
Bushfire Survival Plan Workbook

Living
in the Bush

CFA
Disclaimer:
Page 14 of this publication contains a list of species described as "hard to burn". CFA has concerns about such lists because under the right conditions, all vegetation will burn. CFA is reviewing its advice with regard to fire "retardance" and vegetation. Contact us for more information.
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Big fires usually come with strong, hot, northerly winds. 

However, the direction of an approaching fire will depend 

on many local factors. 

A south westerly wind change - although cooler - can increase 

the danger because it will swing the fire in a different direction. 

This often catches people unaware and causes the most damage. 

Such was the case in the Otways fire in February 1983 as 

illustrated below.

What will the bushfire be like in my area? 
Where will it come from?

Check with 
the local 

Fire Brigade 
about the likely 

directions of fires 
in your area.

Sketch a 
diagram of 

your property 
and neigh-
bourhood.

Mark in the 
most likely 
fire spread 

direction. 



The intensity of a fire refers to the amount of heat being 

generated. The higher the intensity the harder the fire is to 

control and the more damage it is likely to cause. It depends 

on weather, topography and vegetation.

Weather
High temperatures, high winds and low humidity add up to 

bushfire weather.

Topography
■ Where is your house situated on your block? 

■ What is the slope of the ground? 

■ Which way does it face?

■ Fires travel fastest uphill.

■ Fires are more intense on northerly and westerly aspects 

because they are drier.

Vegetation
Vegetation is the fuel for a fire including 

long dry grass, leaf litter, bracken, scrub, 

shrubs and loose tree bark.

Is your home in the middle of the forest 

or are you on the edge? Is the vegetation 

continuous from the ground up to the tree 

tops? See how much fire fuel is on your block and how close it 

is to the house. How much is there on blocks next door?

Vegetation is the 
fuel for a fire.

How intense will the fire be?
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The most volatile fuel is dry material 
thinner than an adult’s little finger.





the
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The siting of your 
home can make or 
break its chances 
of survival during 
a bushfire.

When choosing where you will live, ask your 

local Council about areas of greatest bushfire 

risk. Decide if this should influence the 

siting and construction of your new 

home and consider: 

Slope
■   For every 10 degrees increase 

in slope, the rate of spread 

and intensity of the fire 

will double.

Aspect
■   Northern and western aspects 

are most dangerous.

Vegetation
■   If possible, keep the house clear of 

existing vegetation.

■   Assess potential for reducing the amount 

of vegetation.

■   Take advantage of existing or proposed 

protective features eg. roads, existing 

wind breaks, dams, creeks, swimming pool, 

tennis court or vegetable garden.

Block location 
and house siting

On the grid, sketch your 
block, including your house 
and other surrounding 
features such as the slope 
of the land, aspect, dense 
clumps of vegetation, major 
highways, minor roads and 
tracks, overhead power lines, 
proximity of vegetation on 
neighbours’ blocks. 
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Access
■   Maintain entry/exit points in two   

directions if possible. Ensure at   

least one access point is located   

on the side of the property away 

from greatest potential hazard. 

Existing fire risks 
■   A property next to dense bush 

or on a ridge has increased risks. 

Look at your surrounds with ‘fire eyes’. Learn 

more about where you live and what are the 

potential fire risks. 

On the sketch, add or highlight the fire risks you have noted. 



With fire protection in mind, landscaping can:
■   reduce the amount of potential fire “fuel”.

■   act as a barrier to radiant heat.

■   prevent fire reaching the house by radiant heat 

or flame contact. 

■   reduce spark and ember threat. 

■   create a fuel-reduced area between the bush and your home. 

■   slow the wind.

Fire-preventative landscaping includes:
■   positioning your driveway to the north or west of the house.

■   planting a well designed and maintained windbreak to help 

reduce the wind speed, filter out flying sparks and debris 

and slow the spread of the fire around your property. 

■   building a stone wall, earth mound, hedge or 

covered fence as a radiant heat shield. This should 

be fairly close to the building.

■   placing your vegetable garden, orchard, 

swimming pool or tennis court between your 

home and the expected fire direction.

■   locating the woodpile away from the expected 

direction of the fire - generally on the 

eastern side.

■   thinning out tree foliage into clumps so there are 

breaks in the tree canopy.

■   if possible, remove trees with high flammability 

or loose, rough or ribbon bark.

Your home and garden can blend 
with the natural environment and at 
the same time be landscaped for fire 
prevention and protection.

On your 
property grid, 
in a different 
colour, add 
any landscape 
features you 
can incorporate 
to improve the 
prospect of 
your home’s 
survival during 
a bushfire.

Landscaping
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Remember, when establishing and maintaining 
a bush garden
■   Use your trees - they can protect you from strong winds, 

intense heat and flying embers.

■   Decrease fuel - remove long dry grass, dead leaves, twigs, 

and flammable shrubs.

■   Pick your plants - some trees and shrubs are more fire-resistant 

than others.

■   Design for safety - locate low fire risk features such as lawns, 

gravel paths, vegetable gardens, pools, and patios between 

you and the fire. Build in ‘heat shields’ such as a stone wall 

to protect your plants and the house.

If possible contact your local landcare or environment group for 

information on species that are indigenous to your area. They 

may even supply plants propagated from seeds collected locally.

Introduced plants that are hard to burn include:
Common Maple                             Acer campestre
Norway Maple                              Acer plantanoides
Horse Chestnut                             Aesculus hippocastanum
Evergreen Alder                            Alnus jorullensis
Cape Chestnut                              Caladendron capense 
American Chestnut                        Castanea dentata
Sweet Chestnut                            Castanea sativa
Hackberry                                    Celtis occidentalis
Carob                                          Ceratonia siliqua
Judas Tree                                   Cercis siliquastrum
Camphor Laurel                            Cinnamonomum camphora
New Zealand Laurel                       Corynocarpus laevigatus
Russian Olive                               Elaeagnus angustifolia 
Common Beech                            Fagus sylvatica
New Zealand Broadleaf                  Griselina littoralis 
Laurel                                         Laurus nobilis 
Tulip Tree                                    Liriodendron tulipifera 

Plants for your bush garden

During a bushfire, a well-designed 
garden will provide a green safety 
zone around your home. 

NOTE:
Given the right conditions 
ALL vegetation will burn.
CFA is currently reviewing 
its advice with regard 
to fire “retardance” and 
vegetation. Please contact 
us for more information





Burning embers are the main 
cause of houses catching alight 
during bushfires.

Building design and construction
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Burning debris is carried by strong winds that accompany bushfires. 

Depending on where it settles, a small fire (“spot fire”) may start. 

If this happens to be on your wooden deck, doormat or woodpile 

next to the house, it may eventually destroy the house.

Showers of burning debris may hit:

■   before the fire front reaches the property.

■   as the fire front is passing.

■   many hours after the fire front has passed.

“Spot” fires caused by flying embers break out from 100 metres 

to two or three kilometres ahead of the main fire. Spot fires 

have been recorded as far as 30 kilometres from the fire front.

Remember
■   Houses do not have to be specially built 

to protect you from bushfires.

■   Even minor changes and safety features added to conventional 

houses will improve their chances of survival.

■   No one building feature or even a combination of features 

will guarantee safety.

■   Prevention of embers getting inside a house, ceiling cavity 

or underfloor area is an important fire safety design feature.

■   Radiant heat and flame contact can generally be prevented 

by landscaping before the fire season.

■   Note the problem spots around your house and watch them 

closely during a bushfire - for example if the roofline is 

complicated, make sure you can get water to all the crevices.

For excellent, detailed information on the design and construction 

of buildings get a copy of ‘Building in bushfire-prone areas 

- information and advice’ – Compiled and edited by CSIRO and 

Standards Australia. 
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Contact:

Local CFA Brigade 

CFA Regional Locations
North Central Area
45 Chapel Street, Bendigo 

Ph: (03) 5443 7444

South West Area
182 Mt Bainbridge Road, Hamilton 

Ph: (03) 5572 3122

Barwon/Corangamite Area
61 Separation Street, North Geelong 

Ph: (03) 5277 1499 

Westernport Area
120-122 Princes Hwy, Dandenong

Ph: (03) 9793 4088 

Gippsland Area 
Level 3

Port of Sale Business Centre, 

Foster Street, Sale 

Ph: (03) 5144 2933 

Goulburn-Murray Area
270 Maude Street, Shepparton 

Ph: (03) 5831 4075 

Municipal Fire Prevention Officer 
Refer to your local Government listing in your phone book. 

Yarra Area
18-22 Lakeview Drive, Lilydale 

Ph: (03) 9735 0511 

Outer Metro Norwest Area
15 Melton Valley Drive, Melton 

Ph: (03) 9747 6014 

Midlands Area
1120 Sturt Street, Ballarat 

Ph: (03) 5331 7966

Wimmera Area
19 Mclachlan Street, Horsham 

Ph: (03) 5382 6672

North West Area
120 Curlewis Street, Swan Hill 

Ph: (03) 5033 1884 

North East Area
1 Ely Street, Wangaratta 

Ph: (03) 5721 4122 
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Fire fuel
Fuel means any material that will burn. The most dangerous fuel 

around a home is dried out branches, sticks, twigs, leaves, bark 

and grass. 

Humidity
Low humidity - dryness of the air - is a bushfire factor.

Intensity
The intensity of a fire is a measure of the heat being generated. 

The higher the intensity the more damage the fire will cause 

and the harder it is to control. Intensity builds from weather, 

the shape of the land and the amount of fine fuel - such as 

twigs thinner than an adult’s finger. 

Radiant heat
This is the heat given off ahead of the fire.

Refuge
A designated refuge area may be an open area such as a sports 

ground or a building in a widely cleared area where people can 

gather in safety.

“Spot” fire
A small fire started by sparks or embers flying ahead of the main 

bushfire or which has flared after the fire front has gone past. 

Total Fire Ban
Declaration of a 24-hour Total Fire Ban makes it illegal to light a 

fire in the open. The declaration is made when bushfire danger is 

extreme because of forecast winds, temperatures, and humidity, 

the amount of burnable bushland debris and the dryness of the 

grasslands. 

Glossary




