C early the next day. They calculated that 8km
(straight line) of sector C had been completed with 2km (in a straight line) left to go. The
actual length of fire containment 