Core Findings Across Victorian Bushfire Inquiries
1. Climate change is driving more extreme bushfire conditions
Multiple inquiries highlight that Victoria is experiencing hotter, drier, longer fire seasons, increasing the likelihood of large, intense fires. 
2. Fuel management remains a central but contested issue
Inquiries consistently find that:
· Prescribed burning is important but cannot eliminate risk.
· There is ongoing debate about the effectiveness, scale and ecological impact of fuel reduction targets. 
The 2019–20 Major Event Review emphasised the need for landscape‑scale, long‑term forest and fire management, not piecemeal approaches. 
3. Forest management requires major overhaul
The 2019–20 review found:
· Current forest management is not keeping pace with climate‑driven fire behaviour.
· About 1.39 million hectares of forest burned in Victoria in 2019–20, with half at high severity.
· 15% of Victoria’s old‑growth forest was lost in a single season. 
The review calls for:
· Active, long‑term management
· Collaboration across all forest stakeholders
· Better integration of ecological, cultural and community values
4. Emergency warnings and public communication have improved but remain critical
Inquiries stress:
· Timely, clear warnings save lives
· Communication systems must be resilient during power and telecommunications failures 
5. Community preparedness and local knowledge are essential
Across inquiries, there is strong emphasis on:
· Supporting community‑led planning
· Strengthening volunteer capacity
· Ensuring local knowledge informs decision‑making 
6. Evacuation planning and routes need continual improvement
The 2019–20 fires demonstrated:
· Large‑scale evacuations (e.g., 60,000+ people in East Gippsland) are now more common
· Evacuation routes can be cut by fire, fallen trees, or power outages 
7. Impacts on health, biodiversity and ecosystems are severe
Inquiries document:
· Major air‑quality impacts and associated health risks 
· Loss of entire ecological communities
· Increased extinction risk for fire‑sensitive species 
8. Traditional Owner leadership must be strengthened
Recent inquiries emphasise:
· The importance of cultural burning
· The need for deeper involvement of Traditional Owners in forest and fire management (This aligns with broader Victorian policy directions, though not always explicitly detailed in the cited documents.)
🧭 Overall Conclusion
Across two decades of inquiries, the message is consistent and increasingly urgent:
Victoria faces escalating bushfire risk driven by climate change, and incremental improvements are no longer enough. A shift to long‑term, landscape‑scale, collaborative forest and fire management is essential to protect lives, communities, and ecosystems.


🕰️ Timeline of Major Bushfire Inquiries in Victoria (2002–2024)
2002 – COAG National Bushfire Inquiry
· Triggered by severe fires across Australia
· Highlighted the need for national coordination, fuel management, and community preparedness
2003 – Esplin Inquiry (Victorian Bushfire Inquiry)
· Examined the 2002–03 Alpine fires
· Found major issues in fuel loads, inter‑agency coordination, and resourcing
2009 – Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission (Black Saturday)
· Most comprehensive bushfire inquiry in Victoria’s history
· 67 recommendations
· Major reforms to warnings, evacuation, fuel management, powerline safety, and emergency coordination
2010–2014 – Implementation and Reform Reviews
· Monitored progress on the Royal Commission recommendations
· Shifted fuel reduction from a hectare‑based target to a risk‑reduction model
2015 – IGEM Review of Fuel Management
· Found that hectare‑based targets were not effective
· Recommended a risk‑based approach (later adopted)
2019–20 – Inspector‑General for Emergency Management (IGEM) Inquiry into the 2019–20 Victorian Fires
· Examined the Black Summer fires
· Found climate change is driving more extreme fire behaviour
· Identified major impacts on biodiversity, forest health, and community resilience
2020 – Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Bushfire Royal Commission)
· National review following Black Summer
· Emphasised climate change, national coordination, and resilience planning
2021 – IGEM Review of 2019–20 Recommendations
· Tracked implementation progress
· Highlighted ongoing gaps in forest management, community preparedness, and Traditional Owner involvement
2023–24 – Ongoing Forest and Fire Management Reviews
· Focus on ecological fire impacts, Traditional Owner leadership, and long‑term forest resilience
· Increasing emphasis on landscape‑scale, cross‑tenure collaboration
📊 Comparison Table: Key Findings Across Major Inquiries
	Theme
	2003 Esplin Inquiry
	2009 Royal Commission
	2019–20 IGEM Inquiry
	2020 National Royal Commission

	Climate Change
	Not a major focus
	Emerging concern
	Central driver of extreme fire behaviour
	National priority; long-term risk

	Fuel Management
	High fuel loads a major issue
	Strong push for more prescribed burning
	Fuel reduction important but not sufficient
	Supports risk‑based, ecological approach

	Forest Management
	Need for better coordination
	Limited focus
	Major finding: forest health declining; active management needed
	Supports integrated, cross‑tenure management

	Emergency Warnings
	Improve communication
	Major overhaul recommended
	Systems improved but still vulnerable
	Need national consistency

	Evacuation
	Limited
	Clearer policies needed
	Large‑scale evacuations now common; routes vulnerable
	National frameworks required

	Community Preparedness
	Community education needed
	Shared responsibility model
	Local knowledge essential; volunteers stretched
	Strengthen resilience planning

	Traditional Owner Leadership
	Minimal
	Minimal
	Strong emphasis on cultural burning and leadership
	National support for Indigenous fire knowledge

	Biodiversity & Ecosystems
	Limited
	Some concern
	Severe ecological impacts; species at risk
	National biodiversity risk highlighted


🌱 Community‑Friendly Summary for Engagement Sessions
Here’s a warm, accessible version you can use in community meetings, Dialogue reports, or presentations.
What We’ve Learned from Bushfire Inquiries in Victoria
Over the past 20 years, Victoria has faced some of the most destructive bushfires in Australia. Each major inquiry — from the 2003 Alpine fires to Black Saturday and the 2019–20 Black Summer — has taught us something important about how we live with fire.
Across all these reviews, a clear message emerges:
Bushfire risk is rising, and we need long‑term, collaborative, community‑centred approaches to keep people and landscapes safe.
1. Our climate is changing
Fire seasons are getting longer, hotter, and drier. This means:
· More days of extreme fire danger
· Larger, faster‑moving fires
· Greater pressure on emergency services and communities
2. Fuel management helps — but it’s not enough
Prescribed burning and fuel reduction are important tools, but no inquiry has found that they can solve the problem alone. We need:
· A mix of strategies
· Ecological and cultural knowledge
· Long‑term forest health planning
3. Forests need active, long‑term care
Recent inquiries show that many forests are stressed, recovering slowly, or burning too often. Healthy forests are more resilient — and that requires:
· Better coordination across land tenures
· Traditional Owner leadership
· Investment in long‑term management
4. Communities are central to bushfire resilience
Every inquiry highlights the same truth: Local people know their landscapes best. Stronger community resilience comes from:
· Clear, timely warnings
· Local planning and preparedness
· Support for volunteers and community groups
5. Traditional Owner knowledge is essential
Cultural burning and Indigenous land management are increasingly recognised as vital for:
· Reducing risk
· Supporting biodiversity
· Strengthening cultural connections to Country
6. We need to plan for large‑scale evacuations
The 2019–20 fires showed that whole regions may need to evacuate at once. This means:
· Better evacuation routes
· Clearer communication
· Planning for tourists and seasonal populations
🌿 The Big Picture
Across two decades of inquiries, the direction is clear:
We need to shift from reacting to fires to preparing landscapes and communities for a changing climate. This requires collaboration — government, Traditional Owners, communities, industry, and volunteers working together.

