Fire Protection

Guidelines

New Zealand’s natural ecosystems, unlike those of Australia, have developed in the absence of naturally-caused fires.  Consequently fire is a threat to many of our ecosystems. It is often something that is not thought about, and not planned for until it happens. A fire can then destroy important biodiversity values and years of work in a matter of hours. 

It is important to be proactive in considering the threat of fire to your project area.  Your focus should be on preventing fires and being prepared if a fire does occur.  Some key points to work on are set out below.  Much of the information provided is sourced from the National Rural Fire Authority publication  “Fire Management Guidelines for Small Forests”.
1.  Preventing fires

Risk factors

Any of the following will increase the fire risk of your site and mean you need to give extra consideration to fire

· North facing sites:  are drier and more prone to fire.

· Sites with higher temperatures:  dry out faster than cooler wetter sites providing more dry fuel

· Sites experiencing low relative humidity:  fire burns more vigorously in low humidity

· Windy sites:  fire will spread more rapidly on windy sites

· Sites hidden from public view but with road access:  These are often favoured sites for burning out stolen cars and other illegal activities.
Identify these sites on your project area and consider some of the steps below to reduce risk.

Steps you can take to reduce risk

Plant less burnable species in high risk areas:  Plants vary in how easily they burn.  The table below from NRFA 2003 shows the relative fire risk of some native and exotic species.
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· If you are planning planting, try to create a “defensible space” buffer of at least 10-20m between your site and public roads or vulnerable boundaries.  

· Clear gorse from vulnerable sites where it may transfer fire into valuable areas.

Keep fire starters out

· Where there is a high fire risk, discourage illegal activity.  Have barriers to vehicle entry.  Sometimes encouraging approved use can help make the area self policing.
· Obtain permits if they are required and you need to light a fire

· Increasing the local awareness of fire and high risk periods – know what the fire danger boards mean.
· Avoiding having people smoking in the field, or have designated, cleared areas for smokers.
· Avoid using poorly maintained chainsaws, flammable toxins (eg phosphorous), open fires, machinery and equipment which could emit sparks or hot embers eg welders and gas axes.

Housekeeping

· Maintain firebreaks using less flammable species, or clearing vegetation.  Firebreaks should be on particularly vulnerable boundaries.
· Clear away any rubbish, derelict cars etc

· Clear away any cut weed material on vulnerable sites that could carry fire.

Avoid possible ignition points

· Keep vegetation clear of powerlines.  Notify power companies if vegetation is getting close.
· Keep the site clear of bottles, tins and other reflective items that could magnify the suns heat and start fires. 
Neighbours

· Ensure ongoing contact with your neighbours and build support so they watch out for fire risks and will quickly report fires or risky activities.  Make sure they know who to contact and have contact phone numbers.
Contractors

· Make sure any contractors working on the site are fully aware of fire risks and how to minimise them.  For example avoiding smoking or only smoking in safe locations, care with chainsaws etc.

· Ensure that contractors check on local “fire weather “ conditions and have procedures such as checking a site before leaving if chainsaws have been used, if indicators reach certain levels.
Insurance

You may need to consider:

· Insurance for loss of property

· Public liability insurance may be required to cover the loss to a third party

2.  Preparing for fires

It is important to be prepared for a possible fire, so that there is a chance of putting it out quickly and effectively – minimising damage to your site.  Three key things that will make a fire easier to suppress are easy access, good signage and adequate water.
Access

This is important to ensure that fire fighting equipment can get to the site.

· Where practical make sure there is light 4wd truck access to the site, or at least to a water supply.  
· Ensure you have keys to locked gates.  You may want to make sure someone nearby, and the local volunteer rural fire force, has the keys in the case of an emergency.
· Keep access tracks maintained.
Signage

Ensure there is good signage so that fire fighters know where to go in an emergency.  It is important to mark:
· Entrance point signs and Rapid fire numbers should be prominently displayed.

· Water point access

· Important hazards
Adequate water

Identify water points that are easily accessible including streams, rivers, ponds, tanks etc.  Make sure these water points are:
· Easily accessed by vehicles

· Ideally have safe helicopter landing site within 50m

· Contain sufficient water for initial fire fighting activity and will be available all year round.

Prepare a map of the site identifying the access and water points.  Also any other key features such as overhead wires.  Include all the important contact details, phone numbers etc for neighbours, key members of the project etc.  Discuss the map with your local Rural Fire Authority and provide them a laminated copy.  Offer to show the local rural fire officers and the local volunteer rural fire fighters the site, and describe what you are doing there.  Keep copies of the map for yourself.
3.  Fire emergencies

Always dial 111 and ask for the fire service and expert help – as soon as a fire is reported.  Avoid thinking “you can control it alone” as even grass fires can move very fast and must not be underestimated.  Small fires can turn into big fires very quickly.

Records & operational monitoring

· Regularly check the condition of access, water points and any fire risks.  Make sure you do this at the start of the summer “fire season” – so you can do any necessary maintenance before the high risk time.
· Keep your fire plan map up to date with new information, contact numbers etc.  Make sure that key group members and fire organisations have copies of the up to date version.

Extra Information

· Fire Management Guidelines for Small Forests.  National Rural Fire Authority, 2003.
· New Zealand National Rural Fire Authority http://nrfa.fire.org.nz 

· Local fire brigades will assist with fire planning

· Department of Conservation has staff with broad fire planning and control experience

· Local District Councils also have fire staff
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