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RURAL FIRE SERVICE — ESTABLISHMENT 
Motion 

Resumed from 16 May on the following motion moved by Hon Rick Mazza — 
That this house supports — 
(a) the creation of an independent rural fire service consistent with the recommendations of the 

Euan Ferguson report; 
(b) the new RFS being funded by a proportion of the emergency services levy; 
(c) the ESL being treated the same as other sources of state revenue and collected by the Department 

of Finance; 
(d) the Department of Finance to then remit funding to the Department of Fire and Emergency Services 

and the RFS as per operational and budgetary requirements; and 
(e) the house directing the Standing Committee on Public Administration to inquire into the 

implementation of an independent rural fire service and report to the Legislative Council within 
12 months of the referral. 

HON RICK MAZZA (Agricultural) [1.06 pm]: Given the limited amount of time available to me, I will not 
revise the remarks I made during the last sitting week but I want to try to cover four main points in the time I have 
left. The first one is the emergency services levy, the second is the cultural differences between the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services’ career firefighters and the volunteers, the third is the minister’s claim 
that everybody is happy with the new rural fire division, and the fourth is the fire summit and the need for an 
inquiry. We have been told that the ESL will raise about $128 million to go towards the rural fire division. The 
media that has been put out by the government suggests that a further $28 a year will be raised from metropolitan 
households and a further $17 a year across the four regional categories to fund the new division. Something that 
has not really been covered is the cost to commercial and industrial owners. The increase in the ESL levy was 
gazetted on 29 May, which shows that for commercial and industrial properties in category 1, the cap will be 
increased from $225 000 to $245 000. The $168 000 for vacant land in category 2 will increase to $183 000—an 
increase of $15 000. There is the potential for commercial and industrial landholders to pay up to another 
$20 000 a year in the ESL, which is a significant amount of money. That has not been reported or put out there by 
the government. It is not just an increase of $28 or $17; it could be up to $20 000. 

The media put out by the government also said that the ESL had to be increased to fund the rural fire division. Some 
notes that were given to me on a slide from Treasury in a briefing I had on the state budget suggest that not all of 
that $128.5 million that is being raised will go to the rural fire division. There has not been transparency in this. The 
media release stated it was to fund the rural fire division. We are finding that $80.3 million of the $128.5 million is 
going to the rural fire division. It is broken down into $34.6 million for bushfire mitigation, $15 million from 
royalties for regions, $18.1 million to establish the Bushfire Centre of Excellence and $15 million for the bushfire 
risk management planning program. The balance of the money—$19.5 million—is being used for 38 volunteer and 
marine rescue service groups. I do not think anybody begrudges the volunteer marine rescue service groups getting 
more funding; there is no doubt that they play a vital role in the rescue of mariners in the state.  

However, there should have been some transparency about where this money was going. There is $8.7 million for 
crew cab protection measures. That may be for the rural fire division but it is more likely to be for some 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services appliances. There is $8 million to replace ageing volunteer fire 
stations across the state. That is fair enough. There is $8 million to replace the Kensington career fire and rescue 
station. That $8 million is going direct to DFES career fire stations. Therefore, not all the money that is raised 
from the emergency services levy is specifically for the rural fire division. 

The motion refers to the need for a separate department to manage the ESL fund. Recommendation 17 of the 
Ferguson report states that that should be reviewed. I refer also to the Economic Regulation Authority report 
“Review of the Emergency Services Levy”, which states in recommendation 6 — 

The Department of Treasury should undertake a review of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services’ 
structure, resources and administration costs to determine whether services are efficiently delivered. 

I do not think that has taken place. 

Another key point is the cultural differences between DFES firefighters and volunteer firefighters. I do not take 
anything away from career firefighters. They do a magnificent job in urban firefighting and rescue. That is not the 
argument at all. However, there is a big difference between the culture of urban firefighters and that of volunteers. 
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There are 26 000 volunteer firefighters across the state, and in some cases they do not relate well to the command 
and control structure within DFES. 

The Minister for Fire and Emergency Services has said that everybody is happy about the new rural fire division. 
In response to a question without notice asked in the other place by the member for Murray–Wellington, the 
minister said that he was satisfied that everybody was happy. However, that is not totally the case. I refer to an 
open letter that was sent by volunteer firefighters to all members of Parliament. The letter is dated 15 May and it 
states — 

Since the government’s April 13 announcement of the two decisions above, the Association of Volunteer 
Bush Fire Brigades (AVBFB) has initiated many conversations with the Minister’s office, Commissioner, 
new Executive Director of the RFD and a number of other senior DFES staff, delivering three key 
messages: 

1. The government’s response to the Ferguson Inquiry is neither adequate nor appropriate and 
without significant immediate modification, will lead to an even greater fracture in the 
relationship between volunteers and the Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES). 

2. The AVBFB supports the government’s new focus on mitigation and hopes it will result in better 
training, capability and support for the 560+ Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades that carried out the 
bulk of this work at no cost to government when DFES was a response-only agency. 

3. The AVBFB has always been—and remains—eager to assist the government to improve the 
support and services available to WA’s 26,000+ Fire and Emergency Services Volunteers. 

Over the last four weeks, the AVBFB has very purposefully limited its public comments to support of the 
positive elements of the government announcement to give us the best hope of working collaboratively 
with decision-makers to re-shape the unsupported components. 
As we now believe  all opportunities to negotiate further improvements to the government’s plan have 
been exhausted, I write to ensure that our lack of public critique is not misread as tacit full support. Indeed, 
we hold grave fears that what has been announced could in fact lead to significantly worse outcomes for 
Bush Fire Service Volunteers and further erode relationships with DFES. 
Importantly, the AVBFB has a long and proud history of representing and supporting the tens of 
thousands of incredible women and men of WA’s largest emergency service without fear or favour. We 
always endeavour to criticise policy only if we can also offer a reasonable alternative or at least, our 
willingness to actively help find one. As a non-profit charity that is currently almost entirely dependent 
on the small state government grant, it is critically important that this correspondence is not received (or 
portrayed) as being partisan or even particularly “political”. We simply want to be sure that our concerns 
are heard and fully understood. 
With that in mind, please find below a very short summary of some of the issues we have raised with 
government … 

The letter continues with a lengthy document that outlines some of those issues. Madam President, I seek leave to 
table that document. 
Leave granted. [See paper 1420.] 
Hon RICK MAZZA: The AVBFB is not comfortable with the new rural fire division. Many of the comments 
made to me—which I think are contained in that letter—were that AVBFB had no input into the development and 
restructure of the RFD, and the RFD does not undertake operational activities. The AVBFB feels that as 
a stakeholder, it has not been properly heard. Other stakeholders also believe they have not been properly heard. 
The comment has been made that the fire summit was in some way stakeholder consultation. However, I was at 
that summit, as were Hon Tim Clifford, and also Hon Colin de Grussa, who is away on urgent parliamentary 
business. The Minister for Environment was also at that summit. I sat next to him at the table on that day. I was 
never going to forget you, minister! To my mind, that summit was certainly not consultation. In fact, I think the 
ERA report stipulates that that is the case. 
The idea of inquiring into this is to ensure that all the stakeholders, including the volunteer brigades, the Pastoralists 
and Graziers Association of Western Australia and WAFarmers, have the chance to put forward their case about 
what shape they believe an independent rural fire service should take, and to point out some of the deficiencies in 
the RFD. 
I commend the motion to the house, and I look forward to the debate. I hope we are able to reach agreement on 
this motion, and that that will provide a forum and a platform for stakeholders to have a voice and input into how 
bushfires in this state should be tackled. I know a lot of that would be in collaboration with DFES. I feel at this 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 13 June 2018] 

 p3238e-3255a 
Hon Rick Mazza; Hon Dr Steve Thomas; Hon Colin Tincknell; Hon Tim Clifford; Hon Diane Evers; Hon 

Stephen Dawson 

 [3] 

point we have a half-baked rural fire division that needs further investigation and stakeholder input. There also 
needs to be more scrutiny of how the ESL funds are raised. 
HON DR STEVE THOMAS (South West) [1.18 pm]: I commend Hon Rick Mazza for moving this excellent 
motion that this house supports the creation of an independent rural fire service. This matter was put onto the 
notice paper before the various government announcements were made about what a rural fire service might look 
like. The motion put by Hon Rick Mazza was remarkable, and in fact almost clairvoyant, because where we had 
got to in the debate about the rural fire service lends itself beautifully to the motion now before the house. 
The critical part of this motion is the statement — 

That this house — 
(a) supports the creation of an independent rural fire service consistent with the recommendations 

of the Euan Ferguson report; 
It therefore behoves me at the beginning of my presentation to say what those recommendations were. The 
Euan Ferguson report is titled “Reframing Rural Fire Management: Report of the Special Inquiry into the 
January 2016 Waroona Fire”. Recommendation 15 at page 23 of the report refers to the rural fire service. I will read 
that recommendation to the house so that members can take note of what it states. It is headed “Rural Fire Capability”, 
and it states — 

The State Government to create a  Rural Fire Service to enhance the capability for rural fire 
management and bushfire risk management at a  State, regional and local level. The proposed 
Rural Fire Service will: 

• be established as a separate entity from the Department of Fire and Emergency Services or, 
alternatively, be established as a  sub-department of the Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services; 

• have an independent budget; 
• be able to employ staff; 
• have a  leadership structure which, to the greatest degree possible, is regionally based and 

runs the entity; 
• be led by a Chief Officer who reports to the responsible Minister on policy and administrative 

matters; and to the Commissioner for Fire and Emergency Services during operational 
and emergency response; 

• have responsibilities and powers relating to bushfire prevention, preparedness and response; 
and 

• operate collaboratively with the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, the 
Department of Parks and Wildlife, Local Government and volunteer Bush Fire Brigades. 

Those are the dot points. I will add this point, which is the next line in the recommendations of this report, and 
I quote — 

In creating the Rural Fire Service, the State Government to consider whether back office and corporate 
support services could be effectively provided by an existing Department, such as the Department of Fire 
and Emergency Services or the Department of Parks and Wildlife. 

Of course, the question is whether Parks and Wildlife still exists as an independent department or is now the 
Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions. The minister might still consider changing that name 
back. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: You keep asking, you keep asking! 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: I keep asking! I am nothing if not persistent. 
That is the recommendation that we are really discussing today. In fact, the question then is what model of rural 
fire service the inquirer, Euan Ferguson, was recommending. If we go to page 233 of the report, and I will not go 
into it in significant detail, we see a few critical components that we should examine. One of the first things that 
the inquirer does is look at various models in different states. I will briefly quote some of the models he 
examined — 

New South Wales 
New South Wales has separate statutory bodies for rural fire (New South Wales Rural Fire Service) and 
urban fire (Fire and Rescue New South Wales). Both are well established as separate organisations and 
each has a Commissioner. 
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So, there are other states with two commissioners. I am not necessarily saying that that is the model I would have 
applied, but in New South Wales there is a two-commissioner system. The report continues — 

South Australia 
In South Australia there are separate bodies in the Metropolitan Fire Service, the Country Fire Service 
and the SES. Each is headed by a Chief Officer. 

Not two commissioners, but each has a chief officer, again, relatively separate. The report continues — 
Victoria 
Victoria has separate fire services for rural fire (Country Fire Authority), Melbourne urban fire district 
(Metropolitan Fire Brigade) and the SES. Each is a separate body, headed by a Board who appoint a CEO 
to run the business and a Chief Officer who runs the operations … 
In 2013, following a review and a white paper, the Government moved to establish 
Emergency Management Victoria, led by a CEO and a Commissioner for Emergency Services … 

They have very broad responsibilities. In Victoria they went completely separate and a bit of a coordinating role 
has been put at the centre to make the system ostensibly work a bit better. Time will tell whether that was a good 
move. Those are the various forms of country or rural fire services that exist in other states. 
I turn to an item on page 255 of the Ferguson report, and I think this is particularly pertinent to members. The 
passage is headed “Why consider a Rural Fire Service?” and it states — 

The new rural fire management framework, driven by the Rural Fire Service, will deliver the following 
outcomes to the community: 

• consolidate the current rural fire capability: people, training, equipment and doctrine; 
• identify gaps, set appropriate and tailored targets, and provide the basis for an enhanced service 

delivery to the community of Western Australia in the future; 

• enhance the priority given to preparedness, mitigation and community capacity building, and 
ensure that priority is reflected in policy, targets and resourcing; 

• engage and empower local communities through regionally based offices, inclusive policy 
development and adaptable approaches; and 

• specifically acknowledge and foster the expertise of emergency services volunteers. 

I guess the question is how we summarise the recommendations of the special inquiry, and on page 257 the inquirer 
himself has attempted to do this under the heading “Structure: the Special Inquiry’s view”. That passage begins 
with this line — 

It is the view of the Special Inquiry that the needs of the community will best be met by the creation of 
a Rural Fire Service as an entity separate to DFES, working collaboratively with all relevant Departments 
and stakeholders. 

As I understand it, it was a slightly watered down recommendation on how separate this body should be, but on 
the same page are paragraphs that I think are particularly pertinent as well. I quote — 

The Special Inquiry is of the view that ultimately the exact form of the Rural Fire Service should be 
a matter for Government to determine. However, it must achieve the intended outcome: the enhancement 
of the capability for all aspects of rural fire management and bushfire risk management at a State, regional 
and local level. 

In the Special Inquiry’s view, it is difficult to envisage a structure within DFES, other than 
a sub-department acting with relative autonomy and independence that can deliver rural fire services 
across the spectrum of prevention, preparedness and response in a more effective way than is currently 
the case. 

I am going to come back to those recommendations a couple of times because I am going to take members through 
a little journey showing how we have got to the set of recommendations in the government position we have 
achieved. The Ferguson report is the special inquiry into the Waroona fire, but I have to say that the inquiry took 
special note of the previous review, which was the Keelty review, into the fires at Margaret River and in the Perth 
hills. It still astounds me that we really have not come a long way in fire management. I accept that the government 
has accepted there is a risk, and I will talk in a minute about the good things in the government’s announcement 
about a rural fire division. I am also going to talk about some significant shortcomings. Bear in mind there was 
a report in 2016 not long before the government changed, so the new government had to be given some time to 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 13 June 2018] 

 p3238e-3255a 
Hon Rick Mazza; Hon Dr Steve Thomas; Hon Colin Tincknell; Hon Tim Clifford; Hon Diane Evers; Hon 

Stephen Dawson 

 [5] 

examine its options and come up with a model it preferred and I fully accept that. I think it probably took longer 
than it should have; however, now there is something on the table, at least we are able to discuss it. 

On Friday, 13 April 2018—it is 13 June today, so two months ago—the Minister for Emergency Services and the 
Premier announced the rural fire division. The headline of the media release at the time was “Rural Fire Division 
to drive new era of enhanced bushfire management”. The first issue is in the name, because it was changed from 
“rural fire service” to “rural fire division”. Members might not think that is important, but it will be fairly soon, 
because “rural fire service” indicates a body that might provide services in the way of operations. A rural fire 
division could simply be a policy arm or a backroom office of the existing Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services, so it was a very clever little act, in my view, to surreptitiously change the name from “rural fire service”, 
which raised expectations of people in uniform and protective gear fighting fires, to “rural fire division”, which 
raises the spectre of, I guess, people still mostly in uniform, but also of some in suits and ties sitting in an office 
in Darlington—although that may well now shift given the pressure the government has been under, and I will 
come to that in a little while. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: You really are making stuff up now, member. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, there is a lot of evidence to get through yet, minister, and I may run out of time. 
I will need the time frame of another budget speech to get through this. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: I am sure we can give you an extension. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Excellent work; I thank Hon Simon O’Brien. 

The rural fire division is to drive bushfire management. I will come back to some of the other bits included in the 
media release, because most of the announcement was only partially about the rural fire division. The media release 
starts out by stating that the McGowan government will invest significant dollars towards fire and emergency 
services. It will, that is very true, and some of that investment is welcome; we agree with that.  

But this is interesting. The press release states — 

The Rural Fire Division, one of four command structures in the revamped Department of Fire and 
Emergency Services, will recognise the expertise and experience of Western Australia’s bushfire 
volunteers and enable volunteers to have greater input into bushfire management. 

It is interesting that of the four command structures in the new DFES structure, the rural fire division is one 
division. Do members know what one of the other divisions is called? It is called operations. So, operations in the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services is a separate division in the structure of DFES from the rural fire 
division. The rural fire division does not yet officially conduct operations—I will come to that in a little while. 
The minister acknowledged this in the next line of his press release, which states — 

Importantly, the Rural Fire Division does not change the operational and management structure of 
Bush Fire Brigades which will remain with local governments. 

The press release does not state that the operational structure of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services 
will not change. I seek leave to table the new Department of Fire and Emergency Services structure taken from 
the DFES website, if I may. 
Leave granted. [See paper 1421.] 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: The new DFES structure has operations completely separate from the rural fire 
division; operations will still be broken down into metro and country and the rural fire division will not actually 
fight fires. I have to say that a lot of volunteer firefighters around the state were a little surprised to learn that the 
rural fire division, for which they had been waiting for an enormously long time, will not actually fight fires. What 
was announced was not a rural fire service, but effectively a planning and policy arm of the Department of Fire 
and Emergency Services to deal with bushfire preparedness and bushfire planning completely separate from the 
operations of DFES when it fights fires. It was a furphy. The government’s announcement of a rural fire division 
was supposed to keep everybody quiet; it was smoke and mirrors. It was not quite what the government was trying 
to announce. In my view, it was quite deceptive. I think the minister in announcing this service should have been 
more up-front with that process because after the announcement, a lot of people in the volunteer firefighting 
community had the impression that a rural fire service existed and it would be a new avenue or management for 
them to fight fires, but it is not. It is an advisory service. It is effectively a bureaucratic arm. I have quoted before 
the original recommendations of the “Reframing Rural Fire Management: Report of the Special Inquiry into the 
January 2016 Waroona Fire”, which states — 
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In creating the Rural Fire Service, the State Government to consider whether back office and corporate 
support services could be effectively provided by an existing Department, such as the Department of Fire 
and Emergency Services or the Department of Parks and Wildlife. 

The rural fire division as announced by the minister and the government on 13 April is a back office and corporate 
services sector. The very things that the special inquirer recommended should be put in an existing department are 
the very things that the government has announced as a rural fire division. It is astounding. Why did the 
government not come out and simply say that the rural fire division is effectively a back office corporate support 
service? It is a planning service. It will do some very good work and I commend the minister on the appointments 
he has made as rural fire executive officer and assistant. Murray Carter and John Tillman are both excellent fire 
officers. They have done excellent work throughout the south west and are highly regarded, very good people. 
John Tillman, in particular, is a top operator. He is currently a level 3 fire control officer who can manage 
significant events, including the events in Albany not that long ago. He has been shifted from operations in the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services to a senior level in the rural fire division. Right now, he is still out 
there doing a fantastic job in operations. When the rural fire division is put together, who will do the operations, 
because the rural fire division does not operate anything? In fact, the minister confirmed this in a series of answers 
to questions. I thought this was immensely interesting. On 8 May, after the announcement, I asked the 
Minister for Environment representing the Minister for Emergency Services—an excellent fellow and minister 
who has to read out the answers that the Minister for Emergency Services unfortunately provides him—whether 
the announced rural fire division would manage bushfires. He answered — 

The vast majority of bushfires are managed at a local level. This will continue … 
I asked — 

(2) If the rural fire division will not manage bushfires, what precisely will its role be? 
The minister replied — 

(2) The rural fire division will lead the reform of the rural fire sector to improve bushfire 
management outcomes for Western Australian communities, including greater collaboration and 
interoperability — 

This is almost like Kevin Rudd with relative specificity. Sir Humphrey could have written this answer — 
between sector stakeholders and volunteers. Supported by unprecedented investment, it will also enhance 
bushfire mitigation and facilitate decentralisation of bushfire management planning and decision-making. 

I also asked — 
(3) Will the rural fire division manage the supply of equipment … 

The minister replied — 
(3) The rural fire division will not manage the supply of equipment … 

Effectively, we need to look at the role that the rural fire division is expected to perform and the recommendation 
on page 255 of the Waroona fire report, which states — 

• consolidate the current rural fire capability: people, training, equipment and doctrine; 
That does not state that a division should manage bushfires or the equipment that people might need to manage 
bushfires. It is an advisory body. It is probably going to be a very good advisory body, but I am interested to see 
what its agenda truly will be. 
In May, I was still trying to work out what the rural fire service is likely to do. We have also asked whether the 
government thinks that recommendation 15 has been fully delivered. The government basically said that the rural 
fire division meets the intent of recommendation 15. I thought that was very interesting. I asked whether 
recommendation 15 has been delivered. Again, I got one of those very good Yes Minister answers. It was very, 
very carefully worded. On 9 May, I received the answer — 

… The rural fire division meets the intent of recommendation 15 … 
It does not necessarily meet recommendation 15. It does not state that an independent rural fire service has been 
created. It states that the government has decided that the intent of the special inquirer was a bit more along the 
lines of the government’s proposal and agenda rather than necessarily what the inquirer actually stated in his report. 
I dispute whether that is an accurate response from the minister. I wonder whether further inquiry might decide 
that this is a very misleading statement, because to state in this response that the rural fire division meets the intent 
of recommendation 15, in my view, absolutely flies in the face of discussion in that same report. In relation to the 
structure, page 257 of the report states — 
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In the Special Inquiry’s view, it is difficult to envisage a structure within DFES, other than 
a sub-department acting with relative autonomy and independence that can deliver rural fire services 
across the spectrum of prevention, preparedness and response in a more effective way than is currently 
the case. 

I do not necessarily agree that we have to have a completely independent body. I am not convinced that 
two commissioners—one city and one rural—is necessarily the best answer. However, it is absolutely certain that 
what was presented by the government is so far from the recommendations of the Ferguson inquiry as to be an 
absolute nonsense. The government is papering over policy. That is not to say that there were not some good parts 
to the announcement made by the government on 13 April. My response to it went out the same day. There are 
some things we thought were particularly good. The government announced a $15 million extension to the bushfire 
risk management plans on top of the money it has put in from royalties for regions, which is an extension of the 
money put in by the previous government. I welcome that; I think that is a good outcome. That is very good work. 
An amount of $18 million was dedicated to a Bushfire Centre of Excellence. Everybody wants to be a centre of 
excellence—a Bushfire Centre of Excellence; a wine centre of excellence. I would like to think the 
Legislative Council might be a political centre of excellence! 
Hon Stephen Dawson interjected. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: Did the minister call for a divide? 
Everybody wants to be a centre of excellence. There is no doubt that better training, and particularly more 
integrated training, is absolutely critical for better fire and emergency services outcomes throughout 
Western Australia. There have been some areas in which that has actually improved. The minister will be pleased 
to know that the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions—we should call it Parks and Wildlife, 
because that is far easier; change it back—is taking bushfire volunteers much more frequently out on its own burns. 
I do not know whether the Minister for Environment is responsible for that, but if he is, well done; that is a very 
good initiative. That is helping to build both cooperation and a degree of trust and respect between bushfire 
volunteers and the operators in the DBCA. I urge the government to do even more of it. That is a very good 
initiative and we need to do more of that. Integrated training between the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services, the Department of Biodiversity, Conservation and Attractions and volunteers is absolutely critical. 
Whether this $18 million plan is called a centre of excellence or an enhanced training sector does not matter; it is, 
of itself, a very welcome prospect. I will come back to where it might be located before I get to the end of this 
address. That is a good recommendation. 
My press release went out the same day—Friday, 13 April. In it I state — 

“The Government today announced a department restructure to create a sub-department called the 
“Rural Fire Division” … “It was not the announcement of a truly independent rural fire service.” 

It was not; it was an announcement of an administrative body. The other thing the government announced at the 
same time was an increase in the emergency services levy. The government has put up taxes on all landholders. 
That additional revenue will provide some reasonably good outcomes. What was not announced at the time is that 
$100-odd million will be raised out of this. I will be intrigued to see how much additional revenue that might 
extend to over time. We did not realise when this announcement was made that $19.5 million of that was going 
into the marine rescue services. The marine rescue services have been the poor country cousins of the emergency 
services brigade for some time, so it is good to see a government investing in that area. The State Emergency 
Service might also need a bit of catch-up in the not-too-distant future. The marine volunteers have had to fundraise 
half the time to get their own boats, so that is a good investment. However, it is an increase in taxation basically 
to provide an additional service. 
Members might be interested to know that when the budget came out in May, not quite a month after the 
announcement of the rural fire division, it was revealed that of the $80 million announcement of additional fire 
activity, which included the $15 million for additional mitigation work, $18 million for the centre of excellence 
and $19.5 million for marine rescue, all of which I am supportive of despite the fact it is an additional tax, the 
actual rural fire division budget is $3.2 million a year, which over the four years of the forward estimates is about 
13 million bucks. The rural fire division, which is not a rural service that fights bushfires or provides equipment 
for people who fight bushfires, is actually a $13 million administrative arm. I am intrigued. The argument the 
government had was that it could not put in a genuine rural fire service because it would cost too much. I think 
a figure of $400 million got chucked around, which was absolute nonsense, because that was $400 million to pay 
all the volunteers like they were full-time fire people. This is $3.2 million a year. As much as I think that 
governments could provide some services for that, I am not overly optimistic, given the average cost of production 
per output for government departments and contracts. I would say that $3.2 million is pretty small biscuits to 
deliver a major service. What has the government taken out of cooperative research centres? It is not a dissimilar 
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amount—$5 million. The only reason CRCs make that work is that volunteers do an incredible amount of work. 
A budget of $3.2 million a year for the rural fire division is not a huge lot of money. The rural fire division is 
obviously not a firefighting unit, because that could not be managed for $3.2 million a year. I was a bit intrigued 
to see what the rural fire division would actually do. Just recently, on 16 May, I asked the minister — 

How many full-time equivalent staff will be employed in the rural fire division of DFES in 2018–19 and 
2019–20? 

The minister replied — 
In 2018–19, there will be 32 full-time equivalent staff. In 2019–20, there will be 32 FTE plus additional 
FTE, who are yet to be approved as part of the Bushfire Centre of Excellence. 

The budget for the rural fire division is $3.2 million a year, which is basically going to employ 32 people at an 
average price of $100 000 a person. I do not know what else it is likely to try to do with that budget, but I would 
have thought it would be pretty hard to employ 32 FTEs and then do anything else on a budget of $3.2 million. 
That is not going to buy many fire hoses or a lot of equipment, because effectively the service is employing 
32 people. It is nice to have that capacity, but those 32 people are not going to be fighting bushfires. 
Hon Simon O’Brien: What do they do? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: That is a very good question, because I struggle to get the minister to tell me. 
Hon Jim Chown: He probably doesn’t know himself. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Are you having a go at me? 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: No, we are talking about the other minister. The Minister for Environment is a very 
good minister. He is an excellent minister. In fact, he is almost a brave minister. 
Hon Stephen Dawson: Stop it! Speak to the motion. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: There is the minister’s next preselection shot already! 
Basically, it is 32 FTE—32 people for $3.2 million a year. It effectively will not do anything else as there is no 
budget for it. This gets us to a particularly interesting component. That question was asked on Wednesday, 16 May. 
What is the rural fire division going to do? It will effectively employ 32 FTEs whose role will basically be in 
planning and preparedness. Some of that will be good, but that is mostly roles that the special commissioner said 
should be subsumed by some other department to leave the rural bushfire service, as he recommended, free to fight 
bushfires. That is not what we have been delivered. The next part of that question was about where the government 
was planning to locate its rural fire division. 
Hon Jim Chown: The Perth CBD. 
Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It was not quite the Perth CBD. The cat got let out of the bag in a question I asked 
the poor old minister the next day. On 17 May, I asked — 

I refer to the minister’s announcement … of a rural fire division … and the development of 
a Bushfire Centre of Excellence, both of which are to be co-located, according to comments the minister 
made on ABC radio … 

He did. He went on ABC radio and said, effectively, wherever we put one, we will put the other one. He is on the 
record as saying that. I then referred to an interview conducted with the United Firefighters Union of WA on my 
local ABC South West and Great Southern that same morning, in which the UFU announced the proposed site of 
the Bushfire Centre of Excellence in Darlington in the Shire of Mundaring. The Mundaring location has been tossed 
around for some time and there is no doubt whatsoever that the minister had placing the rural fire division in the 
Shire of Mundaring with the Bushfire Centre of Excellence in mind. For the first six weeks after the announcement, 
the minister was effectively defending Mundaring as a good location. The minister said that we do not want to bring 
people down from the north west and make them drive all the way to the south west because that is not the most 
efficient use of time and money. I agree. I think if the government reinstated the volunteer fuel card, we would solve 
that problem. Halving the money available for the volunteer fuel card and holding it over and making it available 
six months into the year was a good way of saving money very surreptitiously. It was one of those secret squirrel 
money-saving exercises at the expense of fire volunteers and other volunteers around the state. 

The minister was adamantly defending Mundaring as a prime location. If we try to put ourselves in the mind of 
the minister—it is a little scary—and if we understand that the rural fire division is not a rural fire service but an 
administrative and policy arm of Department of Fire and Emergency Services to talk about regional issues, why 
would we not put it in the city? It is not a service delivery arm. It is not a service. It is a bunch of very good people 
effectively providing policy and advice. We may as well put that in the city. For the first six or eight weeks, the 
Minister for Emergency Services was running around wherever he could. God bless him; he went all across the 
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state. He was very active in spreading the message, but he was not necessarily up-front in saying that this is not 
a rural fire service. I understand that in some places that was okay but in other places people threw their volunteer 
oranges on the ground and stormed out. There was a combination of reactions. 

The minister talked about the Shire of Mundaring at the time. We did not realise the location was in Darlington until 
the UFU spilled the beans. I presume that that advice could have come only from the minister at some point. I can 
assume only that the minister had a discussion with the UFU and it was generally agreed that it would be in 
Darlington. I have the audio and I am happy to send it to all members. We put it on POWAnet so that members can 
listen to that conversation if they want to. I will send members the references. I sent it to the minister at the time. 
The UFU said that it was very glad to see it is going into Darlington. It absolutely let the cat out of the bag. I detect 
a change, though, because after that and other questions were raised of the minister about his defence of the Shire 
of Mundaring as a location and the UFU announcing that it was already predetermined to go into Darlington, the 
minister has had to backflip. The only bit that frustrates me is that nobody has pinned him on the backflip. 

A few weeks ago, the minister and I both attended the opening of the revamped Yarloop fire station, which 
obviously burnt down during the Yarloop fires. Whether we call them the Waroona or Yarloop fires, it is fine; it 
is nearly the same spot. The minister was adamant at that point, for the first time since the announcement of a rural 
fire division on 13 April, that the location was not predetermined. In fact, at that point, for the first time, from 
memory, he said that he would be looking at all the possible locations and that local governments from one end of 
the state to the other were lobbying him. I think that is a good thing. I think we should acknowledge that he has 
had a backflip, the intentions have changed and he is now going to have perhaps a proper look at where that 
location might be. Whether he would have done so without the sort of pressure that had to be brought to bear is 
another question. My view is, and always has been, that we need to look at a location in the south west land 
division, somewhere between the region of Pinjarra and Manjimup. I would open it up because we need a number 
of things for both the centre of excellence and the rural fire division headquarters. Even though it is still only the 
administrative arm, it has to be in an area with the capacity to deliver communication services, airport services, 
accommodation and all those things. We might now open that up. I suspect that with the campaign conducted by 
a number of us—Hon Rick Mazza, Hon Martin Aldridge were both working on the fire issue—we have managed 
to get a backflip on that. I think we should all take some credit. I can see a joint media release going out now: 
“We all thank the Minister for Emergency Services for his backflip.” Well done. I think that is fantastic. 

Hon Stephen Dawson: You’re far too cynical, member. 

Hon Dr STEVE THOMAS: It happens when we get older. I think the cat was absolutely let out of the bag with 
that one. I suspect probably the worst-kept secret in government—now provably—was that the rural fire division 
was destined for Darlington in the Shire of Mundaring, but, unfortunately, given the handling of the matter, that is 
no longer the case. I suspect that those who were expecting it to arrive there might have some stern words for the 
Minister for Emergency Services and his handling of the matter. But I think an open tender process for the location 
of the centre is a far better outcome. Unfortunately, it has been a fairly long and involved story and we could have 
spoken about a lot of things regarding the proposed rural fire division. 

I want to spend a few minutes talking about the Liberal Party’s response and my personal response to the 
announcement made by the minister and the Premier on 13 April. I want to ensure that members are aware. Here 
is my view of how we make what was a reasonably average to poor government announcement perhaps a little 
better. I am here to help. I am not Kevin, but I am here to help! I am trying to assist the government to make it 
a better outcome. Here are some recommendations that I think would be important. In my press release of the day, 
I welcomed the additional $15 million for bushfire risk management programs and the $18 million for the centre 
of excellence. However, I said, and I am still of the view, that if the government were serious, it did not have to 
increase the emergency services levy for that. I would have happily taken a red pen to the government’s budget 
and particularly some of its overly generous and unnecessary election promises; I think I could have funded it out 
of its existing budget. That offer is still on the table, of course, should the Treasurer be listening at some point and 
decide that he wants a hand to balance the budget a bit better. I am perfectly happy to do that. I do not think it had 
to be funded through an additional tax, particularly by a government that went to the election saying it would have 
no new taxes and no significant increases. This is a significant increase even if we put it up by the levels announced 
in the budget. 

Here is my set of recommendations. I would go back to calling it a service and have it deliver operational activity 
as a sub-department of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services. I do not think we are ready in the debate at 
this stage for a completely independent rural fire service, although we might reach that ultimate outcome one day. 
At this point, we have to work with the government that we have, sadly. I also think the service has to have an 
independent budget every year, not the $3.2 million, 32-FTE budget that was going into Darlington and is now 
potentially going somewhere else. It has to have an independent budget to manage and operate fires. It has to be in 
the budget papers every year and has to be reported at the end of each financial year in the annual reports so that we 
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can examine it and hold the government to account by saying, “This money was expended as part of a rural fire 
service to manage rural fire mitigation, preparation and operations”, which is what Euan Ferguson provided for. 

In my view, the head of the rural fire service should be someone at the highest possible level. If it is not going to 
be an independent commissioner, I think it should be a deputy commissioner–level role. The current rural fire 
division did not announce a rural fire deputy commissioner or assistant commissioner at that high level. I think 
there is a chief executive officer. I would make it a deputy commissioner role. The Fire and Emergency Services 
Commissioner, at the next immediate level of administration, line manages the deputy commissioner for the rural 
fire service who is operational, not at the administrative and support network level of operations. I think a major 
opportunity has been missed. I think if we make it a deputy commissioner role, even if we leave it subservient to 
the commissioner, a deputy commissioner could adequately respond to government and be responsive to 
a minister. If the government does not want to go back to the old Bush Fires Board model, which had some pluses 
and some minuses, a deputy commissioner role in charge of the rural fire service would be a significant 
improvement on the model presented by the government. 

I could spend some time on this but I have to conclude. Let me conclude on this key point. The announcement on 
13 April was not the announcement of a rural fire service. It was the announcement of 32 FTEs in a policy and 
backroom support network that will do some very good things in planning and support administration, but it will 
not fight bushfires and it will not support the people who do. 

HON COLIN TINCKNELL (South West) [2.03 pm]: I thank Hon Rick Mazza for bringing on this motion. 
Having listened to Hon Dr Steve Thomas, many things were mentioned and I think he has covered most or all of 
the important points. From the moment I put my name down to run for Parliament, way before even the election, 
this issue came up very clearly. The people of the south west whom I represent made it quite clear to me that this 
is very important to them. I will go back and talk about why this came about. 

There have been previous fires, which Hon Dr Steve Thomas mentioned, but I refer to the 2016 fire in Waroona, 
which included Yarloop and Preston Beach. It burned for 17 days and affected 69 000 hectares. Two lives were 
lost and many livestock were lost. Considering how bad the fire was and how long it lasted, we got out of it quite 
lightly. It could have been much worse for the surrounding areas of Harvey and Waroona. During that fire, 
181 properties were destroyed. In June 2016, the findings of the Euan Ferguson inquiry were pretty clear. 
Euan Ferguson is the former head of the Victorian and South Australian fire board, so we had an expert involved 
in that inquiry. The report found major deficiencies and recommended 17 sweeping reforms. They include creating 
a rural fire service to better manage the risk and response to bushfires. This was to be implemented after the current 
bushfire season, which was way back in 2016. It has taken a while to get to where we are today. In some ways, it 
is great that we are here and that something is being done, but it has taken quite a bit of time. Focusing on 
prescribed burning, hazard reduction and critical assets was also recommended. Mitigation burning is always 
a debatable subject when it comes up and there are many problems with it. However, there is no other way of 
reducing the risk, so hazard reduction around settlements and critical assets is imperative. Other important 
recommendations were the creation of a fast-track hazard reduction burn to ensure that prescribed burns are done 
around critical assets and that there is better distribution of fire information, alerts and warnings. The findings and 
recommendations were pretty clear. 

It has been two years since the Ferguson report. We have had an election since then and we understand some of 
the delay. A government media statement in April announced that $80 million will be allocated to a new division, 
as Hon Dr Steve Thomas pointed out, not to a separate fire service. We found out that it will be funded by an 
additional levy, also known as another tax, to be paid by both metropolitan and rural residents to fund the service 
and other rural fire prevention, preparedness and response measures. We do not have a separate rural fire service, 
yet there is an extra tax or levy—members can call it what they wish. There are some contentious issues. The 
Association of Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades raised concerns about the new rural fire division sitting under the 
auspices of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services. It believes it should operate as a separate entity. These 
are the guys who volunteer and are experts on the ground. They have sometimes been doing this for 50-odd years 
so they certainly know the issues. Labor campaigned on no increases in taxes and, of course, we did get extra tax 
increases. The other contentious issue is the early alerts and warnings that need to be addressed. Many areas still 
worry us and more work needs to be done. The next steps need to be to mitigate risk and prevent the spread of 
fires. It is crucial that firefighters are involved who have local knowledge of the area. An independent rural fire 
service would ensure that rural towns are better prepared and able to respond to bushfires in local areas. It goes 
without saying that I support this motion. In New South Wales, South Australia and Victoria, whether we call them 
commissioners, officers or CEOs, they are separate. They run independently from the other organisations. We 
need two separate operations—one rural, and one for everything else. 
To finish off, I get regular updates from the volunteer bush fire brigades. One of the things that has worried them, 
and this was highlighted in the Euan Ferguson report, is the personal attacks and the anti–bushfire volunteer 
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culture. I really do not understand that. We understand that fighting fires in the metropolitan area and large regional 
towns is different from fighting bushfires. That is the reason the Ferguson report clearly indicated the need for 
a separate rural fire service. We will be supporting the motion. As Hon Dr Steve Thomas has mentioned, it is good 
timing that this motion is now before the house. It is an important issue for this house to debate, and we offer 
Hon Rick Mazza our full support. 
HON TIM CLIFFORD (East Metropolitan) [2.12 pm]: I rise today as the Greens’ spokesperson. We oppose 
the motion before the house, as we believe there has been enough scrutiny of where we are headed with the reforms. 
We have already had the Keelty and Ferguson reports, and the Economic Regulation Authority’s emergency 
services levy review, and setting up another committee would just be kicking the can down the road. At the end of 
the day, the Ferguson report considered that it was up to the government of the day. Following the scrutiny of the 
budget, we understand that the government’s position is that it does not support creating an independent rural fire 
service, as the cost would be a hindrance. We also believe that there is enough oversight of the emergency services 
levy spending by the ESL referral advisory committee. This committee is brought together from across the 
spectrum, with enough experience to scrutinise exactly where the funding will go. 
Going forward, we need to ensure that the Department of Fire and Emergency Services and the volunteers do not 
work in silos. From what I understand from speaking to a lot of people, this has been a hotly contested issue. 
Leading into the last election, the Greens supported the creation of an independent rural fire service, and our 
position is still that if the funding and resources were there, we would support it. Considering that is not going to 
happen, we need to ensure that these people work together, because shooting across the table at each other is not 
going to help anyone. 
I also believe that the Bushfire Centre of Excellence, if it functions correctly, should bring everyone together by 
consolidating the science and knowledge from all parties. 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas: It should make it better. 
Hon TIM CLIFFORD: Yes, it should, and it should take knowledge from DFES, the Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions and local government. Hopefully, the centre of excellence will provide faster 
response times and deliver on what the government is saying, but it is up to us to make sure that the government 
follows through what it is outlining with its reforms. 
The Ferguson report also recommended a two-year review, and we need to make sure that that happens. We need 
to ensure that DFES tables its annual report, and follow through with a lot more scrutiny through the estimates 
committees, and we should utilise other parliamentary levers. 
I was in the Army Reserve, and we always used to chat about the full-timers and our role in the scheme of things. 
Some of the sentiment I get from the regional volunteers is the same sort of “us and them” feeling. This will only 
work if the government follows through with providing enough resources to the division and keeps the 
communication lines open. Considering the division that has existed over the past few years since the establishment 
of the regional volunteers, it is time that we work together to get everyone to provide what should be provided; 
that is, the protection of lives and property of people in the regions. 
Just to reiterate, we will not be supporting the motion today because we believe there has been enough scrutiny. 
The support that we give the government in its reforms definitely hinges on how best it proposes to bring everyone 
together. 
HON DIANE EVERS (South West) [2.17 pm]: I just want to add to the comments of my colleague 
Hon Tim Clifford. My electorate is in the south west, and what happens there is very important to me. I wholly 
support the idea of the Ferguson report coming forward to say that we need a rural fire service. Had this motion 
come on for debate before the government put forward its policy, there would have been a very different discussion 
from us. Now the government has come forward with this rural fire division, which, once I questioned it further, 
I believe should be called the bushfire division, because it is not just about fighting rural fires; it is about fighting 
fires in the bush. It is a misnomer again. Not only is it not a service, but it is just an arm of DFES to deal with some 
of the administrative things. I am not comfortable with the final policy as it has been presented. I think there is 
a lot of work to be done there. I am hoping, and I think I am confident, that this is not the final report and how it 
will be forever, and that we will be able to work with it to make it more suitable for the bush fire brigades that are 
such a strong and positive force in rural areas. I was in Albany, and my home was in danger from the bushfires 
over the past two weeks. I spent the night somewhere else, rather than waiting to see whether the fire came during 
the middle of the night. I cannot express my gratitude to the bush fire brigade volunteers any stronger than by 
saying it here in Parliament. 

This bushfire division has the capacity to work as some sort of a facilitator, and to get the collaboration going 
between DFES and the bush fire brigades. This is something that other states have tried to do by creating two 
separate organisations. But having two separate organisations without someone to pull them together and make 
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them work as one is counterproductive. We need to get this bushfire division to have a role. I know it has its 
advisory body, and there is potential there, but we need to get the Department of Fire and Emergency Services to 
work with the brigades to strengthen the two of them. As I see it, the brigades are looking for a couple of things. 
Firstly, they need proper resourcing for their firefighting and safety equipment—the trucks and machinery they 
use. Secondly, they need proper training, and I understand that the bushfire division is going to be involved in 
training, which is a good thing. I have spent only a few days with bush fire brigades over the past year, and I have 
learnt that these are things that matter to them. It is not an enormous task for this division to work with the volunteer 
bush fire brigades to find out what their needs are. I think the strongest one is not a physical need—the need for 
resourcing and equipment—but a psychological thing. Ninety-five per cent of the bushfires are put out by brigades 
without input from DFES at all. The brigades know what they are doing, they know the area they are working on, 
they know where the water sources are, which roads they can get through and when a burn was last carried out. 
They have that information to hand. When DFES comes in and says, “We have this under control. It’s our thing. 
You can step out of the way. Don’t cross that line. Do what you are told”, it is not just demeaning but it does not 
make best use of the resources. Our resources are there; these volunteers have that on-ground knowledge. 
I recognise that I am not a firefighter. I am not on the ground with them and I am not certain how we would work 
out which volunteer we respond to. Maybe it would be the captain of the brigade. If they are not there, then what? 
These are not answers for me or for all of us to decide. If we want to address the bushfire situation, that is one of 
the roles and aspects of this bushfire division that is being created. 

One thing I do know is that we need to keep volunteers in the system. The average age of volunteers, like many 
other things, is steadily increasing. We need to get new, younger members involved in the process, who have an 
interest in protecting their community, their environment and the welfare of citizens. This bushfire division should 
be out there working as a facilitator, working towards collaboration of all those resources that we have—the paid 
staff, the volunteers and the equipment. Put them together and give some recognition, appreciation and 
acknowledgement—whatever the word is—to the Association of Volunteer Bush Fire Brigades. That recognition 
will go a lot further than just trying a top-down approach. No matter how hard we go in there and try to do the 
right thing, if we do it by stomping all over the people on the ground, they will have trouble coming back the next 
time. We need those volunteers; we cannot operate without them. The reason they can put out 95 per cent of the 
fires in the bush is because they are on the ground and they respond immediately. They are not being paid; they 
are just doing it because they know that is the right thing to do. We need to support them. This bushfire division 
should be about facilitating the bush fire brigades so that they have the resources they need and people keep joining 
up and coming out to fight those fires. I am willing to sit and watch this develop. I know it is not an easy task. We 
have heard the word “collaboration” from the government from time to time. That is what we really need to be 
looking at. There is no point going into this as an “us and them” thing. The output that we are all looking for and 
our aim is to have efficient and effective methods to put out those fires as soon as possible. 

I will take a few minutes to comment on the money that has been put aside for prescribed burns. As most members 
probably already know, two of the major fires in the Albany region resulted from prescribed burns that got out of 
hand. That has happened on many occasions. It is something that we seem to keep dealing with. It would be nice 
to say that that should not happen. I do not have the answers but I am sure we will be addressing prescribed burns 
over the next year and how we manage them because I think we need a sizeable rethink about what we are doing. 
If we go in and try to burn off more this year, that is great for this year, the next year and the couple of years after 
that, but each time we go and burn off, if we cannot go back to manage it, the fuel load increases. If we are looking 
at how big an area we should address through prescribed burns, we should be asking whether we have the capacity 
to go back in there in the next three to seven years, depending on the forest type and other factors, or do we find 
other methods to reduce the fuel load in certain areas? 

That is where the centre of excellence comes in. A lot of research is going on across the country, and probably in 
other countries as well, but WA is a bit different. We have a different environment and landscape compared with 
many other places. This centre of excellence has that opportunity, if funded properly. As we heard, there will be 
$3.6 million available for 32 people. We will be struggling to do a whole lot of work unless those people are the 
right people who can do the research themselves because there is not a lot of fat in that budget for consultants. 
I would like to see those people on the ground talking to a lot of the volunteers and other people in the regions and 
local governments to see what their views are. Are the areas where we must do prescribed burns safe to be able to 
do that? Are there areas where we use mechanical fuel load reduction? Are there areas where we can look at 
something that encourages decomposition of the leaf matter? I understand that fuel load is that stuff right on the 
ground. We are not talking about the middle storey or the upper storey but the leaf litter and twigs sitting on the 
ground. If we can get that to decompose more quickly, such a large fuel load will not build up for the next wildfire 
that comes through.  
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I have hope. I think we have made a start to try to create a division or a body that might be able to address some 
of our issues, but it will take collaboration and a lot of willingness across all parties to work with each other and 
learn and look to the future rather than necessarily to the past. 

I will make one side comment before I sit down. I went to a Noongar burning workshop down in Bridgetown 
a month or so ago. It was interesting to watch David Ward stripping back the sides of grass trees. He has carried 
out considerable research on grass trees. Grass trees can be dated, like we can date trees by looking at the number 
of rings. He has some examples going back about 500 years showing that before World War I, the burns in certain 
areas of our jarrah forest had pretty much occurred every three or four years. It is variable. Members would have 
to look at the whole report if they are interested. Regular burns in certain areas are the way to go. In other areas, 
possibly not; it might be every seven years. I will not make that decision; I would hope that would be up to the 
research of this centre of excellence. It needs to work out how we manage fires across the region so we do not 
have the episodes that we just had down in Albany or the ones in Yarloop, Margaret River and Northcliffe—all 
the places that have gone in the past few years. Here is to hope. I believe that some good decisions can be made. 
I feel it is up to us to support that. 

HON STEPHEN DAWSON (Mining and Pastoral — Minister for Environment) [2.28 pm]: It is my pleasure 
to rise on behalf of the government to give the government view of this motion. In doing so, I place on the record 
my gratitude to the hundreds, if not thousands, of women and men right across the state, either paid or unpaid, 
who fight fires. It is a difficult task. These people are out there on a daily basis in some cases making sure that 
they keep our communities safe. I wanted to place that on the record. 

I appreciate Hon Rick Mazza moving his motion. As my learned colleague Hon Dr Steve Thomas said, 
Hon Rick Mazza must have had foresight some 12 months or more ago to put this issue on the notice paper for 
debate in this place. It is an important motion. We can think back to the big fires that we have had in this state over 
the past 12 years or so. We continue to face further challenges. It is important that we learn from each opportunity 
and help mitigate and hopefully ensure that we do not see the devastation that the communities of Waroona and 
Yarloop, for example, experienced a few years ago. 

The government is committed to genuine emergency services reform that will not only improve rural fire 
management for our regional areas, but also enhance the state’s focus on emergency risk management and ensure 
greater integration of prevention, preparedness, response and recovery.  

The McGowan government is committed to implementing recommendation 15 of the Ferguson report titled 
“Reframing Rural Fire Management: Report of the Special Inquiry into the January 2016 Waroona Fire”. We 
believe we are getting that done, and I will go into the reasons for that shortly. I have to say I am proud that the 
government has made a commitment to do this and we are delivering on this. I know how much time and effort 
my colleague the Minister for Emergency Services has put into dealing with this issue. Recommendation 15 is at 
page 23 of the report and is headed “Rural Fire Capability”. It states in part — 

The State Government to create a  Rural Fire Service to enhance the capability for rural fire 
management and bushfire risk management at a  State, regional and local level. The proposed 
Rural Fire Service will: 

• be established as a separate entity from the Department of Fire and Emergency Services or, 
alternatively, be established as a sub-department of the Department of Fire and Emergency 
Services; 

We believe this government has gone beyond what the Ferguson report has suggested, because we have instead 
put in place an entirely new division—the rural fire division—as one of the four new divisions in the revamped 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services. 

I take this opportunity to remind members that reforming emergency services management in this state is no mean 
feat. It is a difficult task. Many people with many disparate views operate in and around this space. Bearing in 
mind that this is not my portfolio, I know from answering questions and from being involved in debates and 
conversations in this place that it is not always possible to make everyone happy in this space. In fact, it is rarely 
possible to make many people happy when we are dealing with the issues of fire in the bush, because people have 
different views. I take my hat off to the Minister for Emergency Services for the work he has done and the effort 
he has made through this process over the past 14 or 15 months in which this government has been in office. I have 
placed on the record previously—mostly thanks to Hon Rick Mazza, when we have had conversations in this place 
on similar motions—my view about the genuine consultation that the Minister for Emergency Services undertakes. 
I know there are divergent views about whether the minister has landed in the right place on this issue. I believe 
he has. The minister truly exemplifies his nature of engaging in genuine consultation and getting out amongst it. 
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Hon Rick Mazza mentioned the Bushfire Mitigation Summit that was held in Mandurah probably about this time 
last year. The journey began at that summit. I do not think all the answers came from the summit, but certainly the 
conversations started that day. There were people in the room with a long interest and much experience in this 
area, and they listened and contributed. The dialogue started then. The summit brought together many of the state’s 
leading voices on bushfire mitigation. I recognise that some people who wanted to be at that summit could not be 
there. However, I am assured that over the 12 months since the summit, those people have been involved in 
conversations about where we have ended up. Thinking back to that day, the summit was attended by 
representatives of volunteer associations and government agencies, landowners, local governments, pastoralists, 
commercial enterprises and advocacy groups, and, of course, members of Parliament. All those groups had a voice 
on that day, and all those groups have been involved in the conversations since that time. Following that day, the 
minister has led a series of consultations around the state. The minister has met with hundreds of volunteers from 
Albany in the south to Broome and Kununurra in the north west, in my electorate, and everywhere in between. 
The minister has been on a roadshow around the state. The minister has sat down with career firefighters, 
volunteers, local governments and community members to have a conversation or dialogue about the best way 
forward on rural fire management. 

The common theme from the minister’s perspective that came out of those discussions was the strong desire for 
collaboration to protect our communities. In fact, historically, that collaboration did not exist. I appreciate the 
comments of Hon Dr Steve Thomas about the parks and wildlife service of the Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions and its good relationship with volunteers. That has not always been the case. In fact, 
historically, there has not been the best of relationships between what is now DFES and DBCA. It is to the credit 
of the leadership of those agencies that they are now working very collaboratively. It has been my pleasure over 
the past I guess 14 months in this job to hold a number of joint events with Minister Logan and to see that 
collaboration in operation. I think back to previous times when I have worked in the office of ministers in the 
environment space and the relationship between those agencies has been very poor. It is great that there is now 
a real sense of collaboration. I am proud that the staff of my agency are reaching out and now have better 
relationships and greater sharing with volunteers around the state. The government recognises—as other members 
have mentioned—that we could not do the job of protecting rural communities without the volunteers. The 
volunteers give up the little spare time they have, bearing in mind that some of the people in those communities 
work a daily 12-hour shift but still give their time after hours to look after their communities. We could not do this 
job without those volunteers. Therefore, we need to make sure that we respect the volunteers and provide the 
access to training and services, and to relationships, that they would not get ordinarily. 

The common theme is a strong desire for better collaboration to protect rural communities. As the Minister for Fire 
and Emergency Services has said, this is at the heart of the government’s approach to emergency services. As 
members have mentioned, after much deliberation and consideration, on 13 April this year the Minister for 
Emergency Services and the Premier announced the creation of the new rural fire division. I believe, and I think 
the government agrees, that this is a major step for Western Australia. For the first time ever, the 
Department of Fire and Emergency Services will have a division that is focused solely on rural bushfire 
management. That will enhance our capability at a state, regional and local level. This new division includes the 
Office of Bushfire Risk Management, the bushfire risk management program and its related activities, land use 
planning and bushfire technical services, and the new first-of-its kind $18 million Bushfire Centre of Excellence, 
which will facilitate high level training and bushfire science. A number of members have made comments about 
that previously, some cynically—I am not looking at anyone in particular. This new division, which brings together 
all those disparate parts, will make a significant and lasting difference to the state of Western Australia in bushfire 
mitigation. There will also be a stronger focus on strengthening volunteer relationships through the new ministerial 
volunteer advisory forum, the expanded bushfire advisory council, and the new volunteer support positions. I will 
go into detail about that later. 

Again, historically, no government of any persuasion has really listened to or provided the necessary resources to 
those volunteer groups. Therefore, this is a very good step in the right direction. 

Hon Rick Mazza: Will you take an interjection? 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: No, I will not. This is not my portfolio, so I am trying to keep my train of thought 
without getting distracted, but I will come back to the member if I have time. 

Several members interjected. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Members! This is a very good debate. I welcome the contribution of other members, 
and in fact I hope to get back to Hon Rick Mazza a bit later once I have gone through the detail I need to get 
through. However, I point out that Hon Rick Mazza will hopefully have 15 minutes in reply at the later stage, and 
he can have a go at me again if he needs to. Given the interjections that time, obviously it is an important issue to 
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the members in this place and I encourage them to make a contribution to this debate, if not today, over next week 
as well. 

Regarding recommendation 15, the minister made it clear that there would not be an independent rural fire service 
established as a separate entity from the Department of Fire and Emergency Services. He has essentially been 
saying that since not long after we took government, and that was due to the reality that we could not afford one. 
We could not afford to set up a parallel bureaucratic process and it is the minister’s view that that is not needed. 
In fact, recommendation 15 states that it is either/or—either make the entity standalone or have better resourcing 
in the agency to have more of a focus on it, and that is the path the minister took. As I said, we have been listening 
over the past 14 months. We have put in place a division that recognises the input of volunteers, harnesses the best 
in bushfire management and meets the needs of our geographically diverse state. Hon Diane Evers alluded to the 
fact that we are different from other states in this country. The size of the state, the geography, means it is simply 
not possible to copy what has happened in New South Wales or Victoria previously and we need our own system 
taking into consideration this geographically diverse state, which, of course, is one-third of the landmass of 
Australia. We have different issues and there are different opportunities in this state than in other states. 

With the benefit of the integration of the Office of Emergency Management within DFES, along with these other 
measures, DFES now has the capability to holistically manage the adverse effects of bushfires in terms of 
prevention, preparedness, response and recovery. Any assessment of the rural fire management reform should be 
taken in this context. As I said, the McGowan government is focused on ensuring that our emergency services are 
working well and together for the benefit of the community. This should not be novel, but looking back historically, 
it seems novel. Quite simply, we need to work together and collaborate to make sure we are protecting our 
communities in the state. It was the government’s view that a solely independent rural fire service would come at 
an increased cost to the community and, quite frankly, with no real additional benefits to collaboration. Rather 
than breaking down silos, we could have created a new bureaucratic beast sitting outside the existing framework. 
We could have been putting up walls and barriers instead of taking them down, and that was a consideration for 
the government. We do not want to see the existing independent operational structure simply duplicated for the 
sake of it. Since 1 July 2017, we have gone through the exercise of amalgamating government departments to 
break down the silos and encourage them to work together, and we saw this as an opportunity in this space too. 

Through the rural fire division we are leading significant investment—in fact record investment—in mitigation to 
help protect communities from the threat of bushfires. Of course, we are broadening the focus of DFES to become 
a multi-hazard and community-focused organisation. Since the announcement, the minister has continued to meet 
with volunteers right across the state who have expressed their support for the rural fire division and the action 
this government has taken. The minister has personally travelled thousands of kilometres throughout 
Western Australia to meet with members of more than 174 brigades, groups and units, and also 37 local 
governments, speaking to them all about what this announcement will mean to their local area. The minister 
recently spent three days driving himself and staff through the communities in the south west meeting with 
volunteers. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas: We gave him a visa! 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Good on you! 

He met with volunteers and explained what this newly announced division was. He has travelled to Albany, 
Jerramungup, Bremer Bay, Ravensthorpe and Esperance. He also spent days driving himself, again with staff, 
through the great southern and the lower and central wheatbelt. As I said, he has been particularly keen to talk to 
people in the communities who are most affected by this decision. We could all learn from my ministerial colleague 
about that consultation and listening exercise he undertook. He has also been to my electorate in the north west 
and the Mining and Pastoral Region. He has travelled through Broome, Kununurra, Exmouth, Halls Creek and 
Fitzroy Crossing, so the whole spread. For members’ interest, this weekend he will be in Carnarvon, again talking 
to local brigades, the local authority and others about the rural fire division. 

I go back to the contribution made by Hon Rick Mazza previously. I know he has said that he has been concerned 
about volunteers leaving brigades. I suggest that that is always out of frustration. We know that the lives of 
volunteers change. They leave for a multitude of reasons. Some of them get new jobs and some move towns. 
Perhaps some have been frustrated, but I think it is a long bow to draw to suggest that people have left recently as 
a result of this decision. I am hopeful that this decision will mean that more people see the benefit of volunteering 
and take up the opportunity to keep their communities safe. Obviously, it is a personal decision that people need 
to make, but it is one that I appreciate as a minister in this government. There is also the changing nature of our 
regional communities. Corporate farms have had an impact. Where once there were farmers and communities 
running their own farms and being part of the community, over time some of those people have been bought out 
and we are seeing less and less volunteering activity in the communities. I know that across the country there has 
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been a reduction in the number of volunteers, whether that has to do with 12-hour shifts or whatever. I do not think 
that is out of frustration. I think there are number of reasons that volunteers leave. 

I want to also mention a new initiative in the office of the Fire and Emergency Services Commissioner. There will 
be two volunteer liaison officers. That is another sign that this government and this minister recognise the immense 
value of volunteers and the tremendous work and effort they provide in this space and that we would be well and 
truly lost without them. These volunteer liaison officers will be out there talking to volunteers, brigades and other 
stakeholders to increase volunteer participation and retention. We are actively out there encouraging people to sign 
up, get on board and help us keep communities safe. Those volunteer liaison officers will also be able to convey 
directly to the FES commissioner any concerns or issues that volunteers have. It is a direct line of sight between 
volunteers and the commissioner to make sure that government can be more responsive to the needs and views, 
more importantly, of those volunteers on the ground. The minister has also heard repeatedly from brigades around 
the state that they would appreciate more administrative assistance in doing the tasks they have to undertake. The 
minister has acted to enable brigades to focus on the local communities, including recruitment, training, mitigation 
and response. Volunteer support officers will also be employed in the regions to assist brigades with the day-to-day 
running of their facilities and operations. That has been an issue previously. Vollies work day to day and they give 
their time after-hours, but it has not always been possible for them to do the admin associated with volunteering 
by making sure the paperwork is filled in or whatever else. This is another recognition of that, and these volunteer 
support officers will be employed in the regions to help those brigades do the work we need them to do, which is 
to help keep our communities safe.  

The other point I wanted to make is about the ministerial volunteer advisory forum, which will be where volunteer 
representatives will be able to meet in person with the minister and the commissioner. That will give them the 
opportunity to discuss any issues, suggestions, concerns or improvements regarding emergency management. We 
need to recognise that those people who are on the ground fighting fires often have valuable experience and insights 
to share with us about policies, so this will be an opportunity for those volunteers to have direct contact with the 
minister and the commissioner. It is the government’s intention to reinvigorate the volunteer advisory committees 
that already exist to ensure that the agency and the volunteers are working closely and collaboratively wherever 
possible. The government is committed to supporting our emergency service volunteers. It is committed to valuing 
them—other governments of all persuasions have not valued them as much as they could have done in the past. 
The comments of some members were perhaps a little disingenuous. We do value them. We are providing extra 
resources. We recognise the fine, fantastic work that they do and we want to help them to do more of it. We want 
to make their lives easier as well, by giving them extra opportunities. 

I go back to the new division and the comments made by a couple of my learned colleagues that it will be simply 
administrative in nature. That could not be further from the truth. It is quite puzzling that members would suggest 
this. The rural fire division is essentially a record $80 million investment in rural fire mitigation. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas: The rural fire division is getting $13 million. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Let me go on. It is a record $80 million investment over time in rural bushfire 
management to make our community safer. It is also about supporting our resources on the ground. It is about 
better resourcing those communities. It is about changing the approach that we take and our behaviour. It is also 
about making sure that we plan for the future. I do not believe, and I do not think the government believes, that 
we can continue to simply throw resources at catastrophic fires. By all means, when a fire occurs we have to 
resource it properly, but we should be getting ahead of the curve; we should be resourcing the system to enable us 
to prevent these fires in the first place. 

This is probably an opportunity for me to briefly mention the fine work that my Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions does. Again, it is a tough gig. It is operating in a space in which different people in 
the community express strong resentment of prescribed burning. I have previously placed on the record that 
I support the work of my department and of the men and women in that agency who are out there fighting fires, 
and, more importantly, trying to prevent fires. I know there are strong views in the community about prescribed 
burning, but I am happy to place on the record my gratitude to those women and men in my agency who work 
hard to protect communities. From time to time things go wrong. From time to time the weather changes. If, as 
a result of a change in circumstances or a change in weather forecast, something escapes, absolutely we should 
investigate that and make sure that we learn from that experience. In relation to the recent fires in the south west 
of the state, I respect and appreciate the fine work that was undertaken by the agency’s staff, and I will continue 
to back them and the efforts they undertake to keep our community safe in the south west. 

Hon Dr Steve Thomas: We both support that agency; they have done some good work. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I thank the member. It is difficult. People complain when their community is put at 
risk. People complain when there is smoke in the air. 
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Hon Tjorn Sibma: Neither have I. I have continually encouraged prescribed burning. 

Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I thank the member. It is a tough gig. There are all sorts of industries in the south 
west. There is the burgeoning wine industry. To the department’s credit, it tries to work with the local wine industry 
to make sure that these burns are not affecting the grapes. With a changing climate and a diversifying economy, 
the department undertakes a difficult task and it does it very well. 
Hon Dr Steve Thomas: Whisky should have a smoky flavour, not wine. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I place that on the record. Going back to the motion at hand and the new bushfire 
division, as I said, there are no guarantees with nature. Both the government and I believe that mitigation is a very 
important tool. In addition to the new bushfire division being responsible for the first of its kind Bushfire Centre 
of Excellence, it will be a key part of the Department of Fire and Emergency Services’ evolution to become 
a holistic and multi-hazard emergency management agency. It is also important to remind members that managing 
the operational and emergency response to bushfires is outlined in state legislation and existing emergency 
management plans. However, the new Bushfire Centre of Excellence aims to improve rural fire management 
through leadership, collaboration and innovation across the sector. I am appreciative of the number of comments 
and the positive contribution by Hon Diane Evers in this space. She recognises that this new centre of excellence 
is a great opportunity for us to enhance the coordination and delivery of rural fire and bushfire management 
training in Western Australia. The government believes that it will lead to improvements in interoperability 
through shared training programs and peer-to-peer learning. It will also enhance our rural fire capability and 
interoperability, which was a key part of the Waroona fire inquiry. This Bushfire Centre of Excellence will also 
bring together the best in bushfire management research and science, and will use that knowledge to improve how 
we mitigate and address bushfire risks. It is an opportunity. There is a great lot of work to be done in this space. 
I remain positive in this space. We have to make this new centre of excellence work. It is a great opportunity. Let 
us make sure it works. Let us not be naysayers from the outset. I think it is an opportunity. 
Hon Darren West: Good luck with that. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: Oh, member! In fairness, there is not a lot of difference in views. People in this 
chamber, and particularly regional members, recognise the challenges that we face in this space. People in this 
Parliament who represent regional communities want to ensure that our communities are protected. From time to 
time there are differences—I can see Hon Rick Mazza wants to say something and have a go—but we are often 
on the same page in this space. We recognise the difference. I think we recognise the great opportunity that exists 
in this space. Of course, the rural fire division will not be a silver bullet. I am not sure that anything can overcome 
nature or can fully mitigate risk. However, this is a very positive step. I believe it will change the face of rural 
firefighting and bushfire mitigation. We know that Western Australia faces severe fires every summer, and 
increasingly through autumn. The climate is changing and the time that we face significant fire issues continues to 
expand, but we will now have a new division within DFES that is dedicated purely to bushfire management—to 
trying to prevent it, manage it and work out how to improve our operational response to it. The government will 
also consult with all stakeholders and volunteers to develop concepts for that centre, which will ensure that we 
have access to the best available science, knowledge, training and technical expertise out there, but also the best 
available research to make sure that this does work. The centre will be a decentralised model, with knowledge and 
training to come from a variety of sources, including volunteers with decades of experience. The knowledge and 
training will be distilled at the centre and then shared on the ground with volunteer trainers, who will travel from 
around the state to visit the centre.  
Hon Dr Steve Thomas asked where such a centre might be located. I assure him that the government has not made 
a decision on the location of that centre. However, I know that some of my colleagues, and particularly some of 
those who represent the south west of the state, have strong views and would like it in the south west of the state. 
As a member of Parliament who represents the north of the state, I, too, have a view that the centre should be 
located as centrally as possible. I do not believe that it should be on St Georges Terrace, but equally we have to 
keep in mind that this is for not only the south west. I am chastising the members of Parliament who represent the 
South West Region, but this centre is for not only the South West Region. It will also service the Agricultural 
Region communities that Hon Rick Mazza represents and volunteer groups and others right around the state. 
Wherever it is, bearing in mind no decision has been made, it needs to be easily accessible. I do not think it is fair 
for voluntary groups from the north west of the state to have to fly down here and drive for hours to go to it. This 
is not part of the official notes given to me by the Minister for Emergency Services.  
Several members interjected. 
The ACTING PRESIDENT (Hon Martin Aldridge): Order! The minister has only a few minutes left. Let him 
finish. 
Hon STEPHEN DAWSON: I apologise; I should not have veered from the script, Mr Acting President. 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL — Wednesday, 13 June 2018] 

 p3238e-3255a 
Hon Rick Mazza; Hon Dr Steve Thomas; Hon Colin Tincknell; Hon Tim Clifford; Hon Diane Evers; Hon 

Stephen Dawson 

 [18] 

I remind members that no decision has been made about the location of the Bushfire Centre of Excellence. There 
are a number of views. Members in this place have various views, but rest assured that the Minister for Emergency 
Services will make the decision. This centre will capitalise on our existing wealth of knowledge and experience, 
and those around the state who travel to the centre will have the great opportunity to learn, participate and share. 

An amount of $35 million on top of the existing $15 million over the next four years, to be exact, will be spent on 
resources for bushfire mitigation. This is unprecedented and I am glad members in this place support and 
acknowledge the importance of mitigation to our state. I think we mostly have the same aim—that is, to prevent 
and prepare for bigger bushfires. The rural fire division will allow all agencies and all communities to work 
together and that is an important thing in this space. 

Touching briefly on the member’s comments about the emergency services levy and the assertion that the minister 
and the government have ignored the Economic Regulation Authority report and its recommendations, it is simply 
not true. We have not done that. The final ERA report that came out some months later called for greater oversight 
of the emergency services levy expenditure and the removal of the Fire and Emergency Services Commissioner 
as the body for appeal for ESL matters. That is exactly what the government is doing. The Minister for Emergency 
Services is establishing a new ESL referral and grants advisory committee to provide a body of appeal for all ESL 
grants–related matters. This committee will increase transparency and provide independent scrutiny of the ESL 
and the associated grants processes. I know we all have a view on the ESL and how it should be spent, but I think 
the new process has been learnt from that final ERA report and it will make for a better system. That work is 
underway. 

Importantly, the establishment of the rural fire division within DFES means that it can be funded from the ESL. If 
an independent rural fire service were created, legislation would have to go through Parliament, and we can never 
be confident of getting any legislation through this place. That legislation would need to come through this place 
to enable the ESL to fund a department separate from DFES. We have dealt with it in this way. The ESL can be 
used only for the purposes of the Fire and Emergency Services Act. When it was introduced as a more equitable 
means to fund emergency services, the commitment was given to quarantine the funds for the same purposes as 
the insurance levy was made to the community of Western Australia. DFES is obviously subject to the same 
budgetary control measures and scrutiny by government, as government agencies are, with the allocated budget 
each year and the estimates process, which is coming up. 

I am running out of time, but I remind members that again the minister in his travels around the state has listened 
extremely hard to those people with views on this issue. As I said, we cannot always make people happy but he 
has listened to the many volunteers who are doing fine work in this space. He is appreciative of the support of 
volunteer associations, the Bushfire Front, the United Firefighters Union of WA and local government volunteers. 
He recognises the real importance of bushfire safety to our local communities. This is significant reform. I am 
pleased that it does continue to receive support from members of Parliament across the chamber. We need to all 
make sure that we work together over the years ahead to make sure that this continues to deliver for people in 
regional Western Australia. 

I thank those many men and women who work hard to keep our communities safe. I will indicate to the honourable 
member that we will not be supporting his motion this afternoon. 

Debate adjourned, pursuant to standing orders. 
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