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Bushfires - The Facts 
 
Bushfires Are Naturally Occurring Events 

Bushfires are a naturally occurring event and the Australian vegetation has evolved to not only 

depend on, but, encourage bushfires for regeneration.  Bushfires are extremely unpredictable, 

and occur without warning every summer.  The only certainty is that, if there is bush, there will 

be a bushfire at some point. 

Bushfires 

Bushfires need the three following elements to occur: 

• Fuel 

• Oxygen 

• Heat (Ignition source, - lightning, lighted cigarette butt, etc) 

A fire needs these three elements to burn and if any one of the three is removed then the fire 

will be extinguished.  Generally we can only have an impact on the fuel element of a bushfire.  

Little or no fuel reduces the impact and severity of bushfires. 

Bushfire Behaviour 

Bushfire behaviour is complex to predict and forecast, due to the many variable interactions 

between winds, type of fuels, arrangement of fuels, fuel moisture, relative humidity, aspect, 

vegetation and slope.  

 

Fuel Loads and Fire Intensity 

Fire intensity is measured in kilowatts per metre (kW/m) of head fire edge. One kW/m is 

equivalent to the energy released by a small bar radiator. Fire intensity depends upon how 

much fuel is burnt and how fast it burns.  It only takes between five and eight years for fuel 

loads in most forest types to build up to a point where fire intensity is likely to exceed 3000 

kW/m under summer conditions. i It was estimated that the intensity of some fire fronts in the 

recent Waroona fire had a fire intensity of approximately 22,000 kW/m.ii 

• Fire intensity less than 2,000 kW/m can be suppressed by machines, tankers and 

water bombers as a direct attack. 

• Fire intensity greater than 2,000 kW/m may be suppressed by machines, tankers and 

water bombers using an indirect attack. 

• Fire intensity greater than 3,000 kW/m is unlikely to be suppressed. 
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Rate of Spread of a Bushfire 

The rate of spread of a bushfire is determined by many variables, particularly wind speed and 

fuel.  Slope has a multiplier effect on the rate of spread of bushfire. Compared to level ground, 

a 10° upslope = 2 x Rate of Spread and 20° upslope = 4 x Rate of Spread.  In the Waroona 

Bushfire the fire front travelled up to 3km/hour.   

 

 

Source: DFES Bushfire Environmental Protection Branch 

 

The Boonoke Fire in 1987 burnt out 120,000 hectares in the Riverina, New South Wales and 

is one of the fastest recorded grassland fires. The midday temperature was 40.6°C, relative 

humidity of 7%, wind speed of 44.5 km/hr and had a head fire rate of spread of 23 km/hr.iii 

 

Ember Attack 

In a bushfire, the greatest risk to your home could be burning embers carried by strong winds.iv  

Ember attack is the most common way houses catch fire during a bushfire.v  Spot fires can be 

ignited by embers kilometres ahead of the main fire front.vi  Any voids or openings to the roof 

space of your house should be sealed. 

 

Source: DFES Bushfire Environmental Protection Branch 
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Understanding the Risk Around Your House 

The following factors contribute to the bushfire risk around your house: 

• Length of Fire Season; 

• Slope around your house; 

• How much vegetation around your house; 

• How dry the vegetation is around your house; 

• How often bushfires occur in the area where you live; and 

• Road network around your house. 

The length of the fire season in the Shire of Collie is approximately between November to April 

each year. This is a relatively long period for your house to be at risk from bush fire. 

The slope around your house contributes to the speed and intensity of a bushfire around your 

house. If your house is located on a steep slope, then it has a higher risk than a house on flat 

land. If there is vegetation around your house then the bushfire risk is elevated, compared to 

a house which has a low fuel zone around it.  

If your house is surrounded by dry vegetation, then in the event of a bushfire, your house is at 

high risk and the dry vegetation will assist in the ignition of your house. If bushfires occur often 

in the area you live in then you are at risk from a bushfire. The more often a bushfire occurs 

where you live, the higher the bushfire risk.  A road network around your house which allows 

for access from all directions will allow you to leave your house safely.  

Another critical issue relating to your house is that, if you choose to live in a high bushfire risk 

area then you need to acknowledge the risk that your house may burn in a bushfire and it is 

adequately insured to be able to be re-built.  It is a personal decision to live in a high bushfire 

risk area and part of your risk management process is to insure your house and belongings 

for replacement. 

 

Protecting Your House 

As detailed above an ember attack is the most common way for a house to catch fire during a 

bushfire. Any voids or openings to the roof space or eaves of your house should be sealed. 

Any flammable material (vegetation, gas cylinders, etc) close to your house should be 

removed, effectively, any flammable material in which a fire can start around your house 

should be removed.  Evaporative air conditioners should be covered with a suitable ember 

protection screen.  Any under floor areas should be enclosed to prevent under floor fires. 

It is recommended that a 20-metre low fuel building protection zone around your house be 

established.  In addition, an 80-metre hazard separation zone should be created if possible    
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to reduce the intensity of radiant heat on your house.  It is acknowledged that this may not be 

possible in all cases to create a hazard separation zone. 

Gutters should be free of leaf litter and if possible be able to hold water during a fire event. 

You may wish to install a sprinkler system on your house to protect against ember attack.  A 

sprinkler system mounted on the fascia and roof ridge lines creates a curtain effect which 

dampens embers and reduces the effect of radiant heat on your house. This will require the 

provision of an adequate water supply at your house. 

 

Bushfire Fighting Vehicles in the Shire of Collie 

Currently there are 8 Volunteer Bushfire Brigade firefighting vehicles in the Shire of Collie.  In 

the event of a bushfire you cannot be guaranteed to have bushfire fighting vehicle(s) at your 

property.  Also due to the road access to some houses fire fighters would not be deployed to 

protect houses which may endanger fire fighters’ lives. 

 

Defend or Leave 

Based on the fact that there are not enough bushfire fighting vehicles in the Shire of Collie to 

protect each property, you need to be well prepared to defend your property from a bushfire. 

If defending then you need to be well prepared with an Adequate water supply, a well prepared 

and defendable house, protective clothing and other fire fighting equipment.  Depending on 

the scale of the fire event, regardless of equipment and planning you have undertaken you 

may not be able to defend your house. 

If leaving your property this should be done if safe to do so.  If you intend to leave your property 

and travel to a safe location, then you need to do so early, before trees block roads or smoke 

reduces visibility.  You will need to determine a trigger point as to when you leave and not 

leave it too late when it is dangerous to leave. The trigger point to leave depends your 

circumstances, age, number of children and mobility.  It is important that the trigger point is 

early enough to travel safely.  Prior planning needs to be undertaken to determine what 

belongings you are leaving with, such as important legal documents and passports etc. 

If leaving then you need to travel to a safer place. You need to have determined the safer 

place where you are traveling to before leaving.   

 

Neighbourhood Safer Places  

Neighbourhood safer places are places of last resort during a bushfire emergency. Not all 

neighbourhoods have a place of last resort and you may need to identify an area which is  
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safe. Please note that travelling to, or sheltering at, a neighbourhood safer place does not 

guarantee your safety.   A neighbourhood safer place may be uncomfortable and may not 

have water, food or toilets and are not intended for pets and livestock.  Your safety cannot be 

guaranteed at a neighbourhood safer place. The following areas have been chosen as 

Neighbourhood Safer Places: 

• Collie Football Oval; 

• Collie Show Grounds; 

• Allanson Oval; 

• Cardiff Reserve; and 

• Mungalup Dam. 

Important Notice 

The information provided in this document is provided by the Shire of Collie as a public service.  

It has been prepared in good faith and derived from sources believed to be accurate at the 

time of publication. The accuracy of the information cannot be guaranteed and the Shire of 

Collie disclaim any liability for any act done or not done in reliance from the information and 

for any consequences whatsoever.  This publication is intended as a guide only and readers 

should obtain their own   independent advice. 

 

i https://www.dpaw.wa.gov.au/management/fire/fire-and-the-environment/51-fuel-loads-and-fire-intensity 
ii https://publicsector.wa.gov.au/document/reframing-rural-fire-management-report-special-inquiry-january-2016-
waroona-fire 
iii http://www.firebreak.com.au/fire_spread.html 
iv The Home Owners Bushfire Survival Manual July 2014, DFES 
v http://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/kids-schools/secondary-schools/interactive/accessible.htm 
vi http://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/kids-schools/secondary-schools/interactive/accessible.htm 

                                                           


