
The History of Electricity Fires
in Victoria.

Part 2

Exhibit 202: Statistics of fires 
allegedly involving the S.E.C. 

from 8 January 1959 to 30 March 1977

This reproduction of Exhibit 202 was created January 2011 
by M. Gunter, mickgg@suburbia.com.au

Citation: PROV, VA 4393 Board of Inquiry into the Occurrence of Bush and Grass Fires in Victoria, 
VPRS 13230/P1 1939 – 1983, Unit 6, Item: “Exhibits : Folder 8, No. 185 - 209”

Reproduced with the permission of the Keeper of Public Records, Public Records Office, Victoria



Preface

Exhibit 202 consists of seventeen pages, all of which were photographed, processed, and are 
presented here. The Inquiry transcript reveals that the statistics and text of Exhibit 202 were 

prepared by Neil Harrison Kirk, S.E.C. assistant chief claims officer. Kirk makes no mention of any 
claims against the S.E.C. for loss of life|1|. Apologies that due to technical limitations,  the text of 

this exhibit is image-only so cannot be “cut & paste” by word processing or spreadsheet programs. 
Image quality is such that OCR software is very unlikely to yield useful results either. Further 

discussion is contained in endnotes on pages 20 to 24. (This includes Annexure A)

1 Sir Esler Barber in his 1977 report, 4.6.04 on page 96 indicates 'disastrous' 1969 fires, many caused by the S.E.C., 
but of the twenty-three fatalities, seventeen were certainly NOT due to power lines: these were the motorists trapped 
on the Geelong Road by the Lara fire, which was started by vehicle exhaust igniting roadside grass 
(http://www.cfaconnect.net.au/news/looking-back-with-alan-burgess.html). It remains to be discovered (by this 
author) whether any of the remaining six fatalities were caused by fire sparked by power lines. Candidate 
“electricity fires” include Rodborough (70,000acres), Edington (30,000acres), Gnarrwarre (3,000acres), Torquay 
(625acres), Newmaralla (800acres), Whittlesea (120acres), Truganina (30,000acres), Mt.Cameron (10,000acres), 
Werribee North (6,000acres), Newstead (500acres), and Yalla-Y-Porra (7,000acres). If and when data comes to hand, 
it will be published in this series. Anyone with information in this regard please email me:

 mickgg@suburbia.com.au M.G.

http://www.cfaconnect.net.au/news/looking-back-with-alan-burgess.html
mailto:mickgg@suburbia.com.au




































Notes, analysis, opinion.

The first seven pages of notes and tables in Exhibit 202 are, at first reading, confusing. Particularly 
the first two pages appear to be talking indescriminately about percentages of percentages, thus 
making unabiguous and clear interpretation of the statements very difficult.

I make the following comments which I believe are reasonable, and “fair comment”, though 
industry insiders may take an opposing view:

“caused electrically or by the S.E.C.”  indicates S.E.C. staff on occasion accidentally caused fires 
as a result of burning off tree-loppings, use of machinery and power tools, etc.. It may also mean 
that the S.E.C. is trying to distance itself from fires caused by railway electric lines, or by the SEC's 
customers' private electric lines (usually from the property boundary to the house, in country 
Victoria)

“Not all fires were reported” may indicate that fires caused by power lines and other live electrical 
equipment had a long-standing tendency to be under-reported by the S.E.C. over most of the 18 
years and 2 months period for which Sir Esler Barber's inquiry sought their data|2|. This  would be 
consistent with heavy criticism of  the S.E.C. by their own solicitors and by the Inquiry's final 
report, for being “blind” to the evidence that their system was igniting many dangerous fires.  Note 
at the bottom of (PDF) page 4 it states “Files relating to incidents occurring prior to 1967 have 
been destroyed.” which adds weight to the idea that S.E.C. was an institution exhibiting symptoms 
of denial. It gives the appearance of struggling to  come to terms with the fact that its otherwise 
marvellous and convenient energy delivery system  had serious flaws. 

The use of the word “fortuitous” in paragraph 3 is probably not what was intended. The sense of 
the paragraph indicates that the chance of a given electrical installation fault causing a fire is highly 
dependent upon circumstances, fuel condition, and especially weather conditions. “Fortuitous” 
reasonably indicates that in 1977 the S.E.C. considered itself very lucky that it had not caused 
many more serious fires in the years since bare aluminium conductors were deployed across the 
Victorian landscape. 

S.E.C.'s Data shows Massively Increased Risk under Extreme Weather Conditions:

The S.E.C. report should have unambiguously acknowledged they were aware that it was weather 
conditions –  specifically strong hot winds – interacting with their installations that led to disaster 
on the two specified days in 1969 and 1977.

Kirk's statistical analysis especially falls over by not spelling out S.E.C.'s awareness of the risk 
factor that such weather conditions imply: For two days out of  6,624 days to cause 111 out of the 
399 electricity fires over that period, means that the risk in those weather conditions for their 
assets lighting fires is 1,276 times greater – or a risk percentage increase of 127,600% – 
compared to the 6,622 non-catastrophic weather days. These numbers highlight the near-
certainty of more disastrous firestorms in the years ahead, if Energy Safe Victoria's Paul Fearon, 
CFA Chief Officer Ewan Ferguson, and Fire Commissioner Craig Lapsley fail to perform their 
public duty to prevent preventable firestorms. 

The one-thousand-two-hundred-and-seventy-six times risk factor would be further amplified 
and compounded if we factor in the number of hectares burned. The S.E.C. did not have the primary 
data in their possession, but CFA data shows that fires breaking out on days like 8/1/67 and 12/2/77 

2 A glaring example is contained in Annexure A: Exhibit 260 at the same inquiry.



are going to be much bigger that fires breaking out on milder days. It is safe to assume a factor of 
ten, so the risk of powerlines burning any given  hectare of land in rural Victoria is probably about 
one million percent greater on catastrophic fire weather days (i.e. 10,000-fold increased risk per 
hectare). In this context,  “Size Schedule” on PDF page 3 is particularly confusing, and if anything 
tends to obscure the important positive correlation between a fire's size and the likelihood it was 
caused by power lines. (really big fires are more likely to have been lit by power lines, same is 
found in Californian studies).

There is a notable absence of any mention of the human toll. It seems very unlikely that no 
deceased estate of any member of the public had ever made a claim against the S.E.C. for causing a 
fatality. These statistics were compiled by the claims officer, so any such claims should have been 
declared in these statistics. 

There is undeniably a very strong positive correlation between hectares burned, rate of fire spread, 
and the human death toll, as Black Saturday so tragically demonstrated.

M. G. Gunter
January 2011

...Annexure A next



Annexure A: Multiple Electricity Fires, 21 December 1973

Exhibit 260 (see image below) relates to fires on 21 December 1973: senior CFA management formally 
notified Chief Officer A.G. Pitfield that CFA brigades had good evidence of twenty-two fires being caused 
by S.E.C. lines or equipment. Furthermore “Beeac” fire was actually three separate fire starts according to 
Exhibit 263, so the total for the day was at least twenty four S.E.C. fires, but the S.E.C. data in exhibit 202 
– page 16 of this PDF – will admit to only three fires in the whole state: that is only twelve percent – or one 
in eight –  of the number being alleged by the CFA!!



Exhibit 260 is a document dated three years prior to the 1977 fires being investigated, but forms 
part of the diligent historical analysis undertaken by the thorough 1977 board of inquiry under its 
Chairman Sir Esler Barber. In fact, thanks to the inquiry calling for statistical data from CFA and 
S.E.C. going back to 8th February 1969, it virtually became an inquiry into power line fires on that 
earlier date as well. It would appear that the Bolte government had deemed it unnecessary to 
investigate the 1969 fires, and any deaths they (may have) caused at that time. In the era of Rupert 
“Dickie” Hamer, a “small-L liberal”, government was becoming more accountable and open.

Exhibit 260 has been heavily annotated, and according to CFA Chief Officer Howe when examined 
before the Board, those biro marks demonstrate that there was “good liaison” between CFA senior 
officers and the S.E.C. to fix or mitigate the power line fire starts risk.|3| Others, including counsel 
assisting, and the Board, seemed to challenge that robustly during Howe's cross-examination. The 
hurried messy annotations of exhibit 260 show a laxity in CFA's record-keeping standards, and raise 
serious questions about CFA's attitude to alteration of the historical record, in my opinion.

M. Gunter
North Melbourne
January 2011

3 Inquiry transcript pages 2143 to 2224, see  VPRS.9823/P2, Unit 13 Item “Day 43 - 45 Transcript Of Proceedings - 
Board Of Inquiry”


