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Executive Summary 

Western Australian Local Governments have extensive roles and responsibilities  

prescribed in the State Emergency Management Framework (State Framework) across 

the emergency management activities of prevention, preparedness, response, and 

recovery. Relevantly, pursuant to the Bush Fires Act 1954, Local Governments have 

responsibility for bushfire and the management of volunteer Bush Fire Brigades (BFBs). 

This Paper proposes a new Advocacy Position on the management of BFBs to guide the 

Association’s emergency management advocacy on behalf of Local Government, and in 

particular its 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/D9ZKJY3
mailto:smoir@walga.asn.au
mailto:em@walga.asn.au
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Introduction  

This Paper seeks Local Government’s views on a new WALGA Advocacy Position on the 

management of volunteer bush fire brigades (BFBs). 

WALGA Advocacy Positions guide WALGA’s policy, advocacy and capacity building 

activities and support a consistent and whole-of-sector approach.  

The introduction of the Work Health and Safety Act 2020 has shone a spotlight on Local 

Government responsibilities for managing BFBs.  In addition, the State Government is 

currently drafting the Consolidated Emergency Services Act , which consolidates the Fire 

Brigades Act 1942, Bush Fires Act 1954  and Fire and Emergency Services Act 1998 into 

a single piece of legislation, anticipated to be released as a Green Bill in early 2023.  

Therefore consultation on a new Advocacy Position with respect to management of BFBs 

is timely. 

In 2012, 2019 and 2021, WALGA undertook comprehensive consultation with Local 

Government in relation to emergency management matters.   

In 2021 WALGA undertook a comprehensive Local Government Emergency Management 

Survey to ascertain the sector’s sentiment 

https://walga.asn.au/getattachment/Documents/6-9_attachment2_EM_Survey_Overview_final.pdf?lang=en-AU
https://walga.asn.au/getattachment/Documents/6-9_attachment2_EM_Survey_Overview_final.pdf?lang=en-AU
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Background 

FESA (now the Department of Fire and Emergency Services (DFES)) was established in 

1999 for the purpose of improving coordination of the State’s emergency services, 

replacing the Fire Brigades and Bush Fires Boards1. DFES provides strategic leadership 

for emergency services across WA. DFES manages the career fire and rescue service, 

as well as a number of volunteer emergency services: Volunteer Fire and Emergency 

Services (VFES); Volunteer Fire and Rescue Service (VFRS); State Emergency Services 

(SES); and Marine Rescue Western Australia.  

Around Australia:  

 

https://esa.act.gov.au/
https://www.dfes.wa.gov.au/site/about-us/corporate-information/corporate-history/corporate-history.html
https://www.rfs.nsw.gov.au/about-us/history
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/about-us/who-we-are
https://www.audit.sa.gov.au/Portals/0/Documents/Audit%20Reports/2014-15/Part%20B/Agency/Part_B_2015_South_Australian_Country_Fire_Service.pdf
https://www.legislation.qld.gov.au/view/pdf/inforce/current/act-1990-010
https://www.fire.tas.gov.au/userfiles/jessm/file/TFSAnnualReport2021.pdf
https://www.legislation.act.gov.au/a/2004-28/default.asp
https://legislation.nt.gov.au/en/Legislation/BUSHFIRES-MANAGEMENT-ACT-2016


 

 Page 5 

 

Current Arrangements in WA 

In Western Australia 

https://www.dfes.wa.gov.au/emergencyserviceslevy/ESLGrantsDocs/LGGS-Grants-Manual.pdf
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Detailed comments provided in the WALGA survey indicated a strong preference for the 

State Government to be responsible for all emergency management matters in Western 

Australia, including the management of BFBs.  

Recommendations of Previous Reviews  

Over the years there have been many calls for transformational change to the State 

Emergency Management Framework, in particular rural fire management.  

The Ferguson Report on the 2016 Waroona Bushfire recommended that the State 

Government establish a rural fire service to address perceived issues in rural fire 

management, including insufficient capacity and unsuitable governance to deliver rural 

fire services.  In 2017 the State Government hosted a bushfire mitigation summit at which 

a number of options were considered by stakeholders: a rural fire service operated within 

DFES; a rural fire service operated within DFES with autonomy; and a dedicated rural 

fire service that operated independently. Options to transfer the management of all BFBs 

under one umbrella – DFES or other – were also explored.   

The 2017 Economic Regulation Authority Review of the Emergency Services Levy (ESL) 

considered the extent to which the ESL should be available to fund the administrative 

and/ or operational costs of a rural fire service, although it was outside the terms of 

reference for the ERA to examine the merits of a rural fire service or form a view on the 

best model of a rural fire service 10 . A number of Local Governments provided 

submissions to the ERA Review that supported the creation of a rural fire service 11. 

Work Health and Safety Act 2020 

The requirements of the Work Health and Safety Act  2020, enacted in March 2022, have 

heightened concerns in the sector regarding risk and liability in the management of BFBs, 

resourcing requirements and training and competency.  

The shared responsibility 

https://semc.wa.gov.au/capability-and-preparedness/reports-and-reviews/Documents/WaroonaBushfireSpecialInquiry/ReframingRuralFireManagement-ReportoftheSpecialInquiryintotheJanuary2016WaroonaFire.pdf
https://www.erawa.com.au/cproot/18397/2/Review%20of%20the%20Emergency%20Services%20Levy%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://www.erawa.com.au/cproot/18397/2/Review%20of%20the%20Emergency%20Services%20Levy%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://www.erawa.com.au/cproot/18399/2/ESL%20review%20-%20summary%20of%20submissions%20to%20issues%20paper%20and%20draft%20report.pdf
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Volunteer Insurance  

Local Governments are responsible for providing compensation for injury caused to 

present and former BFB volunteers as a result of their duties. The commercial insurance 

market ceased writing injury insurance for volunteers in 2012, therefore a self-insurance 

mutual scheme was implemented to ensure that Local Governments continue to meet 

this obligation.   

Since 2012, due to the high cost of claims, the aggregate limit of liability has increased 

from $250,000 to $750,000.  In addition, the annual cost of insurance has nearly doubled 

(92%) from $47.50 to $91.20 per volunteer, and it is expected that this trend will 

continue12.   

Sector Capacity, Capability and Resourcing 

Local Governments vary in their capability, capacity, and resources to manage BFBs, as 

well as their other extensive legislative responsibilities and requirements 13.   

By way of overview, Local Governments in Western Australia: 

 vary in size from less than 1.5 to over 370,000 square kilometres; 

 have populations of just over 100 to more than 220,000 people; 

 employ fewer than 10 to over 1000 staff; and 
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Based on the previous commentary, the following Advocacy Position is proposed: 
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How to Provide a Response to this Paper and Proposed Position  

WALGA strongly encourages all Local Governments, and particularly those with 

responsibility for managing Bush Fire Brigades to provide a response to th is Paper and 

the proposed Advocacy Position.  Council endorsed responses are preferred but not 

essential. 

The following questions are provided for Local Governments to consider: 

1. Does your Local Government manage BFBs? 

2. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/D9ZKJY3
mailto:em@walga.asn.au
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APPENDIX ONE - Proposed Emergency Management Advocacy 

Position Statements 
 

(Positions to be considered at July 2022 State Council Meeting) 

8 Emergency Management 

Local Governments in Western Australia play a significant role in emergency management. 
Both Commonwealth and State Government policy identify Local Government as a key player 
in community disaster resilience, preparedness and response. Local Governments however 
face a few challenges in addressing their emergency management responsibilities, and 
these challenges differ greatly across the State. 

8.1 Emergency Management Principles 

1. The State Government bears fundamental responsibility for emergency 
management and has the role of providing strategic guidance, support and 
services for emergency management activities in Western Australia.  

2. The State Government should provide financial and resourcing support as 
necessary to enable Local Governments to adequately deliver their extensive 
emergency management roles and responsibilities under the State Emergency 
Management Framework. 

3. The Local Government Sector should be engaged as a partner in policy and 
legislative reviews that impact Local Government emergency management roles 
and responsibilities. 

8.2  State Emergency Management Framework 

Local Governments are supported to undertake their emergency management 
responsibilities by a simple and streamlined State Emergency Management 
Framework with the primary objectives of: 

1. Protecting people, the economy, and the natural environment from disasters ; 

2. Supporting communities in preventing, preparing for, responding to and 
recovering from emergencies; 

3. Clearly outlining roles, responsibilities and accountabilities for Local Government 
and other emergency management stakeholders; 

4. Scalability and adaptability that supports Local Governments of varied capacity 
and capability; and 

5. Supporting agency 
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1. Expansion of the ESL to fund Local Government emergency management 
activities across prevention, preparedness and response. 

2. 


