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THE Brumby government has bowed to mounting pressure to act on vegetation reduction in bushfire-prone areas, moving to allow Victorian landowners to clear, without permits, trees and scrub around their homes.
Under changes to the state's planning laws due to be announced today, rural home owners will have the right to clear trees within 10m of their houses and other types of vegetation up to 30m. 

Controlled roadside burn-offs will also be conducted in high-risk areas to ensure potential escape routes are kept clear after the deaths of a number of people trapped in their cars while trying to flee bushfires on Black Saturday. 

Black Saturday survivors repeatedly told the Victorian bushfires royal commission that bans on removing native trees and bushes around their homes, and the build-up of fuel loads along roads, contributed greatly to the scale of the February 7 disaster, which claimed 173 lives. 

But there are doubts over the ability of the state government to implement fully and effectively the first round of key recommendations from the royal commission before the start of Victoria's next bushfire season in just 57 days. 

Premier John Brumby is due to formally respond today to the 51 recommendations made by the commission in its interim report two weeks ago. 

Mr Brumby has already indicated all recommendations will be accepted, either fully or in principle, which means the government accepts only the general "intent" of a recommendation, but wants more time to consider it. 

Details of how the government's promised "neighbourhood safer places fire refuges" strategy will operate are still being hammered out between local councils, the Country Fire Authority and state government officials. 

Under the strategy, which took the royal commission by surprise when it was announced just before the inquiry adjourned to prepare its interim report last month, open spaces such as sporting ovals and parks, as well as suitable public or private buildings, will be designated safer places where people can seek shelter during bushfires. 

Sticking points in the negotiations over the strategy are understood to include the question of legal indemnities for those providing the refuges and which authority will be responsible for inspections and maintenance. 

The Municipal Association of Victoria has already told the royal commission that the state government must either provide legal indemnities to stop councils being sued by the estates of anyone killed or injured using community refuges, or compensate them for heavy insurance premiums. 

The government's promised township protection plans for 52 designated hot-spot communities deemed to be most at risk during the coming bushfire season are just starting to be developed, with the CFA issuing guidelines to its local area commanders only last week. 

Senior officers from the CFA and Department of Sustainability and Environment, which is responsible for fighting bushfires on public land, are understood to be concerned about the operation of "relocations", or voluntary evacuations, one of the key recommendations of the royal commission. 

They believe incident controllers for individual fires are too junior to make such judgments, as recommended by the royal commission, and the authorisation should come from higher up the chain of command. 

There are also doubts whether the government and the CFA will be able to effectively re-educate rural communities on the revised stay-or-go policy, which will emphasise the risks of staying to defend a home, in time for the bushfire season.


  

