
Drought lengthened the recent fire season, which
developed into a protracted campaign spanning
nine months and included 151 consecutive days of
section 44 declarations from October to February.

After long and arduous months of firefighting,
statistics show less destruction and damage of
property compared to the 2001-2002 season,
however, twice as much land was burned.

Comparisons are difficult as the two seasons
were completely different in nature.

The 2001-2002 season focused on three weeks
of intense urban interface firefighting with
thousands of homes threatened.

Months of rural firefighting occurred in 2002-
2003, often in rugged inaccessible terrain, with
hundreds of homes potentially affected, but
millions of hectares directly threatened.

Drought contributed to extending the season,
with the first incident occurring in Richmond River
in July and the last Section 44 revoked on 24
February 2003.

Fire destroyed 84 homes since 8 October 2002,
compared with 109 during the 2001-2002 season.
The majority of homes were destroyed in the
Baulkham Hills, Hornsby and Ku-ring-gai Section
44s in December 2002 when 35 were lost to fire.
Sutherland lost ten and nine were lost in both
Cessnock and the Clarence Valley.

Another 28 residential homes were damaged
during this season, with 40 affected by fire last year.

Nearly 750,000 ha was burned in 2001-2002,
the majority in the three weeks between 24
December 2001 and 16 January 2002.

About 1.465 million ha, with a 10,340 km
perimeter, was burned this year in fires that
stretched from the Queensland border to the
Victorian border. 

Huge swathes of country burned, particularly in
the northern tablelands, north west slopes, mid
north coast, Hunter, southern tablelands, south
coast and southern tablelands.

Due to the extended season, the 461 RFS task
forces assembled throughout the operational period
played an even more essential role. 

Sixty-one section 44s were declared since 27
September 2002 until the declaration covering
Kosciuzko National Park was revoked on 24
February 2003.

``This has been a record breaking season in
terms of length and resources used,’’ RFS
Commissioner Phil Koperberg said.

``The protracted season has been a real
challenge for RFS volunteers and incident
management team members from all agencies. They
have proven their skills and commitment in
extraordinary circumstances and I commend and
thank them for their hard work.

``Not only was the fire season long, it was
widespread. Many thousands of volunteers rallied
from all over the state throughout the season.

``Out of area crews supported local brigades
under extraordinarily difficult circumstances.

``While all Australian states experienced severe
weather and significant fire seasons, NSW had the
most protracted season.’’

FACT BOX
2002-2003 FIRE SEASON

11,081 personnel 
involved in task forces

53 multiagency task forces deployed 
on one day at height of activity

103 aircraft deployed on one day 
at height of activity

2421 notifiable incidents

102,423 firefighter days expended 
on notifiable incidents

22,783 brigade attendances 
at Firezone incidents
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CESSNOCK GIS MOVING SERVICE REMEMBERS
VOLUNTEERS LOST AT GRAYS POINT A LONG 2002-3 FIRE SEASON
Improvements to equipment and technology
resulted from the deaths of three RFS volunteers at
Grays Point 20 years ago, attendees at a memorial
service heard on 11 January.

Heathcote Rural Fire Brigade Captain Keith
Campbell, Deputy Captain Tom Bielecke and
firefighter Greg Moon died on 9 January 1983 when
a bushfire trapped their tanker as it swept up
Anana Hill in the Royal National Park.

``They didn’t die in vain,’’ said former Sutherland
Rural Fire District Fire Control Officer (FCO),
Superintendent Brian Parry, in a eulogy
remembering the lost firefighters and their six
injured colleagues.

``As a consequence of their deaths dual cabin
fire tankers had been developed which provide
refuge,’’ said Supt Parry, who is currently
Shoalhaven FCO.

Personal protective clothing and communications
equipment had been improved and satellite vehicle
tracking is now used.

A Heathcote Rural Fire Brigade tanker provided
the backdrop to the moving service held outside
Grays Point School.

About 200 people, many wearing RFS yellows,
attended the service conducted by Sutherland
acting FCO Superintendent John Wood, RFS
chaplain Captain Ron Anderson and Sutherland
Shire Mayor Phil Blight. 

Key wreath layers were Keith Campbell’s
daughter, Senior Deputy Captain Sharon Campbell,
and Deputy Captain Jim Fowler who both survived
the fire.

One minute’s silence was followed by a lone
piper’s rendition of Amazing Grace.

Visitors were then invited to travel by four-
wheel-drive to Anana Hill to place a wreath flower
on a brass plaque marking the place the
firefighters died.

The deaths of the firefighters were subject to a
255 day long coroner’s inquest, which produced
113 recommendations. Actions resulting from these
recommendations have improved the safety
standards of firefighters in NSW.

On Monday 21 October 2002, two days after
the Alcan and Racecourse fires took their run,
the Geographical Information System (GIS)
team arrived at Cessnock Fire Control to
establish the mapping service for the fires in
the Cessnock Cluster Section 44.

Once the team of three GIS contractors
arrived with a set of topographical and scale
maps they set about locating available data
on the existing GIS system; such as land
ownership details, building locations and
aerial photographs of the firegrounds.

Two GIS officers worked in the Incident
Management Team (IMT) and one worked in a
helicopter to fly over the edges of the fires to
get highly accurate data fires including
photographs and videos of the fire activity.
This data was used to generate maps and
other products to indicate where the fire was,
what it looked like and what it was doing.

A wide range of maps was produced for
different groups within the Service. Statewide
maps were produced for State Operations to
give a general indication of the fire locations
across the State. Localised maps were
produced for each individual fire within the
Cluster using standard Incident Control
symbols for use by incident control, planning
and operations personnel. Aviation required
similar products that also included latitudinal
and longitudinal references, and smaller A3
versions of maps were given to ground crews
and pilots to be used in specific operations.

GIS worked from 5am till 2am each day
from 21 October 2002 until it rained and
produced maps daily to accurately locate the
fire edge and where property was threatened.

Network connection proved to be a huge
challenge for GIS who resolved to install their
own server and printers, and even then it
could take more than three hours to download
a line-scan file from the RFS K-drive.

“It was a hard slog. There were many
people from many agencies working in the GIS
function, and without them it just wouldn’t
have happened.” Steve Wilkes, GIS Contractor.
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``As a consequence of their deaths
dual cabin fire tankers had been
developed which provide refuge,’’
said Superintendent Parry, 

Senior Deputy Captain Sharon Campbell lays a
wreath in remembrance of her father and his two
companions who lost their lives 20 years ago.
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