
AERIAL WATER BOMBER FOR FIRES
C A L M ' s  f i r e f i g h t i n g

operations take to the air this
summer. Two water bombers
will be on standbyforthe peak
fire season between December
and April. The bombers are
expected to be put to good
u s e  t a c k l i n g  w i l d f  i r e s  i n
Perth's outer suburbs and in
the pine plantations to the
north of the city

Operation Firebird is a
jo in t  t r ia l  spearheaded by
CALMfire and supported by
the Fire and Rescue Service of
WA and the Bush Fires Board.
The t r ia l  w i l l  focus  on  the
use and e f fec t i veness  o f
water bombing in combating
w i l d f  i r e s ,  a n d  f o l l o w s
extens ive  eva  lua t ions  o f
aerial f iref ighting techniques
in  o ther  par ts  o f  Aus t ra l ia
over  the  pas t  year .  These
evaluations have shown that
b i g g e t  a g  r  i c u  l t u  r a  l - t y  p e
aircraft, f lying out of centres
such as Perth and iandakot
airports, and the RAAF Base

at Pearce, could help contain
wildf ires before they cause
exlensrve damage.

CALMflre manager Rick
Sneeuwjagt said the planes
would form a rapid-response,
f i rs t -s t r i ke  fo rce  a imed a t
l imiting the spread of f ires
before they developed into
major incidents.

"ln themselves, the planes
certainly won't replace the
firefighting crews. but they
will help to make effective
use of ground crews working
to bring fires under control,"
Mr Sneeuwjagt said.

The p la  nes-D romader
M -  18As-ca  n  use  shor t ,
unsealed airstrips and carry
3 100 litres of water-foam
mix, which is highly effective
in  suppress ing  modera te-
in tens i ty  f i res .  The a i rc ra f t
have state-of-the-art satell ite
navigation and communications
equ ipment ,  wh ich  enab les
them to drop water, foam or
retardant accurately.

Mr  5  n  eeuwjagt -wh o
prepared the Australian Fire
Author i t ies '  Counc i l  po l i cy
paper on aerial f irefighting-
s a i d  t h e  t e c h n i q u e  g a v e
ground forces a better chance
to  mount  a  d i rec t  a t tack
before a fire could develop.

"Once a bushfire reaches
a stage where ground crews
cannot fight it directly, aerial
attack is unlikely to succeed, "

he  sa id .
The p lanes  are  used to

'bomb'  the  f i re  f ron t  w i th
wate4 foam or retardants in
a  ' foo tpr in t '  o f  up  to  100
metres long and 40 metres
wide. Each plane can make up
to three drops an hour.

Although the number of
b u s h f i r e s  i n  t h e  o u t e r
m e t r o p o l i t a n  a r e a  i s
increasing, the fire agencies'
r e a l  c o n c e r n  i s  t h e  r i s i n g
number of bigger fires that
are occurring. mainly because
of  h igh  fue l  load ings  (d ry
vegetation), and the inabil ity

of ground crews to respond
before these fires develop.
Also, because of the urban
sprawl ,  many f i res  pose a
s e n o u s  t  h  r e a t  t o  l i f e
( i n c l u d i n g  t h a t  o f  t h e
f iref ighters themselves) and
to property.

"Whi le  our  f i re f igh ters
limit the vast majority of f ires
to underfour hectares in size,
about 10 per cent of bushfires
a v e r a g e  m o r e  t h a n  1 0 0
hectares. These bigger fires
account for about 90 per cent
of the suppression costs and
most of the property losses,"
Mr Sneeuwjagt said.

"For example, the tragic
Chidlow fire earlier this year
destroyed property estimated
at $2.5 mill ion and involved
dr rec t  suppress ion  cos ts  o f
$50 000,  ind i rec t  cos ts  o f
$250 000 and almost 12 000
hours  o f  t ime donated  by
volunteers. Added to that is
the cost of damage to State
assets such as powerlines and
their replacement. Three big
fires in the Gnangara pines
in the past two years have
c o s t  a r o u n d  $ 7  m i l l i o n  i n
terms of suppression costs
and lost revenue."

CALMfire has also begun
a major upgrading program
of its f ire pumper fleet and
i s  i n t r o d u c i n g  o t h e r  n e w
firefighting techniques as part
of its fire protection activities.
The fleet of spotter aircraft is
also being refurbished.

"While we are constantly
improving our f ire prevention
and suppress ion  capab i l i t y ,
the community at large can
make a huge contribution by
being more 'f ire aware', " Mr
Sneeuwjagt said.

An aerial uater bomber rcleases
its load as it fties lou ouer lhe
reetops.
Photos Michael Shea
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Shannon National Park is the home of
the Great Forest 'llees Driae, another
nature-based tourist attraction for the
south-wesL Read the story on page lZ.

Therugged Kimbe eu coast uas the
Iocotion of the first maritime
I,ANDSCOPE ErpedrT ion. Read all about
it on page 10.

A huge uolunleer elfort has helped uith
the rmewal of the Montebello Islands
and the eradication of ferol animals-
(See page 47.)

One hundred gears ago, tuo members of
qn expedition lo the Great Sandu Deserl
become lost. Read what happenid to
them in 'Land of the Lost' on page 36.
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kience has long-knonm the relatiorchip
betueen plants and habitats. Nou we
are 'Prospectiw for Plants' using
landforms as o guide. (See page 25.)

The scimtific name of the
lit tle penguin @udyptula
minor) means 'little diaer'.
The wings of these llightless
seabirds haae eoolued into
flippers for underwater
propulsion. The little
pmguin is the smallest of
the 17 penguin species.
Penguin Island hos the largest
colong of little penguins on the
uest coast. See 'The Changing Face
of Pwuin Island' on page 28.
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