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Preface

Multiple large, fast-moving fires, in both grassy and timbered country have occurred on hot windy 
days throughout the past 50 years in Victoria. Many fatalities have occurred. By far the worst day 
for fatalities has been 7th February 2009, or Black Saturday. On that day 119 people were killed by 
the Kilmore East firestorm, and two people were killed by the Beechworth-Mudgegonga firestorm 

(in the middle of the night, so extreme was the fire behaviour!). The 2009 Bushfires Royal 
Commission found that both these fires were started by sparks from power lines.

Many historical reports were made available to the 2009 Bushfires Royal Commission, including 
Sir Esler Barber's report of his Board of Inquiry into the 1977 outbreaks. As in 2009, Barber's 
investigations revealed a history of power lines causing fires, going back to at least 1969. The 

Victorian electricity industry said after 1969 that it would fix trees and fuses. Barber found that it 
did not, and that CFA failed to hold up its side of the bargain with the S.E.C. – to report trees close 

to power lines, and to carry out regular inspections as required by the CFA Act.

What was not made available to the 2009 Bushfires Royal Commission – as far as I am aware – 
was the underlying detail behind Sir Esler Barber's 1977 report. This series “The History of 

Electricity Fires in Victoria” aims to present that detail in the form of important sections of the 
raw archival record from the 1977 inquiry. Notes, anaylsis and opinion added by me, endeavour to 
place a sound technical interpretation, and draw lessons applicable to re-regulation of the modern 

profit-driven electricity industry, especially to its major monopoly element, the monopoly 
distribution “poles and wires” companies.

This is Part 3 in the series. Notes, analysis, opinion are on the last page. I believe careful study by 
Victorian politicians and government agencies can lead to rational decision making to achieve 

evidence-based improvements in public safety on Code Red days.

PROV archives are of variable quality, and it has been a challenge to render photocopies of 
handwritten documents into legible and printable PDFs. Some pages in this document are difficult 
to read. If anybody wishes to see original images, please contact mickgg@suburbia.com.au and I 

shall endeavour to make the camera's digital photos available to you. M.G.
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Notes, analysis and opinion

1. In the 1969 fires, it is reasonable to assume that where the cause is stated as “electrical” probably 
half of these will be due (on hot windy days) to the private power lines of SEC customers. SEC set 
the standard for private power lines, and 1969 was a time when “spreaders” were not required for 
them, nor were they required to go underground..

2. If it is possible for CFA to review all the fire reports for 8/1/69 and 12/2/77, it would be useful to 
determine how many of the “unknown” or “unspecified” started in an exposed location, at a time of 
high gusty winds, and how many of them started within 30 metres of bare power lines. Those fires 
could then reasonably be assumed to have had power lines as a potential or even likely cause.

3. These statistics seem to demonstrate that in the late 1960s and 1970s the S.E.C.'s rural electricity 
infrastructure was responsible for five to ten percent of all fires in the western half of Victoria. The 
2009 Bushfires Royal Commission was told that in the latter years of the 20th century only one 
percent of fires were being caused by powerlines. Either the S.E.C. did a commendable job fixing 
the problem before it was privatized in 1994|1|, or somehow the “goal posts” of what is regarded as 
causation by electricity distribution assets have moved. The 2009 Bushfires Royal Commission 
heard evidence from engineering experts that the rural electricity distribution network is going 
to become more fire-prone as it ages up to and beyond its service life. This is of particular 
concern for very old and inefficient Single Wire Earth Return (S.W.E.R.) high voltage power lines.

4. Objective Data: In future, if CFA volunteers were required to keep diaries of their call-outs 
every summer, making an entry of what they thought was the cause of each fire, we would very 
quickly have valuable statistical data to verify or refute the electricity industry's claim to be causing 
only one percent of CFA's fires in recent years. Volunteers whose “day job” is with the electricity 
industry would be excluded from such a survey. Further, they would be required not to discuss 
cause with other members attending any fire, and especially required not to have any influence on 
the writing-up of the fire report.

5. It is remarkable how few arson cases feature in the statistics. It is enough to make a 
reasonable person wonder whether the culture of delinquent male youths has changed over the past 
33 years, or if the police force's heavy focus on costly arson investigations –  in terms of man-hours 
of interviewing and form-filling – is somehow a sop to the Police Association's members and their 
overtime payments. Since Black Saturday 2009, it has been an extremely high-profile aspect of 
Task Force Phoenix for Victoria Police to hold several media conferences chronicling the number of 
interviews completed, the number of members being deployed, the number of man-hours expended, 
in their quest to find an arsonist.

6. There has been no obvious commensurate effort on the part of Victoria Police to bring to justice 
the people responsible for the 119 deaths caused by the high voltage span 38-39 that broke at 
Kilmore East, 7th February 2009. 

M. Gunter
North Melbourne
January 2011

1 Presumably by the deployment of modern silicone-filled HRC fuses and plastic “spreaders” on low voltage lines.


