[image: A diagram of trees and text

Description automatically generated]
[image: ]
Inquiry into the 2026 Summer Fires Across Victoria

VFPA Submission via 2026summerfires@parliament.vic.gov.au 

19 April 2026



VFPA Submission to Corangamite Shire Agriculture Strategy Background Report and Timber Discussion Paper
Page 3
Contents
About the Victorian Forest Products Association (VFPA)	3
Victoria’s Forest Products Industry	3
Summary of Recommendations	4
Introduction – The Importance of the Victorian Plantation Estate and Wood Fibre	4
Supporting FFMV and the Needed for Fire Breaks	4
The Existing Threat – Increasing Frequency and Intensity of Fires	5
Early Detection AI-Powered Fire Cameras	6
Cross-Industry Collaboration	7
Case study – Impact of Fire on the Wood Fibre Industry	7
Conclusion	9
Bibliography	10

[bookmark: _Toc140746275][bookmark: _Toc226635762][bookmark: _Toc80276835]About the Victorian Forest Products Association (VFPA)
VFPA is the peak industry body representing the forestry products value chain in Victoria from those producing our sustainable wood fibre to those processing wood fibre into an extensive range of value-added products loved and used by Victorians every day.
VFPA’s members include plantation forest growers, timber processors, pulp, paper and bioproduct manufacturers, investors and participants in the national carbon credits scheme, and enterprises involved in value-adding throughout the supply chain.
	
[bookmark: _Toc80276833][bookmark: _Toc140746276][bookmark: _Toc226635763]Victoria’s Forest Products Industry
The Victorian forest products industry produces a mix of hardwood (eucalypt) and softwood (pine) wood fibre supplied from private native forests and plantations. 
Victorian forest products are manufactured into a wide range of timber products such as traditional sawn and engineered wood products, cardboard, high quality paper, posts and poles, firewood, wood chips for landscaping, to sawdust used in the animal industries. All parts of the harvested tree are used to its highest value use.
Not all wood fibre is substitutable. Softwood is important for the construction sector, along with posts, poles, and a range of engineered wood products. Blue gum plantation wood is primarily chipped and exported for a range of high value manufacturing purposes. Research is also underway to determine how to use blue gum in the construction sector. Hardwood is valued for its durability and appearance traits and is used for home fit outs (stairs, floor, windows and furniture) and for exterior purposes across a wide range of both private and public assets.
There is no waste from processing, with residual wood fibre used to run drying kilns or for energy to power the processing site. Even post-harvest debris (or slash) serves several purposes, including the return of nutrients to soil, browsing protection for the new seedlings (especially deer), and can be harvested for production of bioenergy. This debris may also be refuge for small animals and/or provide a food source.
With over 5000 known uses for forest products, wood is an essential part of life and the ultimate renewable. Wood is beautiful and functional, renewable, biodegradable, and recyclable. Wood is used for new homes, buildings, furniture, architectural joinery, cardboard, toiletry and sanitary products, and fuel for green energy. The application of technology and innovation are expanding the uses of wood fibre to clothing, batteries, bioplastics, glass, nano-paper, batteries and transistors, and it can even be used in space for small near-earth satellites or cube-sats. 
Forestry in Victoria also has a significant role to play in the move to a net-zero carbon future. Research[footnoteRef:2] demonstrates that plantation trees store on average 30.3 t CO2 per hectare each year compared to environmental plantings of 7.7 t CO2/ha/yr. Carbon is sequestered in trees and the subsequent harvested timber products for the life of that product. Each single storey house contains average 12.09 m3 wood and sequesters 22.2 t CO2-e while each two-storey house sequesters 37.4 t CO2-e, and a mid-rise commercial building can store 2,280 tonnes of carbon.  Across more than 380,000 hectares of plantations, the Victorian wood fibre industry sequesters more than 11.5 million tonnes of CO2 every year. [2:  (Ximenes, et al., 2012)] 









[bookmark: _Toc226635764]Summary of Recommendations
	Recommendation (1): The Victorian Government must prioritise prevention rather than reaction by meeting the 5% target for fire breaks as proposed in the 2009 Royal Commission to adequately prepare for bushfires, reduce forest fuel load, and therefore reduce fire impact.

Recommendation (2): Prioritise sustainable building materials and adopt a state-based framework for measuring embodied carbon emissions to reduce the catastrophic effects of climate change, including extreme fire weather.

Recommendation (3): Match industry investment with $1.8m over 3 years to expand the AI-powered bushfire camera network to 18 sites, to better identify bushfires before they get out of control and enhance protection for plantations and regional communities.

Recommendation (4): Recognise the efforts of industry-funded fire assets in collaborating and providing information to FFMV and CFA during fire response to control and contain fires.

Recommendation (5): Continue to engage with fire-affected businesses and industries to understand the devastating impacts of recent bushfires and support industry with the continued impacts of salvage efforts across the supply chain.




[bookmark: _Toc226635765]Introduction – The Importance of the Victorian Plantation Estate & Wood Fibre Industry
The Victorian plantation estate and wood fibre industry underpins 17,000 direct regional jobs, stimulates over $9b in sales and service income each year and supplies essential wood fibre products for housing construction, bioproducts, packaging and more. Bushfire remains the single greatest threat to plantation assets and future timber supply, threatening our regional communities, housing, timber assets and our future investment in Victoria. 
Plantations and private forestry are long-term, high-risk investments. Trees are in the ground for up to 30 years before harvesting, and profit can be realised. Fires are an existential threat to that investment, particularly if fires affect mature plantations or private forestry. With climate change increasing the frequency and intensity of bushfires, forest management, fire detection and response have never been more important. 
VFPA’s members continue to highlight that bushfire is the most pressing existential issue facing the wood fibre industry.
This submission into the 2026 summer fires across Victoria reflects the wood fibre industry’s position on the recent bushfire season, and we make comments specifically in regard to terms of reference 1, 2, 3, 4, 6 and 8.
VFPA would welcome the opportunity to appear before the Legislative Council Environment and Planning Committee to elaborate on our submission. 

[bookmark: _Toc226635766]Supporting FFMV and the Needed for Fire Breaks 
Relates to ToR - (1) the preparation and planning by government, emergency services agencies and the community ahead of the fire season, including management of public and private land and roadsides
Forest management (prescribed burning, maintaining access, and establishing firebreaks, etc.) is critical to the preparation of public and private land ahead of the fire season.
The 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission recommended an annual 5% (approx. 390,000 ha) fuel reduction target to minimise the catastrophic impacts of bushfires. The government has since shifted to a risk-based approach, which in practice has often resulted in significantly less area being treated than is required to truly mitigate landscape-scale fire intensity. Across 2024-25, CFA and FFMVic delivered 114,712 hectares of fuel management, including planned burns and non-burn fuel treatments[footnoteRef:3], which equates to 1.5% of public land fuel reduction, well below the 5% target (~390,000 hectares). [3:  (Victorian Government, 2025)] 

The Victorian wood fibre industry funds 19 Forest Industry Brigades (FIBs), which are specialised firefighting teams staffed by dedicated forestry employees who operate 24/7 throughout the fire season. Our FIBs are nationally responsible for more than $100 million in direct bushfire prevention, mitigation and response annually.  In the Green Triangle, we have invested in 300 trained firefighters, 100 appliances, floating collar tanks to supply water in areas with limited supply and an industry-funded helicopter, plus 7 AI-powered fire cameras.
Last fire season, FIBs in the Green Triangle attended 118 fires. 54% of these responses were on plantation land, and 46% were on non-plantation land, highlighting how FIBs work alongside and support emergency services such as FFMV and the CFA to prepare and respond to fires on private and public land.
FIBs work alongside the CFA and FFMV on the fire ground and have positive working relationships. VFPA supports the aspiration of FFMV to increase fire prevention activities.  However, current funding is heavily skewed toward reactive suppression (aircraft and emergency response) and recovery, rather than proactive prevention, with over $370 million allocated in response to the 2026 fires[footnoteRef:4] and only $159.8 million invested into the FFMVic fuel management program across 2024-25[footnoteRef:5]. Historical data shows that when fuel loads are managed via strategic firebreaks and prescribed burns, fire intensity is reduced, allowing ground crews to control outbreaks before they escalate into mega-fires. Mandatory maintenance of forest road networks and strategic firebreaks is also critical for ground crews to access and complete prevention and suppression operations.  [4:  (ABC, 2026)]  [5:  (Victorian Government, 2025)] 

Fire breaks are a minimum of 15m wide strip of land that has been cleared of flammable vegetation (grass, forest fuel, slash, etc.) to prevent the rapid spread of fires and allow access for emergency vehicles. The Victorian Government invested $35.8 million in the 2020-21 Budget to build and upgrade 1447km of fuel breaks over 3 years. With additional investment in 2023-24, the program upgraded a total of 1548km of new and upgraded fuel breaks across the state[footnoteRef:6]. Announced in 2024, DEECA aimed to construct 6,000km of strategic fuel breaks between now and 2030[footnoteRef:7]. Although it is unclear if this goal is on track to be met, recently commentary suggests a shift away from a kilometre-based management to a risk-based approach.  [6:  (Forest Fire Management Victoria, 2026)]  [7:  (Victorian Government, 2024)] 

There is compelling evidence for the greater use of prescribed burning to reduce bushfire risks and impacts, rather than committing increasing resources to bushfire suppression[footnoteRef:8]. In addition, the establishment of a fire camera network across Victoria will assist in rapid detection and response. [8:  (Morgan, 2020)] 

	Recommendation (1): The Victorian Government must prioritise prevention rather than reaction, by meeting the 5% target for prescribed burning as proposed in the 2009 Victorian Bushfire Royal Commission, to adequately prepare for bushfires, reduce forest fuel load, and therefore reduce fire impact.



[bookmark: _Toc226635767]The Existing Threat – Increasing Frequency and Intensity of Fires
Relates to ToR- (2) the causes and circumstances of the bushfires, including climate change and the adequacy of the Government’s climate policies and actions, forecasts, warnings and public education on bushfire threats and (8) the impacts of climate change on the natural environment, which has resulted in more frequent and intense bushfires occurring in Victoria+
While Victorians have always lived with fire and its impacts, climate change is supercharging its consequences, increasing the frequency and intensity of extreme weather and catastrophic bushfires. Victoria has experienced its driest summer in 25 years, and climate-driven fire risk is increasing. Due to climate change, bushfires are becoming more extreme and harder to control with hotter days, drier conditions and stronger winds. Fire seasons across large parts of Australia are now longer, more volatile and increasingly overlapping[footnoteRef:9].   [9:  (Climate Council , 2026)] 

Bushfires have previously forced mill closures and jeopardised long-term timber supply chains. For example, he Carter Holt Harvey Building Supplies Group (CHH) closed its Morwell softwood sawmill in 2017 due to damaging fire severely affecting the volume and quality of available sawlog, resulting in the loss of 160 jobs. Protecting plantations and wood fibre assets is essential to maintaining future housing supply and managing long-term structural shortages.
The fires across Victoria earlier this year burnt over 120,000 hectares of public and private land in the Upper Murray district, resulting in significant damage to over 10,500 hectares of pine plantations, destroying specialised harvesting equipment and having a substantial economic impact. The Walwa fire started in Mount Lawson State Park, a public forest and destroyed up to 1,590 structures, including 451 homes. 
Leading up to the 2025-26 fire season, the Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council (AFAC) released that Victoria was at increased risk of bushfire[footnoteRef:10] due to significant rainfall deficits, resulting in dry undergrowth, dry soil and an increase in fuel loads on forest floors. The World Meteorological Organisation (WMO) stated in November that 2025 was set to be the second or third warmest year on record[footnoteRef:11]. The increase in temperature bringing with it severe weather, heatwaves and an increasing likelihood of catastrophic bushfires. [10:  (Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, 2025)]  [11:  (ABC, 2025)] 

Climate pollution from burning coal, oil and gas is turbocharging Australia’s bushfire risk. It has never been more important to make sustainable choices that benefit our planet and meet our climate goals. Timber is a natural carbon sink, each tree absorbing up to 40kg of CO2 per year of growth[footnoteRef:12] and permanently locking it away. 30.3 tonnes of CO2 per hectare is sequestered annually by forests, equivalent to offsetting emissions from around 500,000 Victorian homes. [12:  (ecotree, n.d.)] 

Climate change means fire weather will arrive more often and be more extreme. We must combat this by protecting our natural environment, promoting sustainable practices and reducing bushfire threat.
	Recommendation (2): Prioritise sustainable building materials and adopt a state-based framework for measuring embodied carbon emissions to reduce the catastrophic effects of climate change, including increasingly extreme fire weather.  Reduce embodied emissions in government building projects by 30%.



[bookmark: _Toc226635768]Early Detection with AI-Powered Fire Cameras 
Relates to ToR - (3) funding, equipment and appliances for the Country Fire Authority (CFA), Fire Rescue Victoria and Forest Fire Management Victoria, and recruitment and retention of CFA volunteers
Adequate funding, equipment and appliances are critical to emergency response. The wood fibre industry’s AI-powered fire cameras act like ‘smoke detectors for the bush’ - mitigating the exorbitant cost of a larger response and the potential catastrophic impacts. They provide a 360-degree surveillance of the local landscape across a radius of more than 20 kilometres, and information is fed directly to forest plantation managers supporting both the CFA and FFMV.
Early fire identification is critical to gaining control of fires to reduce damage and limit spread. Fire cameras allow CFA, FFMV and FIB crews to respond rapidly to alerts and deliver reliable intelligence straight to emergency service personnel, helping them respond faster and more decisively when every second counts. In recent years, 15 AI-enabled camera towers were installed across the Green Triangle, including 7 in Victoria in 2024, boosting wildfire detection across the region.
The industry has been running a pilot of these 7 cameras across Victoria and results show that the AI-powered detection cameras can detect smoke up to six minutes earlier than other sources. Case studies from Hotspur, Lake Mundi, Weecurra State Forest and Dorodong State Forest show that early detection prevented potentially catastrophic losses—protecting public land, farms, plantations and private forestry.
During the 2024-25 fire season, lightning strikes caused 64% of fires, highlighting bushfire unpredictability, the importance of regular monitoring and the need to protect fire-prone communities and timber assets. The AI-powered camera network is a critical infrastructure priority that becomes stronger as more cameras are incorporated into the web, increasing triangulation accuracy and detection range. However, it isn't just about rapid detection; it’s about sovereign asset protection that supports regional jobs and local production.
It takes 30 years for pine trees to mature, meaning they are a long-term investment. Victorian wood fibre is critical to combating the housing crisis and meeting Victoria's housing goals. The wood fibre industry and the Victorian Government cannot afford to lose plantations and private forestry to bushfires.
While Victoria's 7 AI-powered cameras operate in the Green Triangle region, there are significant blind spots across the state, including areas that have recently battled catastrophic bushfires. VFPA is seeking support from the Victorian Government to expand the camera network to 18 sites across Victoria. Expanding Victoria’s early detection camera network to cover regional blind spots will protect plantation assets, enhance situational awareness, inform fire response and strengthen rural communities. 
The South Australian government invested $2.3 million in 2024 to expand its camera network and fire infrastructure. New South Wales and Tasmanian governments have also committed $1.4 million respectively towards their fire camera networks in 2025. 
VFPA has an active proposal for a 50:50 co-investment between industry and the Victorian Government to deploy 18 AI-enabled bushfire detection camera stations across Victoria over three years. The total cost is $3.78 million over three years, with $1.89 million sought from the Victorian Government and the remaining co-funded by industry. While these cameras will help protect timber assets, the benefits extend far beyond industry, with the proposed network covering 60-85% of non-plantation land.
	Recommendation (3): Match industry investment with $1.9m of government investment over 3 years to expand the AI-powered bushfire camera network to 18 sites across Victoria, to better identify bushfires before they get out of control and enhance protection for plantations, wood fibre assets and regional communities alike.



[bookmark: _Toc226635769]Cross-Industry Collaboration
Relates to ToR - (4) the emergency responses to control and contain the fires, including adequacy of resources and communications
As stated previously, industry fire-fighting assets often collaborate and share communications with emergency responders, and have positive working relationships with other agencies. Forestry Industry Brigades (FIBs) are on the frontline protecting timber plantations and local communities with over 300 trained firefighters, 68 slip on units and 21 water tankers across the Green Triangle. FIBs integrate seamlessly into unified incident management with the Victorian Country Fire Authority and Forest Fire Management Victoria (FFMV), ensuring alignment, coordination, and effective response.
During the height of the January 2026 fires, 5 FIB slip-on units from the Green Triangle Region joined a Forest Fire Management Victoria (FFMV) task force from Casterton that was deployed to the Otway fires. The crews did a stint of 4 night shifts working to consolidate containment lines at the fire. The addition of the FIB personnel and vehicles allowed five FFMV crews to remain in Southwest Victoria, conserving valuable resources and providing coverage where response capacity was needed elsewhere. Coordination between agencies like FFMV, CFA and our industry brigades help ensure operational capacity where it's needed most.
Green Triangle FIBs are driven to protect the communities in which they live and the plantations in which they work, and we appreciate collaboration with other fire agencies to support joint efforts to suppress and prevent bushfire.

	Recommendation (4): Recognise the efforts of industry-funded fire assets in collaborating and providing information to FFMV and CFA during fire response to control and contain fires.



[bookmark: _Toc226635770]Case study – Impact of Fire on the Wood Fibre Industry
Relates to ToR - (6) the impact on the community, business and agriculture and efforts to aid in recovery
Plantation growers were directly impacted by this fire season with mature plantations burnt, equipment destroyed and work centres. VFPA member Hancock Victorian Plantations (HVP) was particularly affected by the Walwa River Road Fire and acts as an example for the devastating impacts of fires on businesses and the logistical challenges of recovery.
Despite the best efforts from on the ground and aerial responses, the Walwa River Road fire burnt more than 120,000 hectares in the Upper Murray District, burning over 10,500 hectares of pine plantations, specialised forestry contractor machinery, and HVP Plantations’ Shelley work centre.
These impacts are occurring after an already challenging period for the wood fibre industry, marked by reduced processor demand following a slowdown in building activity – particularly residential construction – and broader domestic and global economic disruptions.
Recovery efforts are underway and are focusing on coordinated recovery across four key areas: timber salvage, infrastructure remediation, environmental rehabilitation, and plantation re‑establishment. However, with an already oversaturated market and a rise in cheap international imports, it is challenging to move an unexpected, large volume of salvage products. 
Fire also leaves waterways and wetlands vulnerable. Recent extreme rainfall event near HVPs Shelley plantations saw more than 200 mm of rain fall in just four hours, causing debris flows, erosion and sedimentation across waterways and hillslopes[footnoteRef:13]. Exposed slopes due to fires are being stabilised through revegetation and replanting of seedlings. [13:  (North East Catchment Management Authority, 2026)] 

The Shelley district of the Upper Murray is a highly productive plantation area that supports a critical softwood resource supplying regional processing centres across north-east Victoria and into New South Wales. The fire has created a material disruption to the projected fibre supply profile from this region. 
Businesses across the value chain are facing several interconnected challenges during fire rec.overy, including safety risks associated with hazardous trees and damaged infrastructure; the scale and complexity of coordinating recovery across a large affected area; increased costs spanning salvage, haulage, processing and storage; balancing recovery activities with maintaining reliable supply to customers; and ensuring strong environmental outcomes.
Impacts were also felt across Victoria’s Southwest, with over 11,000 hectares of land affected and approximately 300-600 hectares of plantations critically damaged by bushfire across the Otway region. 
[image: ]
HVPs Shelly Plantations 
	Recommendation (5): Continue to engage with fire-affected businesses and industries to understand the devastating impacts of recent bushfires and support industry across Victoria with the continued impacts of salvage efforts across the supply chain.




[bookmark: _Toc226635771]Conclusion
Victoria’s forest products industry is a critical contributor to regional employment, economic prosperity, housing supply and the transition to a net‑zero future. It produces essential, renewable materials that support everyday life, stores significant amounts of carbon, and represents long‑term investment in regional communities. However, increasingly frequent and intense bushfires present an existential risk to plantation assets, timber supply chains and the communities that depend on them. The 2025–26 fire season once again demonstrated that current approaches are currently insufficient to manage this growing threat, despite best intentions.
This submission highlights the urgent need for a shift from reactive fire response to proactive prevention. Meeting the long‑standing 5% fuel reduction target, prioritising sustainable building materials, and investing in early detection infrastructure are practical, proven measures that will reduce fire impact and protect lives, property and critical timber assets. Equally important is recognising and strengthening the role of industry‑funded fire assets and collaboration between Forest Industry Brigades, CFA and FFMV, which continue to deliver significant public benefit during fire responses on the ground.
The devastating impacts on plantation businesses, contractors and supply chains following recent fires reinforce the importance of ongoing engagement with fire‑affected industries through recovery and salvage efforts. VFPA urges the Victorian Government to act decisively on the recommendations outlined in this submission to safeguard Victoria’s plantation and private forestry estate, strengthen bushfire resilience, support regional communities and ensure a secure, sustainable timber supply for the future.
VFPA would welcome the opportunity to appear before the Legislative Council Environment and Planning Committee to elaborate further on its submission. 

Your sincerely,
Andrew White
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Chief Executive Officer
Victorian Forest Products Association
0409 989 575
andrew.white@vfpa.com.au
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