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8.1 Audit conclusions 

During February 2003, as part of an effort to extinguish one of the largest 
wildfires ever experienced in Victoria, the Department of Sustainability 
and Environment (DSE) constructed a fire control line along Yalmy Road in 
East Gippsland. We acknowledge the extraordinary circumstances 
associated with these fires, and the considerable time and resourcing 
pressures placed on DSE during this time. 

The primary objective of DSE’s effort was to limit the impact of the fires on 
life, property and community assets. Despite this, deficiencies in the 
planning and management of the control line compromised DSE’s fire 
suppression effort. Trees representing a high fire hazard were not 
removed, while trees representing a low fire hazard, but containing high 
quality timber, were removed from the control line. Pushing trees and 
vegetation up against the forest wall also created a fire hazard that 
threatened the safety of firefighters.  

In constructing the control line, DSE failed to comply with a number of 
legislative requirements and its forestry/fire management codes of practice. 
The most significant breach involved the taking of wood from the Snowy 
River National Park for commercial use, which is not permitted under the 
National Parks Act 1975. DSE also failed to properly supervise, accurately 
record and check the timber salvaged.  

An internal investigation into the management of the fire control line, 
conducted jointly by DSE and Parks Victoria, went to considerable effort to 
establish a sound basis for sampling forest plots in order to determine the 
volume of timber taken from the site. However, by not establishing 
whether logs had been removed from the trees that had been “pushed 
over”1, it was not possible to determine what timber was taken from the 
site. Consequently, we were not able to determine whether appropriate 
royalties had been paid to DSE for all timber removed from the control 
line. 

Allowing a key logging industry figure to play a lead role in the 
construction of the control line, created a clear conflict of interest. It was 
not possible for us to determine whether this situation directly influenced 
any operational decisions taken on the construction of the control line. 
However, it was clear that the manner in which much of the control line 
was constructed varied from normal practice and provided benefits to the 
logging industry. 
                                                 
1 This refers to trees that were left where they were felled and not to trees pushed into windrows.  
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The internal investigation made several recommendations to help improve 
the management of similar fire suppression efforts in future. DSE has taken 
appropriate action to address these recommendations. 

RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment 

In general, I agree with the comments and conclusions throughout the report, 
and I note that many of these comments were previously identified by the 
DSE internal investigation. However, the following specific comments are 
provided in relation to the conclusions: 

• The DSE internal investigation report indicates that the fire suppression 
effort was only potentially compromised. This conclusion was on the basis 
that the works did not impact on other fire suppression activities and the 
fact that the fire never reached the control line. 

• In the initial stages of the construction of the control line there was 
inadequate supervision. The logs removed from the control line were 
subjected to the normal DSE recording process (i.e. log dockets), however 
the further step of random comparisons of log dockets with actual logs (at 
the mill) did not take place due to staff involvement in fire suppression 
activities. 

• The construction of the control line occurred during abnormal 
circumstances where Victoria was experiencing severe bushfires following 
several years of drought and normal fire suppression tactics were not 
succeeding. The construction of the Yalmy control line was intended to be 
for fire suppression purposes. It was never intended to be a logging 
operation. 

I am very pleased to note that you “… are satisfied that DSE has taken 
appropriate action to address the recommendations made by the internal 
investigation”. 

I note and agree with the 2 recommendations contained within your report. 
However, I reserve the right to withhold the publication of reports, which may 
be of a sensitive nature. 

I confirm that all of the recommendations of the DSE internal investigation 
report are being implemented as part of our training for this fire season.  
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• Resource impacts: The extent and duration of these fires put a strain on 
available resources. Resources were called in from interstate and 
overseas, not only to physically assist, but also to relieve key 
management personnel who had been working extended hours for a 
number of weeks. Particular pressure was placed on Victoria’s limited 
number of appropriately accredited incident controllers. Further, the 
size and complexity of the fires was something that many staff had not 
experienced before. 

DSE’s strategy was to prevent the alpine bushfires progressing beyond 
Yalmy Road. To do this, DSE intended to back-burn forest to the Yalmy 
control line, to create a 5-kilometre-wide area where vegetation fuel loads 
would be reduced to a minimum. DSE hoped that this 5-kilometre buffer 
would deprive the oncoming fires of fuel and enable it to extinguish them. 

If the fire passed this control line, it was expected to travel unhindered to 
the east and south, threatening the East Gippsland forest resource, private 
properties, towns and communities. At the time control line works 
commenced, the fire was expected to reach Yalmy Road in 10 days, 
although if weather conditions changed, DSE believed it could have 
reached it in one day. 

To improve the chances of controlling the proposed back-burn, DSE 
decided to remove high fire hazard trees (mainly the fibrous-barked 
Messmate Gums and trees with hollows) from the control line. An 
impromptu decision was also made at the local level during the 
construction of the control line, to salvage “all merchantable timber” that 
was felled or pushed over2. 

In constructing the control line, logs were taken from the Snowy River 
National Park and processed at local sawmills in contravention of the 
requirements of the National Parks Act 1975. It was the first time in 
Victoria’s fire experience that sawlogs were salvaged as part of DSE’s fire 
control/suppression activities.  

On 21 February 2003, following a direction from DSE, no further logs were 
removed from the control line and DSE and Parks Victoria jointly 
established an internal investigation into the planning, supervision and 
operation of the control line. The internal investigation reported to the 
Minister for Environment, the Secretary of DSE and DSE’s Chief Fire 
Officer in August 2003. At the date of preparing this report, the full 
investigation report had not been made public, but a summary of its major 
findings was made available in September 2004. 

                                                 
2 This decision was reflected in the Yalmy control line “prescriptions” for 8, 10, 12 and 14 February 
2003. Prescriptions outline the work to be undertaken in the construction of a fire control line. 
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Based on the information gathered by the internal investigation team, the 
felled trees on the control line contained around 7 690 cubic metres of 
sawlog material, of which about 1 977 cubic metres was received by 
sawmills and 5 713 cubic metres left on the site (including both prepared 
sawlogs and unprepared timber). A total of $114 000 in royalties was 
eventually collected by the state for the timber salvaged from the fire 
control line. 

8.3 Audit purpose and scope 

In January 2004, we received an allegation from a member of the public 
that timber with a market value of $1 million had been stolen from the 
Yalmy Road fire control line. Given the severity of this allegation and the 
public interest in the subject matter, we decided to investigate the claim. 

The key objectives of the audit were to determine whether: 
• all timber taken from the control line had been properly accounted for 
• the construction of the control line represented good fire suppression 

practice, and complied with the relevant legislative requirements and 
codes of practice 

• any actual or potential conflicts of interest arose for key individuals 
involved the construction of the control line, and whether these 
impacted on decisions taken in relation to this operation 

• DSE and Parks Victoria have taken action on the recommendations 
made by the internal investigation. 

Our audit examined information gathered by the internal investigation 
into the construction of the control line and included discussions with 
relevant agency staff. 

8.4 Results of DSE’s internal investigation 

In early 2003, DSE commenced its internal investigation of the Yalmy Road 
control line. The purpose of the investigation was to: 
• review the circumstances in which timber had been removed from the 

national park 
• initiate measures to ensure all wood taken from the national park was 

accounted for, and the remaining timber was used for park management 
purposes 

• evaluate whether works undertaken were appropriate, were conducted 
as planned and whether fire protection objectives were achieved. 
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The investigation included: 
• An examination of the sawmill log delivery dockets to account for 

timber received at sawmills. This examination identified that 1 977 cubic 
metres of merchantable sawlog removed from the construction of the 
Yalmy control line was sent to East Gippsland sawmills. 

• An inventory of wood cut and remaining on the control line. This 
process identified that, on 21 February 2003 when all logging ceased, 
2 113 cubic metres of prepared sawlog remained on the Yalmy control 
line. One hundred and eighty cubic metres of this timber was marked 
“PV” (Parks Victoria) to indicate it was extracted from the national park. 

• A survey to determine the type and quantity of timber removed from 
the control line.  

The forest inventory process involved an examination of thirty-three, 265 
square metre plots of forest on the control line, to obtain details such as the 
number and type of trees left standing, wood pushed into windrows, the 
number of cut stumps and trees pushed over, the width of the control line 
and percentage of the control line in the national park. The investigation 
team also assessed the extent to which trees represented a fire hazard and 
their merchantability. 

The area examined in the investigation amounted to 5 per cent of the total 
area of the control line. The investigation team used data from its samples 
to extrapolate information in relation to the entire control line. The 
extrapolation process implicitly adopted had a 7.7 per cent margin of error 
(at a 95 per cent confidence level).  

The investigation team also: 
• reviewed all documentation pertaining to the preparation of the control 

line 
• interviewed key staff within the Incident Management Team (IMT)3 at 

Orbost and the Incident Multi-Agency Co-ordination Centre (IMACC)4 
at Traralgon, and the staff supervising work on the Yalmy control line  

• reviewed site and photographic evidence 
• established a detailed chronological sequence of the events, people and 

decisions leading up to, and including, the preparation of the Yalmy 
control line.  

                                                 
3 The IMT is responsible for developing fire suppression plans and managing firefighting activities 
at the local level.  
4 The IMACC is responsible for regional coordination of firefighting activities. 
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The key findings of the internal investigation were that: 
• not all timber from the national park was labelled as required by DSE 

and some was unlawfully taken and used for commercial purposes 
• the removal of merchantable timber did not contribute to the fire 

suppression effort and potentially compromised the intended purpose 
of the control line, which was to contain the fire and stop its spread 

• notwithstanding the merits or otherwise of pursuing a back-burning 
strategy off Yalmy Road, the “prescriptions” prepared for the track 
preparation were generally appropriate for such a strategy 

• some relevant codes of practice and legislation were contravened during 
the preparation of the control line. 

While the internal investigation established that the decision to salvage 
logs from the control line was approved by the Orbost IMT, it was unable 
to determine beyond reasonable doubt which departmental officer made 
the decision to remove and commercially use timber from the national 
park5. 

The investigation focused on ensuring that wood removed from the 
national park was fully accounted for, and that the timber was used for 
park management purposes only. Accounting for all timber taken from the 
construction of the control line was not an objective of the investigation 
(although the investigation team’s sample covered both the national park 
and the state forest areas). Accordingly, the report did not form any view 
on whether all timber on the control line had been accounted for. 

A summary of the investigation’s findings was not publicly released until 
some 12 months after its completion. 

 Recommendation 

1. That, in future, DSE publicly releases the findings of major 
investigations dealing with issues of public interest, on a timely 
basis. 

RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment 

Agree. However, DSE reserves the right to withhold the publication of reports 
which may be of a sensitive nature. 

                                                 
5 The decision to salvage logs from the control line was first formally approved at IMT level on the 
evening of 10 February 2003, almost 2 days after logging operations had commenced on the control 
line. There were no other department approvals, either sought by the Orbost IMT or found by the 
internal investigation. 
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8.5 Accounting for the timber salvaged from the 
Yalmy control line 

As the sample plots examined in detail by the investigation team 
represented around 5 per cent of the total area of the control line, 
information generated from these plots was multiplied by 20 to provide an 
estimation of the situation on the control line.  

When estimating the volume of timber generated from stumps identified 
on the site, it was assumed that each tree produced one log and each log 
contained 2 m3 of timber. While the number of sawlogs generated from 
each tree is dependent on the height of each tree, given the height of the 
surrounding trees in the national park, DSE considered this assumption to 
provide a conservative estimation of the wood likely to be generated from 
trees logged. 

The internal investigation also identified the volume of timber taken from 
the site and processed at sawmills, and estimated the volume of sawlogs 
which remained on the control line. This information is outlined in 
Figure 8A. 

FIGURE 8A: RECONCILIATION OF THE ESTIMATED VOLUME OF TIMBER 
FELLED TO THAT ACCOUNTED FOR  
 Number of 

trees in 
samples 

Estimated 
total trees 

on the 
control line 

Estimate 
of timber 

felled 

Timber processed 
and timber 

prepared on site - 
volume (m3) 

Recorded on log delivery dockets n.a. n.a.  (a) 1 977 
Prepared logs on the control line n.a. n.a.  (b) 2 113 
Stumps counted 104 2 080 4 160  
Trees pushed over (c) 50 1 000 (d) 2 000  
Total   6 160 4 090  

(a)  As all but 3 of the 69 loads of sawlogs delivered to the sawmills from Yalmy Road had been 
sawn at the time the internal investigation team visited the sawmills, they were unable to 
physically verify that this was in fact the volume of wood delivered to the mills. 

(b)  Around 1 940 cubic metres of these logs were taken to sawmills for processing, with royalties on 
these logs paid to Parks Victoria. The remaining logs could not be salvaged as the timber had 
deteriorated. 

(c)  Excludes timber pushed into windrows. 
(d)  It is likely that most of the timber felled from trees pushed over, remained on the control line 

and, therefore, is accounted for. Accordingly, care needs to be taken in interpreting the totals 
presented in the table. 

n.a.  Actual figures used. 
Source: DSE internal investigation. 
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From Figure 8A, it can be seen that the estimated volume of timber felled 
(excluding timber in windows) was 6 160 m3, of which 4 090 m3 were 
prepared and left on site or transferred to sawmills.  

The investigation team noted that some trees had been cut before being 
pushed. The team indicated that the reason for cutting these trees would 
have been to either enable the trees to be pushed over or to extract sawlogs. 
However, the team did not attempt to determine the number of trees 
pushed over that had been cut before being pushed and, whether or not 
the logs cut from these trees remained on site or had been removed. 

Conclusion 

The internal investigation went to considerable effort to establish a sound 
basis for sampling plots along the control line, and to identify and 
document, in detail, the situation in regard to each sample plot. However, 
by not attempting to determine which trees pushed over had logs 
removed, they were unable to account for all the timber on the site. This 
additional step would not have added greatly to the investigation team’s 
workload as the team only identified 50 trees that had been pushed over. 

Due to this deficiency in the investigation process, we are unable to 
determine whether or not timber had been illegally taken from the site. 

RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment 

The audit comment that the additional step of determining which trees pushed 
over had logs removed would not have added greatly to the investigation 
team’s workload, does not take into account the practical problems associated 
with matching a prepared log to a stump. It also ignores the context in which 
the investigation took place, namely, one of Victoria’s largest wildfires, time 
restrictions due to the threat of the approaching fire, limited resources, 
unpredictable fire behaviour etc. 

 Recommendation 

2. That future investigations be better planned to ensure that 
sufficient evidence is gathered to enable as firm as possible 
conclusions to be drawn from the data available. 
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RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment 

Agree. However, the internal investigation gathered sufficient information to 
make meaningful recommendations to limit the possibility of a recurrence 
and, in doing so, met its terms of reference. Given the magnitude of the task, it 
was not realistic to survey the entire control line to the extent implied by this 
recommendation. 

8.6 Grading of sawlogs received at the sawmills  

Royalties on timber taken from state forests are payable to the state 
according to the quality (grade) and volume of logs harvested.  

We assessed whether the royalties received by the state from timber taken 
from the control line were reasonable, based on the type of timber expected 
to be extracted from the control line. Figure 8B shows: 
• the types (grades) and proportions of timber expected to be produced 

from state forests in the Yalmy Road area (based on previous harvesting 
in the area)6, and the royalties that would have been received on this mix 
of timber 

• the volumes and grades of timber recorded by sawmills receiving 
timber from the control line, and the royalties paid on this timber. 

FIGURE 8B: ROYALTIES AND EXPECTED LOG GRADE DISTRIBUTION FOR THE 
YALMY FOREST BLOCK, COMPARED WITH LOGS RECORDED BY SAWMILLS 

Log grade and 
royalty  

Sent to 
sawmills 

Log grade 
distribution 

Royalty 
paid 

Expected log 
grade 

distribution 

Expected 
royalty 

($ per m3) (m3) (%) ($) (%) ($) 
A 68 - - - 3 4 012 
B 40 7.85 0.4 267 9 7 081 
C 27 1 385.64 70.4 33 523 70 37 173 
D 12 498.31 25.4 6 025 18 4 248 
E 7 75.26 3.8 549 - - 
Waste 10.00 - n.a. - - 
Total 1 977.06 100 40 364 100 52 514 

Note: Royalty figures are an average, rounded to the nearest dollar. The rates for particular grades 
vary depending on species, size class and cartage zone. They include GST, but not the Timber 
Promotion Council levy. The expected grade distribution figures are based on data for the Yalmy 
forest area. 

                                                 
6 The log grade distribution is based on 5 040 m3 of sawlogs harvested from the Yalmy forest block 
in East Gippsland during 2002-03. While there are some limitations in using this data to extrapolate 
the likely timber grade distribution across the control line, the data nevertheless provides the likely 
distribution (based on the best available information). 
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Based on information generated from sawlogs harvested in surrounding 
forests, it would be expected that 12 per cent of the timber from the control 
line would be “A” and “B” grade timber. However, the wood taken from 
the control line and graded at the sawmills contained no “A” grade and 
virtually no “B” grade.  

One explanation for the above variance is that there was a downgrading of 
logs, in that “A” and “B” grade logs taken from the control line were 
classified as “C” grade and “C” grade logs were classified as “D”. This 
scenario was supported by the investigation team’s inspection of the 
control line, which identified a number of Mountain Ash tree stumps on 
the site. Mountain Ash is a highly valued timber, with good saw logs likely 
to receive an “A” grading. 

The internal investigation also determined that no Mountain Ash was 
recorded at the sawmills and all of the timber from these trees could not be 
accounted for from sawlogs left on the site or in timber pushed into 
windrows. 

Royalties paid on the 1 977 cubic metres of timber taken to sawmills 
amounted to approximately $40 000. If the distribution of log grades 
expected from forests around Yalmy Road were reflected in the timber 
taken from the control line, the state would have received around $12 000 
in additional royalties.  

Conclusion 

Based on the average grades assigned to sawlogs received at sawmills from 
timber harvested in the Yalmy Road area, there is some doubt as to the 
accuracy of the grades assigned to some logs taken from the control line.  

RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment 

The expected percentages shown in column 5 of the above table are derived 
from a small sample of approximately 5 000 m3 in one year, and probably from 
one logging coupe in the Yalmy Block. Logging coupes are chosen for the 
availability of commercial quantities of logs. However, the yield from each 
coupe varies depending on factors such as elevation, aspect and logging 
history. The data from the Yalmy Forest Block may not provide an accurate 
indication of the yield over the entire length of the Yalmy Control Line. The 
control line followed the path of the road and it is probable that logs have also 
been extracted from the surrounding bush when the road was originally 
constructed. Such practice is not unusual. It may have been more accurate to 
use the grade distribution of the prepared logs left on the control line. 
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RESPONSE provided by the Acting Secretary, Department of 
Sustainability and Environment - continued 

While it is agreed that mountain ash is a highly valued timber, with good saw 
logs likely to receive an “A” grading, mountain ash can also produce “C” 
grade logs. While the internal investigation revealed that mountain ash had 
been removed, the logs were not checked by DSE staff and, thus, the actual 
grade of these logs is uncertain. On this basis, it is difficult to conclude or 
infer that the mountain ash logs were all “A” grade. 

8.7 Construction of the control line and good fire 
suppression practice 

The work that needs to be undertaken in the construction of a fire control 
line is outlined in a document known as a “prescription,” which is 
prepared by Fire Incident Management Teams.  

Normally, this work involves the flattening or removal (scalping) of 
vegetation over a 10-metre-wide strip of land to reduce fuel loads. 
However, in the case of the Yalmy Road control line, it was decided to 
remove high fire hazard trees from the control line to improve its 
effectiveness. This involved the removal of trees with fibrous bark, hollows 
or a dry side. The decision to remove high fire hazard trees was based on 
advice received from firefighting specialists engaged by DSE. 

The Yalmy Road control line had an average width of 53 metres, and 
covered approximately 70 hectares of state forest and 110 hectares of 
national park. The works undertaken were extensive, with around 38 per 
cent of trees felled. Figure 8C shows the width and proportion of trees 
felled in each of the 33 sample plots examined by the internal investigation 
team.  
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FIGURE 8C: WIDTH OF THE YALMY CONTROL LINE AND PROPORTION OF 
TREES FELLED 
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Source: Report on the internal investigation into the Yalmy control line, DSE. 

The internal investigation showed that the approved prescriptions were 
not followed for the majority of the control line. The information gathered 
by the investigation team also indicates that the extraction of merchantable 
timber from many segments of the control line was not related to the 
achievement of DSE’s fire prevention objective. For example: 
• trees with a high fire hazard such as messmate, stag (dead) trees and 

trees with hollows, but not containing any merchantable timber, were 
not removed. The internal investigation estimated that 1 880 such trees 
remained standing on the control line 

• 1 080 trees classified as a low fire hazard were removed from the control 
line 

• many more trees were removed than required by the prescriptions. For 
example, along 18 kilometres of the control line, 61 per cent of trees 
were removed, despite the average percentage of stringy bark species 
(higher fire hazard tree) in the surrounding forest being only 40 per cent 

• the forest, in some parts of the control line, was almost clear-felled 
• according to observations made by the investigation team, the width of 

the control line appeared to vary according to the quality of the sawlog 
material present in the surrounding forest. 
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8.9 Conflict of interest 

Once a fire has been discovered on or near crown land, firefighting crews 
are alerted and resources are assembled to fight and put out the fire. If the 
initial attempts to extinguish the fire fail, a formal incident management 
team is established by DSE. Such a team consists of: 
• an incident controller, responsible for the overall management of a fire 
• a planning officer, responsible for developing an incident action plan 

and prescriptions 
• an operations officer, responsible for implementing the incident 

strategies 
• a logistics officer, responsible for provision of facilities, services and 

materials. 

In January 2002, a former senior executive of DSE was one of a number of 
ex-departmental employees who were engaged by DSE to provide strategic 
advice in relation to the firefighting activities. When logging works on the 
Yalmy control line commenced on 9 February 2003, this individual 
(although not part of the formal incident management team) developed the 
control line strategy and oversaw its implementation.  

His detailed local knowledge of East Gippsland’s private and public 
resources made him appropriately qualified for the position of strategic 
advisor. At the time he was engaged by DSE, he was also employed as the 
chief executive officer of a hardwood logging company that worked for a 
syndicate of sawmills in East Gippsland. 

Interviews conducted by the internal investigation team, with DSE staff 
and individuals working on the control, indicated that: 
• the role of this individual was never properly explained to incident 

management team members 
• his unrestricted movement between planning, operational and 

supervisory roles was never queried. He not only authored the original 
prescriptions for the Yalmy control line (e.g. to remove all merchantable 
timber), but also supervised its implementation to the extent of marking 
trees for removal on a visit to the control line 

• he engaged other individuals from the logging industry to supervise 
construction of the control line, instructed them on the work to be 
undertaken and monitored their progress. This arrangement resulted in 
supervisors reporting to someone managing the control line for DSE, 
who was their employer under normal circumstances. 
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The roles and functions performed by this individual put him in a situation 
where he had a clear conflict of interest, as his company and the industry 
in which he worked stood to benefit from decisions he made regarding the 
construction of the control line. The contract between DSE and this 
individual was terminated on 14 February 2004, due to this conflict of 
interest.  

Conclusion 

Allowing a key timber industry figure to play a lead role in the 
construction of the control line created a clear conflict of interest. It was not 
possible for us to determine whether this situation directly influenced any 
operational decisions taken on the construction of the control line. 
However, it was clear that the manner in which much of the control line 
was constructed varied from normal practice (in that, it involved the taking 
of a significant volume of timber from the control line) and provided 
significant benefits to the logging industry. 

8.10 Compliance with legislation and codes of 
practice 

As previously indicated in this report, DSE’s management of the control 
line resulted in a number of breaches of legislation and its own codes of 
practice, governing good forestry/fire management in Victoria. Details of 
the specific breaches are outlined below: 

National Parks Act 1975 
• Trees were harvested from a national park for commercial purposes. 

There is no power granted to either DSE’s secretary or the minister 
under the National Park Act to allow the extraction of forest produce 
from the Snowy River National Park. 

Forests Act 1958 
• There are no ministerial powers in the Forests Act to allow the removal 

of forest produce from a national park. Section 62(2) of this Act, 
however, allows the secretary to authorize the removal of timber from a 
national park, if this was done either for fire protection or fire 
suppression purposes. The removal of forest produce from the Yalmy 
control line was not considered by the internal investigation team to 
contribute to DSE’s fire suppression effort. 
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Accident Compensation (Occupational Health and Safety) Act 1996 
• The method of construction of the control line compromised firefighter 

safety by creating a continuous windrow of forest vegetation, which 
would have restricted access and escape routes to and from the back-
burning operations that were to be conducted in the national park. 

Code of Practice for Fire Management on Public Land 
• The creation of windrows of vegetation and soil. 
• The disturbance to soil and vegetation was not minimised. 
• The control line was constructed along a ridgeline, that is, an area 

known to be of high visual value. 

Code of Practice for Safety in Forest Operations 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that:  
• Safety signs were not displayed where falling and snagging operations 

were underway. 
• Machine operators were working alone. 
• Signs were not displayed warning people to keep clear of the log dump 

area. 

Code of Practice for Timber Production  
• Wood utilisation plans and coupe plans were not prepared in advance of 

the logging operation. 
• Landscape values were not taken into account. 
• Environmental care principles had not been observed. 
• Forest material had been pushed into natural drainage lines. 

Non-compliance with prescriptions, directions and guidelines 
• Inappropriate removal of trees, such as those with a low fire hazard 

(e.g. mature Alpine Ash, Shining Gum; Grey Gum, Silvertop). 
• Removal of more trees than required by DSE’s prescription, including 

one tree in the national park that was of historical significance. 
• Non-removal of trees that were identified in the prescriptions as a fire 

hazard (e.g. stag trees, hollow trees, Messmate Gums - there were 1 880 
such trees still on the Yalmy control line identified by the internal 
investigation). 

• Clearing of vegetation to mineral earth for the entire length and width 
of the Yalmy control line, rather than the prescribed requirement of 
minimal soil disturbance and flattening or rolling the forest understorey, 
with clearing around Messmate Gum trees only.  

• Failure to identify all sawlogs produced from trees taken from the 
national park. 

• The species of some trees were falsely represented on DSE log dockets. 
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Code of Practice for Workplaces 
• Plant operators were not provided with an effective means of 

emergency communication and were not linked into the incident 
communications plan. 

8.11 Action taken on the recommendations of the 
internal investigation  

The internal investigation report made 11 recommendations, as outlined in 
Figure 8E. 

FIGURE 8E: RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE INTERNAL INVESTIGATION 

1. Under no circumstances should timber ever be removed from a national park for commercial purposes. 
2. Timber should only be removed from a national park as part of the development of a control line, with 

the written approval of the Chief Fire Officer and the Secretary of the Department of Sustainability and 
the Environment (in consultation with the Director of National Parks). 

3. As removal of timber from the state forest for commercial purposes during the construction of a control 
line can potentially compromise the fire suppression effort, the practice should not be permitted without 
the written authorisation of the Chief Fire Officer. 

4. The Fire Management Unit reinforce with incident controllers the need for effective and informed 
decision-making by IMTs, and managing conflict resolution be included in incident controller training 
programs. 

5. That good governance practices be incorporated as part of training for incident controllers, with a 
particular focus on the need for appropriate checks and balances, clear accountability and resolution of 
conflict of interest issues. 

6. In the event non-DSE staff are to be employed as part of the IMT, or in a supervisory role at future 
wildfire events, the incident controller must ensure that any potential conflict of interest is identified and 
appropriately managed. 

7. The Fire Management Unit develop a guideline for the preparation of control lines and, within that 
document, there should be reference to the need for simplicity in prescriptions. The guideline should 
include a “suite” of standard design features, which could be used to develop a particular prescription. 

8. The Fire Management Unit ensure that, as far as possible, natural and cultural values affected by a 
particular fire strategy are recognised and documented, by including local staff with knowledge of the 
terrain and land tenure issues as part of the IMT. 

9. The resources required, including supervisory resources, to achieve any fire pre-suppression or 
suppression task, particularly where non-standard techniques or practices are proposed, should 
always be considered when developing containment strategies. This should be reinforced in all future 
training programs. 

10. The Fire Management Unit review its approach to resourcing of IMTs to ensure, as far as practicable, 
some degree of continuity is maintained to strengthen the decision-making process. 

11. The Fire Management Unit remind incident controllers of their legislative obligations and reinforce the 
need to ensure legislative requirements are adhered to in the development of fire strategies. 

Source: Report on the Internal Investigation into the Yalmy control line, DSE. 
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The recommendations of the internal investigation are being addressed by 
DSE as follows: 
• in relation to recommendations 1, 2 and 3, DSE has provided a number 

of presentations to staff, emphasising that appropriate approvals are 
required for the removal of timber from national parks and that 
commercial use of such timber is illegal 

• recommendations 4, 5 and 6 have been included in staff training 
programs and the relevant information is also intended to be provided 
to incident controllers during their annual staff debriefs and updates 

• the matters described in recommendation 7 are intended by DSE to be 
incorporated in the Fire Management Unit’s cyclical review of its 
operations manual 

• actions supporting recommendations 8, 9 and 11 are in place under 
current management practices  

• recommendation 10 was actioned in 2003 as part of the implementation 
of recommendations arising out of the 2003 Victorian Bushfire Inquiry7. 

Conclusion 

We are satisfied that DSE has taken appropriate action to address the 
recommendations made by the internal investigation. 

 

 

                                                 
7 Department of Premier and Cabinet 2003, Report on the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian Bushfires, 
report prepared by B Esplin, M Gill, N Enright, Melbourne. The inquiry was established to look into 
all aspects of the preparations for, and response to, the 2002-03 Victorian bushfires, and to identify 
opportunities to learn from them and further improve Victoria's fire management capability, 
prevention, mitigation and response.. 


