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We live on the Road, Adelong. Our property borders the
Ellerslie Nature Reserve. We have approximately 5km’s of
boundary with the National Park. Our experience of the fire was a
frustrating one. We were threatened and burnt with spot fires on
our farm between Saturday 28th December 2019 and January
3rd 2020. It became a battle not only with the fire but with the
RFS and NPWS. We were burnt out to 95% on January 4. What
wasn’t burnt out was finished off on Friday 10th January 2020.
The fire started with lightning strike in Takajo plantation on
Saturday 28th December. Our neighbour— rang the
RFS and asked them to check for a fire at approximately 8am on
the Saturday morning. It had been smoky all week due to all the
fires in NSW so it was hard to get a clear picture. We could smell
pine in the smoke for the first time all week. There was no call
raised until closer to midday whereby the fire had spread quickly
in the pines. We don’t know what happened with the RFS and



towers for the ensuing 4hr period. It quickly spotted onto our back
paddock and spread into the National Park on the first night.

The fire spread south quickly and all efforts were focussed on the
southern spread. In the north there was some containment that
was not completed and dozers etc were sent to various locations
but containment lines were not finished. The fire was effectively
let to burn in the Ellerslie Nature Reserve until close to New
Years Eve. See picture of my husband being the only vehicle on
the ridge at the northern end on our property that was always
under threat from the fire.

Firebreaks were burnt on the boundary of our property as the
impending weather was coming. There was no way that they
were then going to be able to contain fire front that extended 5km
on our boundary. Our property was going to effectively be used
as a fire break for the northern end when the wind change was
due. The back burn was done without the input of our local
knowledge. We begged them not to use the Yaven Creek as a
firebreak. It was too steep and scrubby. The back burn was also
so far away from where the fire was burning in the Reserve at
this point that local knowledge suggested that it was ineffective
as a management tool. They burnt it anyway and we believe it
was from here that we were burnt out. On Jan 4 it spotted in
several directions from the national park behind our paddock. It
spotted to the Snowy Mountain Highway and again from the back
to our house paddock as well as several other spots. It burnt out
our property of 3100 acres in a short time. It burnt through to
Adelong destroying 4 homes and upwards of 23 properties
including stock and quality farm land.

The fires continued to burn and parts of our property that had not
burnt on Jan 4 were lost on Jan 10. We were still blacking out
trees on the property into and after the Australia Day weekend. It
was a long physically and emotionally taxing time. We lost 97%
of our land, our fences, some stock and infrastructure such as
hay sheds. We lost our fodder reserves including silage, hay and
straw that was budgeted to last to June for our autumn/winter
seasonal weather break. We lost trees that were hundreds of
years old that will never be regrown in our lifetime. My husband
and his cousins saved our homes.

Unfortunately in the follow up since the fires it has become
apparent that there is a disparity between losing a home and a
livelihood. Charities and some assistance only recognise a loss
in losing a home, we feel that losing a livelihood is just as bad if
not worse. If we could have had a choice between losing the farm
or our home we would choose our home because the loss to our
farm can’t be accounted for: how do you calculate the loss of
ground cover which is feed but also landscape care? Everyone
wishes to keep carbon and look after our environment but ours
was stripped needlessly bare with the fire that could have been
contained. We now have ongoing weed issues due to the
stripping of the cover. These plants aren’t healthy stock feed. The
ongoing cost is immeasurable and is not easily fixed in the
foreseen future. We have to replace fencing, clean dams and
regrow woodlands for protection for the landscape and stock.
These are issues of global significance if we can recreate a
healthy farm environment it will help environmental issues as well
as grow food. We are primary producers.

The government assistance was appreciated and significant.
However, it only covers half of our fodder bills without even
looking into the cost of fencing for stock management and
regrowing the herd and flock back to full health. Livelihoods
should be acknowledged as a loss not just homes. Our emotional
physical and financial impact is ongoing.

Importantly going forward we feel that there are measures that
need to be put in place regarding fire awareness and future
protection for private forestry and National Parks. As land holders
we take responsibility to defend our country — these businesses
and departments should also do the same.

Private Forestry:



1.1 Causes and
contributing factors

1.2 Preparation and
planning

Hume Forests manage the plantation at Dunns Road where the
fire ignited from lightning. All forestry should be mandated to
have:

- Firebreaks within the plantations and on all boundaries.

- Weed management of blackberries and all ground material
should be cleared to allow for access.

- Water resources should be available within the pines for fighting
fires.

- Active patrolling by staff with slip on units available for quick
and easy access.

National Parks and Wildlife Service:

National Parks staff actively told locals that they were running the
fire during the fire. It was declared a Section 44 at midday on
Sunday 29th December yet there was only minimal staff
managing the fire. Unless | am mistaken at this point there was
no other Parks fires in the region at this time.

- NPWS staff only did day shifts. They attended meetings each
morning subsequently letting fires get hot and active before any
attempt to control them.

- NPWS staff left the fire ground each evening to go home or
‘...to a New Year’s Eve party...” when locals were actively
fighting the fire.

- NPWS staff would not discuss local landscape knowledge to
assist with fire fighting.

- NPWS staff were gone when we were burnt out as it was too
dangerous.

- NPWS staff actively withdrew machinery for containment when
it was possible to get lines in and moved containment lines back
so far that it extended the fire front excessively.

- NPWS staff travelled over known tracks with machinery but
never ‘dropped the blade’ to clear the tracks of leaf litter. This
effectively let the fire trickle over the tracks where they could
have contained it as the fire was not in the canopy at this stage.
- NPWS also effectively need to maintain tracks and buffer
zones.

The NPWS stated after the fire that the RFS was really running
the fire at the northern end of Dunns Road. Which leads us to
ask:

RFS:

- Why was there little containment for the first three days of the
fire?

- Why did they light backburns on our boundary when the fire
was way back in the Reserve. The backburn is what flared on
Jan 4 and burnt us out.

- The RFS also didn’t take on local advice regarding the
firebreak.

- RFS suggested using the Yaven creek as a firebreak — this is
scrubby and steep and with local knowledge it was never going
to work. It smouldered until the catastrophic day where it flared
and spotted burning us — 3000 acres at Coorumbene and our
second block at the northern end of the range. It also burnt all the
way to Adelong destroying four homes and many productive
acres and stock.

- Section 44 declared midday Sunday 29 we feel they should be
declared early at the start of the fire and the fires put out rather
than growing and becoming catastrophic then being declared.

Ultimately we were burnt and without further ado we never heard
from either authority regarding the outcomes of their decisions.
We have tried to discuss the issues with the parks and RFS but
there is no recourse for us except in inquiries like this one.

The lightning strike caused the fire but the bodies managing the
fire caused the fire to get larger - back burning inappropriately.
Lack of containment where and when it was possible.

There was little fire fighting equipment available from the local
brigade the day we were burnt out - it was stationed on burnt



1.3 Response to
bushfires

1.4 Any other matters

Upload files

ground on property protection away from the fire front. It may
have helped us reduce our loss.

RFS back burns should be control by the local fire fighters that
know the terrain.

The response to the fire in our area was limited - the losses on
the south coast was highly noted in the media. Importantly our
area is a food growing area and many properties that grow food
(at least 40 in Yaven Creek) were affected yet apart from
government assistance none of the charities recognised our
livelihood loss. It should be seen as important as a home. My
husband and | both work on farm - we lost all ground - but we
saved our homes by having our own fire fighting equipment and
teams to help us. The disparity should be fixed. The fire here was
just as devastating as the south coast of NSW

Recognition by the charities from all the funds given is hugely
important to family recover not just business recovery. We had
friends and family who gave to Red Cross and other charities
thinking that we would receive donations but we got nothing. In
the end the assistance needs to be all encompassing to all that
have lost.
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