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Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council
(AFAC)



• National Disaster Risk Reduction Framework, and Handbooks

• Australian Disaster Resilience Knowledge Hub

• Australian Journal of Emergency Management

• Professional Development program – webinars, master classes

• Major Incidents Reports – annual, all hazards

• Lessons learned, knowledge management, and continuous improvement

• Involvement of NGOs – e.g. Red Cross

Australasian Institute for Disaster Resilience (AIDR)



• Procurement of aircraft, and sharing between states/territories through NRSC

• 160+ aircraft services for 2023-24 season, including Large Air Tankers

• LATs based in several jurisdiction, plus mobile National LAT and lead plane

• International arrangements and coordination with other countries

• Development of protocols and systems, including ARENA (roots of heavy plant version)

• Current projects – resource to risk; costs/benefits; retardant impacts/effectiveness

National Aviation Firefighting Centre (NAFC)



• Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee (CCOSC)

• National Capability Statement – all hazards, including aviation

• Interstate and international arrangements and agreements – NZ, USA, Canada

• 10 Standard Operating Procedures, and other doctrine

• Development of systems and tools for resource tracking and reporting

• Duty Officers, Duty Managers and Deployment Managers

National Resource Sharing Centre (NRSC)



• AFAC Council (34 members) and Board

• Collaboration Model – working with agencies, and through them with the 
community 

• AFAC Collaboration Groups – e.g. Rural and Land Management Group

• Doctrine at various levels (currently 100+ pieces), plus AIIMS 2017

• Research utilisation and relationship with NHRA 

• Emergency Management Professionalisation Scheme (EMPS) – includes PB?

Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council



Land Use Changes and Declining Capability in Using Fire



Land Use, Rural Industry and Agency Changes

• Declining influence of forestry and foresters in Australian bushfire management and 
research over several decades

• Declining use of fire in agriculture – land clearing, stubble burning, cane burning, grazing 
land management, woody weed control etc. – and research by ag scientists

• Fewer workers in rural Australia, and fewer workers with bush skills as well as fire 
knowledge

• Agency changes, workforce demographics and succession issues

• Victoria 1939, Dwellingup 1961, Victoria 2009, Productivity Commission 2015



Land Use and Land Management Contrasts: South and North

• Southern Australia – mainly AFAC member agencies, minimal broadscale private 
burning

• Urbanisation, smoke, traffic, environment, land use conflicts, desktop science

• Indigenous cultural burning – small steps, needs more support and time

• Northern Australia – TOs, pastoralists, conservation land managers etc.

• Northern Australia – ALRA 1976, Native Title Act 1993, carbon farming 
legislation, Aboriginal ranger programs, aerial ignition, GLM courses





Smoke on the Horizon: Emerging Issues and Challenges

• PB programs, priorities and scales – rings of confidence vs landscape scale

• PhDs and university studies – competing science, simulations vs evidence

• LATs, resource sharing vs PB, backburning, land management

• Cultural burning – enabling, supporting, self-determination, other agendas

• Smoke and human health – PB and/or bushfires, management responses, NT

• Beyond AFAC – Aboriginal corporations, TOs and rangers, conservation NGOs, 
MLA, Ag Depts and pastoralists, carbon projects, aerial ignition, non-agency 
personnel, local governments, mining companies, private contractors …



FFMG-AFAC National Burning Project
(2011-2017)



• 2009 Victorian bushfires, 2010 Royal Commission report

• Need to expand prescribed burning programs in Victoria and elsewhere

• Previous reviews and inquiries had also recommended (e.g. Ellis et al. 2004)

• Workforce requirements – skills, knowledge, capacity, capability, management

• National Burning Project 2011-17, with Commonwealth and agency support

• A valuable body of knowledge documented, but capability decline continues

The FFMG-AFAC National Burning Project
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Workshops across Australia
Analysis of procedures and practices

Case studies

Frameworks, Guidelines, Principles
To bring together inter-related aspects of prescribed burning 
across Australasia to design guiding frameworks and principles for 
a more holistic and consistent approach to prescribed burning































Rebuilding Capability: A Masterclass Program in Using Fire



A National Master Class Program in the Use of Fire

1. Building on previous investment in the National Burning Project and subsequent 
extension activities, as well as revision of the frameworks and guidelines to 
reflect new knowledge and approaches – e.g. weather, risk management, climate 
change, active program management, northern Australia 

2. Drawing heavily on the best available expertise in the country, both government 
and non-government, for program design, curriculum development, 
implementation and review

3. Incorporating traditional, contemporary and scientific knowledge as well as 
lessons learned from case studies and experienced practitioners



A National Master Class Program in the Use of Fire

4. Including a combination of fieldwork and classroom-based activities, with a 
strong focus on knowledge sharing between participants as well as facilitated 
experiential learning

5. Selecting initial participants who are already highly experienced and trained in 
prescribed burning in diverse and challenging operating environments

6. Having highly respected group leaders and experienced facilitators for each 
program who have credibility in prescribed burning and land management



A National Master Class Program in the Use of Fire

7. Commencing the program with a week of intensive learning (see table) followed 
by week-long blocks in the south west, south east and north of Australia

8. Providing opportunities for each group to collectively spend time planning and 
managing burns in diverse contexts and acquiring knowledge of different agency 
cultures and procedures

9. Providing opportunities for jurisdictions and agencies to have experienced 
personnel available to contribute to burn planning, operations, learning and 
continual improvement



A National Master Class Program in the Use of Fire

10. Giving appropriate recognition to those who complete the program to 
acknowledge their expertise and leadership role in using fire in the landscape

11. Involving Master Class graduates in developing and mentoring the next cohort as 
well as providing leadership in future program reviews and continual improvement

12. Expanding the initial program beyond highly experienced agency land managers, 
to run future programs that will include a broader range of people from local 
governments, rural fire services, Indigenous organisations, conservation NGOs and 
other backgrounds who are developing their knowledge and experience and aspire 
to learn and achieve more



A National Master Class Program in the Use of Fire

13. Ensuring that the different needs of burn planners, burn controllers, burn 
practitioners and burn program managers are considered

14. Having sufficient program intakes each year to build capability across Australia 
in the use of fire as a management tool, both for prescribed burning at a 
landscape scale, and for backburning as a legitimate and essential bushfire 
suppression strategy

15. Positioning the skilful use of fire in the landscape as a professional endeavour 
supported by a body of knowledge, that attracts, develops and retains people 
in careers, communities of practice, and leadership roles



Indicative Curriculum in Addition to Field-based Activities
Fire Science for PB Burn Program Management Human and Cultural Factors

• Climate change scenarios, 
weather, fuels and fire behaviour 
models

• New and emerging technologies 
and tools

• Fire ecology principles for 
prescribed burning

• Adaptive management

• Research utilisation

• Fire regimes and burn program 
design

• Complex burn planning, 
implementation and management

• Active (live) burn program 
management

• Managing communication and 
social licence 

• Burn program monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting

• Case studies and scenarios

• Community engagement

• Supporting Indigenous cultural 
burning

• Risk assessment, risk 
management and risk 
communication

• Human factors and decision 
making

• High Reliability Organisations

• Research utilisation



(Dept of Environment and 
Conservation, 2010)

Risk and Social Licence



Program Governance Framework

Program Board

Membership: senior leaders from AFAC, RLMG, FFMG, land management agencies, rural fire services, 
northern Australia, Indigenous representation

Expert Advisory Panel

Membership: subject matter experts in meteorology, fire behavior, fire ecology, Indigenous knowledge, 
operations, risk management, northern Australia, professional development, communications

Candidate Selection Panel

Membership: AFAC, RLMG, NPBN, FFMG, SE RCG (see below), SW RCG, NA RCG, diversity

Regional Coordination Groups (3)

• Southeast agencies – to plan and coordinate fieldwork, contingency planning, risk management etc.
• Southwest agencies – DBCA and DFES
• Northern agencies + other stakeholders – Indigenous, conservation, pastoral, carbon, NAFMN



The Bigger Picture: What Else is Needed?



Building National Capability: 2024 and Beyond?

• Prescribed burning

• Different realities, minorities, ideology and influence
• Social licence
• Capacity and capability within agencies
• Attraction, recruitment and retention – new sources?
• Supporting non-agency stakeholders – Indigenous, private conservation, 

pastoral, local government etc.

• Bushfire suppression

• Backburning knowledge and skills
• Aerial ignition – AFAC doctrine, but limited adoption

• National Master Class Program + what other initiatives?









1. Communications and advocacy to strengthen social licence

2. Multi-level professional development for managers and decision makers

3. A multi-week masterclass program for experienced practitioners

4. Communities of practice, sharing of knowledge and lessons learned, and 
support for research utilisation

5. National doctrine and best practice guidelines, tailored for new and emerging 
audiences

6. Engagement and extension activities with agencies, national NGOs, the 
carbon sector, aerial ignition providers and users, etc.

7. Assurance services including program reviews and support for continuous 
improvement





Dave Luxton 2018



How is this Relevant to Northern Australia and the NAFM Network?





Continuity and Change in Northern Australia

• Land ownership – ALRA 1976, Native Title Act 1993, ILUAs etc.

• Traditional owners, communities, outstations, Aboriginal rangers

• Cultural purposes, biodiversity conservation, grazing land management

• Greenhouse gas abatement and carbon projects – WALFA in 2006, ICIN in 2018

• Science and technology – aerial ignition, I-tracker, NAFI, benchmarking, CDU

• Program support personnel, diverse backgrounds, non-traditional pathways

• Pastoral skills – industry changes, fire, GLM, woody thickening, rubbervine etc.

































AFAC Prescribed Burning Master Class – Northern Australia

1. Partnerships with agencies, NGOs and subject matter experts
2. Engagement, coordination, facilitation, extension
3. Opportunities for northern learning and sharing – Indigenous 

burning, carbon, GLM, aerial ignition, introduced grasses …

North Australian Fire Managers Network

1. Bring diverse northern fire management stakeholders together
2. Share diverse perspectives and lessons learned – science, 

traditional knowledge, practitioner experience
3. Promote north Australian fire management issues on the 

national agenda
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