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Worksheet 6.2 Our Blackest Saturday

On February 7th, 2009 a series of bushfires exploded with deadly force in the hills, plains and valleys of Victoria. By the time the fires were eventually bought under control weeks later more than 200 people had lost their lives and many square kilometers of the state lay smouldering. This event, now known as Black Saturday, is now Australia’s worst ever disaster. Media teams bought the devastating stories and pictures of this terrible tragedy into millions of homes around the world. Here is one such report from the Education section of The Age newspaper of February 23rd, 2009. Read it carefully and answer the questions that follow. 

From the ashes
Colleen Ricci
February 23, 2009

Victoria's bushfires have been described as the worst natural disaster in Australia's history. They have destroyed more than 450,000 hectares of bush and 1830 homes and have left 7000 people homeless. The official death toll is expected to rise above 200 as forensic investigators attempt to locate those still missing. Many others are seriously injured.
As the enormity of the tragedy unfolds and the task of rebuilding begins, many questions have been raised regarding fire-management practices and the best way to prepare for such events in the future. 

How did the fires begin?
The weather bureau regularly calculates a "Forest Fire Danger Index" that is converted to the fire danger rating announced on the radio. Low is up to 5; high is 12-25 and extreme is 50-plus. For the Ash Wednesday fires, for example, the rating was 102. On February 6, the day before the bushfires erupted, it was 180 in parts of the state. With the hottest temperatures on record, a drought-affected landscape and strong northerly winds, bushfire conditions were ripe. 
In addition, at least two fires are believed to have been lit by arsonists; so far, one arrest has been made. It has also been alleged that the Kinglake blaze may have been sparked by a two-kilometre stretch of fallen power line in Kilmore East.
The unprecedented nature of the fires will be the subject of a royal commission, recently announced by Premier John Brumby.

What is a royal commission?

A royal commission is a major government public inquiry. After the 1939 bushfires, the results of a royal commission significantly increased fire awareness and prevention.
Mr Brumby has declared that the royal commission into the bushfires will thoroughly investigate "every single factor" and leave "no stone unturned". 

What will the royal commission investigate?

The controversial ‘stay or leave early’ policy—which has allowed people to remain and defend their property, or leave before being at risk—is likely to be reviewed in light of new experiences. 
Debate has also centred on the merits of an early-warning communication system, stricter building regulations in fire-prone areas, mandatory bunkers, fuel reduction in forests, improved fire-fighting access and more research. The need for better fire management, particularly where urban areas meet the bush, is another concern. 
The effect of climate change has also been raised—along with the issue of whether these fires were a freak event or whether they signal a more significant natural threat in our future.
cont’d next page

How has the nation responded?
With more than $100 million donated through fund-raising, the nation has responded with enormous generosity. People continue to give food, clothing, accommodation, furniture and blood. Firefighters from across Australia, and from New Zealand, the US and Canada, have flown in to assist. 

What The Age says 
‘No one can say what difference would have been made by an early-warning system that could instantly send text or voice messages detailing the latest local fire information to all mobile phones and landlines in a specific area. Almost certainly, some lives could have been saved by better information on the state of fires and roads. Victorian Emergency Services Commissioner Bruce Esplin yesterday called for such a system to be in place before the next fire season. He said he was frustrated by bureaucratic delays and bickering between the Commonwealth, states and territories over an early-warning system that has been on the table since 2004. Seldom can the costs of red tape have been so high.’
Editorial opinion, February 13

Source: The Age, 23 February 2009

1
This article discusses the factors that were responsible for causing this disaster and suggests that there were five key factors. What are these five causes?
2
Explain how each of these causes may result in a bushfire.
3
List the effects of the tragedy that are listed in this article.

4
Group these under two headings: ‘effects on the natural environment’ and ‘effects on people and the human environment.’

5
There were many other effects of these fires. List three more effects on the natural environment and three more on the human environment that you expect occurred during this disaster.

6
The ‘stay or leave’ policy is an example of the way in which people responded on the day of the fires. Explain in your own words what this response involves.

7
What other responses to the fires are listed in this article?

8
How do you respond when there is an announcement of a Total Fire Ban day? Do you think you would respond differently if you lived in a different part of Victoria? Explain your answer.

9
Use this model of cause(effect(response to describe one of the other disasters outlined in chapter six of your textbook
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