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1.0  Introduction 
 

The wildfires of 7 February 2009 were unprecedented and many communities endured one 

of the worst peacetime disasters in Australia’s history. These fires tragically claimed 173 lives, 

damaged or destroyed more than 2000 properties and 61 businesses, burned through 

entire towns and affected 430,000 hectares of land throughout Victoria.  Disasters on this 

scale do not occur in isolation, but are the result of preceding events and conditions. The 

Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission has been charged with investigating the causes of 

and responses to these fires.  To date, it has focused on warnings, information, protecting 

people during bushfires, identifying wildfire risk, emergency management and response.  

 

The next step for the Royal Commission is to examine building standards in ‘bushfire’ prone 

areas, hear evidence about the structure and regulation of the electricity industry in 

Victoria and look at land management issues.  Given that the condition of the land was 

relevant to the behaviour of the fires that started on 7 February, this report will focus on 

land tenure issues and driving influences.  It is a submission to the Commission and is being 

made generally available to the public as a tool for people seeking to submit to the 

Commission.  The aim of this report is to identify relevant issues for further investigation by 

the Royal Commission, with particular reference to its investigation into land management. 

 

The report begins with a brief overview of the weather conditions leading up to the events 

of 7 February 2009.  Tolhurst (2009), Sullivan and McCaw (2009) and Karoly (2009) consider 

that these conditions significantly influenced the severity of the fires.  The main body of the 

report focuses on three fires: 1) Kilmore East/Kinglake: 2) Murrindindi and 3) Churchill.  Each 

review of these fires has a brief summary of the weather and fire danger index (FDI) 

observed on 7 February 2009, then reports on the types of land tenure affected by the fires, 

the intensity of the fires, and some management issues concerning environmental values.  

A percentage analysis of fire affected land tenure is provided to provide readers with an 

overview of where the fires started, on what type of land tenure and how much of each 

type of land was fire affected. 

 

The report concludes with an overview of observed and predicted changes in climate 

patterns which may already influence fire behaviour on those land tenures and which are 

predicted to increase fire severity and number of extreme fire danger days in the future.  

 

The information in this report is preliminary and may be superseded once comprehensive 

academic and departmental analysis is undertaken.  However, it is hoped this report will 

help the Royal Commission identify a number of key issues of relevance and assist 

members of the community in contributing toward reducing the risk of such a disaster 

causing significant loss of life, property and the environment in the future.  The report draws 

from data from the following sources: 

 

• The Interim Report by the Royal Commission and supporting documentation 

• Department of Sustainability and Environment’s (DSE) Fire Web page 

• Bureau of Meteorology 

• NASA Earth Observatory 

• Media reports 

• On-site visits to a number of the fire affected areas 

• Review of literature and interviews with fire prevention and response personnel and 

witnesses 

 


