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The Blue Mountains Setting

The Blue Mountains are dominated by rugged sandstone cliffs, deep gorges and
elongated plateau tops. Typically, this region contains woodlands and open
forests, with some rainforest areas confined to the basalt caps and sheltered
gorges. Smaller pockets of heaths, sedgelends, swamps and mallee woodlands
occur sporadically throughout the Blue Mountains' environment.

The area is located 60-120 kilometres west of Sydney and extends north and south
for over 200 kilometres. Conservation reserves including the Blue Mountains
National Park, which sunound the Blue Mountains city, the Kanangra Boyd
National Park, the Wollemi National Park (partly administered by Blue
Mountains district) and Pantoneys Crown Nature Reserve totalling some 430 000
hectares (Figure 1). Some 64 000 residents are found within the Blue Mountains
city which extends as a series of ribbon developments along the Great Western
Highway.

Towns are located on a dissected and tilted plateau which has its maximum
altitudes to the west at about 1 100 metres, descending to about 100 metres in the
east. During winter the arsa is typified by dry cold^and strong westerly winds with
mean monthly minimum temperatures between 3" to 5". Moist easterly winds
become more predominant in summer and autumn, and with the orographic
uplift of the elevated plateaux, often sustain long periods of mist and rain. Mean
monthly maximum tempemtures vary between 20o and 25o and temperatures may
occasionally reach 30' or higher in the upper Mountains. Rainfall ranges
between 800 mm and 1 500 mm per annum, depending on elevation.

Historically, the area has been subjected to intense bushfires, the most recent of
which occurred in 1952, 1957, 1968, 79'7'7 and 1982. Prior to 1982 these frres
caused substantial property damage and loss of life. More than 400 bushfires have
occurred in the Blue Mountains area in the Dast 28 vears of accurate records.

Management Framework

Legislation

The Bushfires Act (1949) places an obligation on all management agencies to
prevent the occurrence and spread of fire, while the Environmental Planning and
Assessment Act (1979) requires any fire management activity to be assessed in
relation to potential impact. The National Parks and Wildlife Act (1974) also
requires the prcparation of a plan of management for each National Park and
Nature Reserve. The plan of management shall have regard to the following
objectives that rcfer particularly to fire management:

(a) the conservation of wildlife;

the preservation of each National Park, together with the protection of the
special features of the park;

the prevention of any works adversely affecting the natuml condition or
special feature of each National Park;
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(d) the preservation of each National Park as a catchment area; and

(e) the protection of each National Park against fire and erosion.

In New South Wales the requiromonts of the above legislation provide
conflicting ideas about fire management in National Parks such as the Blue
Mountains. 'fhe core issue of this conflicting legislation is clear; that of weighing
up the detrimental effects of bushfires with the overriding priority of protecting
life and property.

The Fire Management Setting in 1983

Many people in the local community have perceived the local park as the cause of
the fire problems in the Blue Mountains. After each major fire event, there is a
clamour for more fire trails and aerial burning in the more remote areas of the
park, even when the cost-benefit of these progmms has never been adequately
evaluated. This was very evident after the 1968 fires which destroyed much life
and property.

"The 1968 fires burned for many weeks before emerging from the
valleys under severe fire weather conditions and desffoying homes.
The park was seen by many as the cause of the fire problem. A good
deal of advice was offered by established fire authorities seeking to
control the problem. More fire trails and extensive aerial burning
were the main suggestions. One Shire even advocated burning the
bush wherever and whenever it would burn." (Weir 1978)

Analysis of the fire situation by the National Parks and Wildlife
Service suggested otherwise, and in particular found that:

' "In 1968 fires burned unattended for many weeks.

' The accepted method of fire suppression was to deal with
only the hot spots emerging from the bushland.

" In most places, the park was well removed from urban
development.

' No specific building requirements were in force to provide
protection for home owners." (Weir 1978)

This perception that the park was a fire problem continued to be he1d, and after
the 1982-83 fires pressures were again placed on staff of the National Parks and
Wildlife Service for signihcant modification of the park's natural resources by
extra fire trails and aerial ignition of remote areas of the park. Advances had
been made in the planning guidelines of fire-prone areas in urban bushland
settings, but there was little evidence that they had been vigorously implemented,
despite the succession of fires since the advent of these planning provisions in
1979. Similarly, bushland within urban areas and between the park boundary and
the urban areas had been overlooked by the advocates of more trails and burning
the park. Clearly, marked differences in opinion prevailed in 1983 as to how fire
protection of urban areas could best be achieved. The scene was therefore set in
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(c) Potential opportunities for prescription buming in 
auturnn were identihed

on a monthly basis by ;&t;t tfie available 
'iwindow" of conditions

suitable for prescription burning'

(d) Patterns of unusually high soil drynes-s- through winter could be linked to
\s, 

rirl-u lonAition, for-buriing in the following spring'

Appreciation of Fire Behaviour

Analysis of the natural resource, the fir€ history' and the hre weather

information contributed t" ;;-il;;;t;t undersianding of the behaviour of the

fires in the Blue Mountan area in the following ways:

(a) Wildfires occurred regularly during the fit"..'"u:"1 and were generally

associated with mild and siable wiather patterns which allowed rapid fire

suPPression.

(b) Serious fires in exreme conditions occurred on a nine to thifieen year cycle

and onlv 1n a narrow *i"ao* "ipt"tability of two days in every 200 days

during i six month fire season'

(c) Fires travelling from west to east under the prevailing westerly winds would

burn into areas at to*"i""t"u*ion* and hence- into areas of higher-

temperatures' to*"t '"iuti* ttutiOiti"' and higher levels of soil dryness'

The same fire aonts ;;u ;;J i;;ut across ih* fingets and clusters-of

urban development *f ict' patulleled the sinuous GrJat Western Highway'

(d) Fires did not respect boundaries' and were a community responsibility

requiring a co-operadve gffort'

(e) Natural areas of bushland which occurred within and adjacent to the BIue
\w'l 

irl""t,"itt "i,v n""oJ'iu"t i"ou"tion' since these maintained the

momentum of fires within urban areas'

(0 Given the opportunldes to use remote area fire fighting techniques in -the

more distant outt' oi ti-t" pttt' the most dangerous fires tended to be those

which sta-rted close lo urban areas'

Improved Conservation and Protection Objectives

Some of the key consewadon concerns held by local District management were

the frequent intense wilatires siarted by human.causes mostly of deliberate

#"*H";;;f [ultdozers in creating new rrails in the highly. erodib]e

;""?ri."" a"ti'"a ,"iit; ;; iii"-fi;; elfects of large scale backbuming operatlons

on rhe vegorarion -a \I/iiiiif"'-fruUiiu,. itt" simplislic notion of "fire protection"

in isolation n""o"o ,"urrr'Jn' i" 
'ift" 

iigfrt "f env-ironmental objectives and better

iino*f.ag" of fire behaviour and fire effects'
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(d) The Service became involved with co-operative fuel reduction works with
the local brigades in the complex boundary areas adjacent to the park.

(e) The Service placed emphasis on co-operative fire management through the
local committee .

Minimising the negative effects of wildfires

The decision to suppress a wildfire may arise as a consequent of proximity to
property (and therefore a threat); potential impact of the natuml resources;
impact on catchment values; and lack of suitable control lines prior to fire
reaching propefty. The operational sequence undertaken to manage fire included:

(a) analysis of potential fire behaviour and of the proximity of sensitive natural
environments and natural fire control advantages;

(b) where wildfires werc close to urban areas, using co-opemtive fire
suppression techniques, and making use of the combined existence of
tracks, rakehoe lines and subdivision perimeters; and

(c) where wildfires werc in remote locations and still small in size, using
remote area attack of fires, supported by helicopters for field
reconnaissance, cr€w transport, water bombing, and aerial burning.

Before committing personnel on these fires the following guidelines were used:

(a) extensive use of fire simulations for determining fire perimeters under sets
of fire weather conditions:

(b) assessment of the effectiveness of natural barriers;

(c) determination of the safety of field personnel under different fire
behaviour conditions; and

(d) continuous monitoring of fire weather at the base and in the field.

Minimising the negative effects of fire management practices

In the management of both wildfires and prescription bums, an attempt was
always made to minimise the impact of the management operation. This included:

(a) undertaking a review of environmental factors for prescription burning;

(b) planning the prescription bums in detail, which involved determining the
pattem and intensity of the fires over the prcscribed arcas, and where
possible, excluding imponant conservation resources such as regenerating
areas, swamps, heath and rainforest from buming;

a A
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