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¡  There	  is	  no	  doubt	  that	  the	  climate	  is	  changing.	  The	  evidence	  is	  
overwhelming	  and	  clear.	  

	  
¡  We	  are	  already	  seeing	  the	  social,	  economic	  and	  environmental	  

impacts	  of	  a	  changing	  climate.	  
	  
¡  It	  is	  beyond	  reasonable	  doubt	  that	  human	  activities—the	  

burning	  of	  fossil	  fuels	  and	  deforestation—are	  triggering	  the	  
changes	  we	  are	  witnessing	  in	  the	  global	  climate.	  

	  
¡  This	  is	  the	  critical	  decade.	  Decisions	  we	  make	  from	  now	  to	  

2020	  will	  determine	  the	  severity	  of	  climate	  change	  our	  children	  
and	  grandchildren	  experience	  
	  	  (Climate	  Commission	  2011,	  ‘The	  critical	  decade:	  key	  messages’).	  
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48 Planning and bushfire risk in a changing climate 
 

predominantly in the coastal zone, including coastal regional growth areas such as 
the Sunshine Coast and Wollongong.  

 

Coastal urban growth, Wollongong 
Credit: John Reid 

Alongside coastal urbanisation, the projections of climate change indicate a warmer 
and, in some places a drier environment, particularly in southeast and southwest 
Australia, further adding to the potential for bushfire. The southeast region of 
Australia is particularly vulnerable to fire with risks expected to increase with climate 
change. The 2013 Climate Council report on bushfires concluded that “extreme fire 
weather has increased over the last 30 years in southeast Australia” and that “the 
fire season is becoming longer, reducing the opportunities for hazard reduction 
burning” (Climate Council 2013, Key Findings): 

“In the future, southeast Australia is very likely to experience an increased 
number of days with extreme fire danger” (Climate Council, 42) 

Northern coastal Australia is also at risk with large grass fires and expanding urban 
settlements. As discussed in Chapter 3, fire in northern Australia has been very 
much part of the landscape and often seen as part of the environmental 
management regime. The seasonal outlook by the NT Fire Service indicates that 
fire continues to be a significant concern (Map 2, Bushfire CRC, 2013). This is 
particularly so with the more recent urban expansion of Darwin with an increasing 
area on the coastal urban periphery.  
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viii Planning and bushfire risk in a changing climate 
 

 The key research findings 

Finding 1 

Urban growth and the projected impacts of climate change will potentially expose more 
people to risk. Spatial planning can provide a significant means of risk reduction and 
adaptation, by influencing the type and location of development. 
Finding 2 
The 16 major Australian bushfire Inquiry reports, from 1939 to 2011, have gradually 
outlined a crucial role for spatial planning in managing bushfire risk at the rural/urban 
interface. However, they have tended to view the practice of planning in a relatively limited 
way and have arguably not fully appreciated its broader strategic potential. 
Finding 3 
Spatial planning can enable the risks associated with land use and development at the 
rural/urban interface to be assessed across a much broader range of considerations. At 
the rural and regional scale, it can link climate change adaptation, disaster risk 
management and social equity to help build community resilience.  
Finding 4 
Collaborative spatial planning processes can provide a platform for exploring shared 
responsibility and sustainability within rural/urban interface communities including relevant 
community groups, volunteers, expert advisory groups, researchers and professionals. 
Finding 5 
Future visioning of disaster risk and climate change impacts at the regional scale through 
modelling a range of socioeconomic, climate and risk scenarios offers a useful framework 
for engaging rural/urban interface communities in possible futures for their regions. In this 
regard, there continues to be a critical need to translate spatial planning theory into 
practice—to  ‘bridge  the  gap’. 
Finding 6 
The capacity for planners to be responsive to bushfire risk is constrained or facilitated by 
the perceptions of bushfire risk held by these decision makers as well as in the 
community, including how bushfire risk is appreciated and understood in relation to other 
priorities.  Decision  makers  still  find  it  very  hard  to  say  ‘no’  to  development  and  as  a  
consequence we continue to build and rebuild in bushfire prone areas.  
Finding 7 
The key themes emerging across the four focus groups were risk, governance and 
management. The focus groups revealed that rather than planners and the fire authorities 
being at odds over bushfire risk, they are both grappling with responsibly addressing a risk 
whose sway and effects extends far beyond their job description. 
Finding 8 
Planning for bushfire risk is an emerging field. Education modules should be organised 
under the four phases of comprehensive emergency management—mitigation, 
preparedness, responses and recovery—and also consider the adaptation planning 
continuum of protect, retreat, adapt and abandon. 
Finding 9 
A compelling case is emerging for a national on-line education program that provides 
context for State based vocational style training on planning for bushfire risk 
management.  
Finding 10 
Partnerships between institutions and collaboration between academics, professional and 
communities will be critical in better understanding and communicating environmental 
risks to coastal communities in the future. 
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South East Coastal Adaptation Principles 

Principle 1 
An integrated approach should be adopted for sustainable regional and local planning 
(social, economic, environmental and cultural). The approach should consider the 
catchment–to coast–to marine continuum and the different levels of government and 
stakeholders involved in planning and implementation. 
Principle 2 
The precautionary principle to decision making should be applied to the location of new and 
redeveloped urban settlement and infrastructure and other relevant decisions, particularly 
where environmental risk currently or potentially exists. Open space should be a key 
consideration to allow for adaptation (coastal retreat, heat absorption, green infrastructure). 
Principle 3 
Risk management approaches should be incorporated into local and regional strategies for 
coastal settlements responding to climate and environmental change including progressive 
learning from experience to ensure adaptability. This should be underpinned by the best 
science on climate change, socio-economic trends and an understanding of local 
community circumstances. 
Principle 4 
Appropriate forums should be established at the regional level to enable collaboration 
across institutions at the local and regional level. Governance mechanisms that facilitate 
intergovernmental agreement on policy directions (shared vision) and integration of policy 
decisions (implementation) are fundamental to coastal adaptation. This aligns with the 
findings of the recommendations of the House of Representatives report – Managing our 
coastal zone in a changing climate: the time to act is now. 
Principle 5 
There should be an ongoing process of community engagement. This needs to be informed 
by the latest science, in developing and regularly reviewing coastal urban plans to gain 
community support, and where possible support by all levels of government and across 
government agencies. 
Principle 6 
The skills and knowledge of regional and local communities should be connected by 
relevant organisations to provide a foundation for long-term research, co-production of 
knowledge and monitoring of coastal urban futures. Regional communities and practitioners 
could  engage  on  a  periodic  basis  with  Australia’s  leading  scientific  research  organisations  to  
discuss the most up-to-date scientific knowledge on the risks of climate change and its 
implications for adaptation strategies. 
Principle 7 
A process of continuous monitoring, evaluation and reporting of adaptation actions should 
be implemented to  ensure  ‘learning  by  doing’  and  to  avoid  past  mistakes.  The  impacts of 
climate change on the coastal environment will require more attention to evaluating impacts 
of adaptation measures over time. 
Source: South East Coastal Adaptation (SECA), 2013 

Finally, the process of communicating that change in engaging the community is 
also critical as illustrated in a recent project on the NSW south coast (Eden) using 
the creative arts to communicate the impacts of climate change (Reid, J., 2013). In 
this project the artists of the Field Studies program at the Australian National 
University explored the above seven principles of the SECA project and presented 
an art exhibition illustrating possible coastal urban futures in the context of climate 
change. The learning from this is that partnerships between institutions and 



Gap	  in	  planning	  for	  emergency	  management:	  
	  

¡  ”land	  use	  planning	  that	  takes	  into	  account	  natural	  hazard	  
risks	  is	  the	  single	  most	  important	  mitigation	  measure	  for	  
preventing	  future	  disaster	  losses”	  (COAG	  	  2004)	  

Gap	  in	  planning	  for	  bushfire	  risk:	  
	  

¡  ”The	  planning	  framework	  and	  subsequent	  planning	  
decisions,	  as	  currently	  applied,	  do	  not	  attach	  sufficient	  
importance	  to	  the	  risk	  of	  bushfire	  and	  the	  potential	  threat	  to	  
people’s	  lives	  in	  bushfire-‐prone	  areas”	  (Victorian	  Bushfires	  
Royal	  Commission	  2010)	  

	  
	  



¡  Overall	  a	  continuing	  absence	  of	  an	  integrated	  approach	  to	  
sustainable	  coastal	  planning	  between	  governments	  	  

	  
¡  National	  research	  and	  inquiries	  but	  not	  so	  much	  action	  
	  
¡  Local	  responses	  depending	  on	  the	  local	  council	  and	  resources	  
	  
¡  A	  renewed	  interest	  in	  ‘risk	  management’	  following	  recent	  

extreme	  weather	  events;	  insufficient	  attention	  on	  fire	  and	  
coasts	  

	  
¡  Increasing	  concern	  around	  lack	  of	  clarity	  around	  

responsibilities,	  risks,	  liabilities	  and	  costs	  	  

¡  No	  overall	  strategic	  plan	  for	  managing	  fire	  risks	  with	  
increasing	  coastal	  development	  	  

	  



¡  Social	  equity	  considerations	  for	  the	  most	  
vulnerable	  

	  
¡  Adaptive	  capacity	  variable	  

¡  Human	  behavior	  	  a	  powerful	  influence	  

¡  Urgent	  need	  to	  identify	  communities	  at	  most	  
risk	  and	  most	  vulnerable	  	  

	  





1.  Understanding	  the	  coastal	  pressures	  is	  just	  the	  beginning…	  
	  
2.  An	  integrated	  coastal	  planning	  system	  

3.  Skilling	  up	  the	  professionals	  and	  elected	  officials	  	  
	  
4.  Regional	  collaborative	  research	  is	  necessary	  for	  integrated	  sustainable	  

coastal	  planning	  involving	  government	  and	  private	  sector	  partners	  
	  
5.  Better	  sharing	  of	  	  knowledge	  

6.  Collaborating	  with	  cultural	  practitioners	  for	  more	  effective	  community	  
engagement	  

7.  Embedding	  action	  on	  coastal	  climate	  change	  over	  time	  	  



The	  Productivity	  Commission	  Report	  Barriers	  to	  Effective	  
Climate	  Change	  Adaptation	  (2012)	  classified	  barriers	  to	  
climate	  adaptation	  as	  follows:	  	  
•  Market	  failures	  
•  Policy	  and	  regulatory	  barriers	  
•  Governance	  	  
•  Institutional	  barriers	  
	  
Each	  of	  these	  factors	  can,	  and	  often	  interdependently,	  
restrict	  the	  adaptive	  capacity	  for	  people	  and	  communities	  
to	  ‘identify,	  evaluate	  or	  manage	  climate	  risks’	  in	  such	  a	  
way	  that	  prevents	  the	  use	  of	  resources	  in	  the	  best	  way	  to	  
respond	  to	  the	  effects	  and	  impacts	  of	  climate	  change	  
(p74).	  	  



‘In	  recent	  years,	  there	  has	  been	  an	  increasing	  tendency	  
towards	  departures	  from	  the	  stated	  requirements.	  The	  
existence	  of	  a	  wide	  discretion	  to	  approve	  projects,	  which	  are	  
contrary	  to	  local	  plans	  and	  do	  not	  necessarily	  conform	  to	  
state	  strategic	  plans,	  creates	  a	  corruption	  risk	  and	  community	  
perception	  of	  lack	  of	  appropriate	  boundaries.	  A	  re-‐	  emphasis	  
on	  strategic	  planning,	  clear	  criteria	  to	  guide	  decisions	  and	  a	  
consistent	  decision-‐	  making	  framework	  will	  help	  address	  this	  
issue’.’	  (ICAC	  2012.	  P5)	  
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An Exhibition of Visual Art

1 – 5 November 2013

Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre 
and Retravision Shop, Imlay Street 

Eden  NSW

Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre  

Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre 
�6&0'&���LV�D�QRW�IRU�SURÀW�FRPPXQLW\�
organisation which focuses on education 
about the temperate marine environment 
of South Eastern Australia.  In 2008 it 
opened its Marine Discovery Centre 
RQ� WKH� 6QXJ� &RYH� :KDUYHV� DW� (GHQ���
SCMDC has worked closely with several 
departments at the Australian National 
University over the last two years, 
including arts, environment, student 
equity and earth and marine sciences.

An ANU Regional Partnerships Program, 
make, change: Visual Art Climate Science 
Education Program, will take place 
at the SCMDC in conjunction with 
the Now&When exhibition from 1-5 
November, 2013. 

$�µ5RFN\�6KRUH�5DPEOH¶��an initiative of the Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre,  in full swing at 
6KHOO\¶V�%HDFK��(GHQ��16:

23

ANU Student Equity Regional Partnerships Program

$PHOLD�=DUDIWLV��3URMHFW�2I¿FHU�$18�5HJLRQDO�3DUWQHUVKLSV�3URJUDP� guides groups of primary school 
VWXGHQWV�WKURXJK�D�YLVXDO�DUWV�HGXFDWLRQDO�SURJUDP�FRQ¿JXUHG�DURXQG�D������)LHOG�6WXG\�H[KLELWLRQ��Far 
Enough! Aesthetic Responses to the Far South Coast NSW,�%HJD�9DOOH\�5HJLRQDO�*DOOHU\��%HJD��16:�

The ANU Regional Partnerships Program 
commenced in 2009 as an important part 
of the University’s engagement with 
its surrounding regions. The program 
is designed to raise awareness about 
university study, enhance educational 
outcomes for students from the partnership 
schools and encourage them to consider 
university as a post-school option. Fifteen 
VFKRROV�LQ�WKH�VRXWK�HDVW�UHJLRQ�RI�16:�
are currently included in the program. 
This is a region which is relatively close 
to Canberra but where there is sometimes 
a perception that university is not relevant 
or accessible. The Program seeks to 
dispel this perception, primarily through 
using its students, many from regional 
areas themselves, as ANU Community 
Ambassadors. These students volunteer 
their time to provide academic assistance 
and mentoring to students in Partnership 
Schools.

6HH�À\HU��QH[W�SDJH��IRU�D������SURJUDP�DW�WKH�
Sapphire Coast Marine Discovery Centre, Eden, 
NSW 
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¡  Should	  there	  be	  a	  national	  approach	  to	  land	  
use	  planning	  for	  bushfire	  risk?	  

¡  Should	  development	  be	  permitted	  in	  areas	  of	  
high	  bushfire	  risk?	  

¡  How	  can	  growing	  populations	  be	  
accommodated	  without	  increasing	  the	  risks	  
of	  loss	  of	  life	  and	  property	  due	  to	  bushfire?	  
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