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Executive Summary

Self-completion mail surveys were used to collect information from residents in the
Thuringowa Rural Fire Brigade Group area on a range of social variables relating to
bushfire. Variables included: demographics and property/lifestyle factors; hazard
experience; knowledge of local fire services, bushfire and controlled burning;
perception of local hazard risks; participation in bushfire preparation activities;
preferences for bushfire information; views on responsibility for bushfire-related
activities; views on service providers and services provided; views on local
community and risk; and involvement in community organisations. This information
should give fire service providers in peri-urban and rural areas of Thuringowa, a
better understanding of fire issues in the community; and it will contribute to the
development of a framework that will provide the means for fire service providers

around Australia to better understand fire issues in their communities.

A total of 957 questionnaires were delivered in October 2005 and 263 completed
surveys were returned by December 2005 (28% response rate). A non-response bias
check revealed that a number of groups may be over or underrepresented, for example



» Most respondents described their occupation as professional/management
(28%), followed by tradesperson/skilled worker (19%) and office
worker/white collar (15%).

» Almost half of the respondents worked full-time (47%), and a majority of
those not working full-time were retired (28%).

» Most respondents owned their property either outright without a mortgage
(42%) or with a mortgage (48%), therefore few respondents were renters
(10%).

» A large majority of respondents had moved to their house (88%) mostly from
suburban areas (61%), followed by rural areas including farming (19%).
Length of residency at their current address was mostly 15 years or less (81%)
with more than one third having lived there between one and five years (34%).

» The size of most respondents’ house blocks was less than five acres (< 20,235
m?) (77%). Most selected residential on a rural block as the type of property
they live on (67%), this was followed by residential on suburban block (24%)
and farming/grazing property (7%).

» Reasons for moving to their current address was most commonly for the rural
lifestyle (45%), other reasons included retirement, family, and location
benefits (20%).

Hazard experience
» A majority of respondents had experienced a cyclone (74%), this was followed
by flooding (40%) and bushfire (37%).
» Of those respondents who had experienced bushfire, many had felt personally
threatened (44%) and most felt that their property had been threatened (62%).
» Themes emerging from comments about what respondents had learnt from
their experience with bushfire included the importance of preparation and fire

behaviour.

Knowledge of local fire service, bushfire and controlled burning
» Most respondents selected the Rural Fire Brigade as the type of service that
would come if they rang 000 about a fire in their locality (78%).
» Most respondents selected voluntary/unpaid when asked how members of their

local fire brigade are employed (62%), most others indicated that they did not
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know (32%). Longer term residents (> 10 years) and those who are or have
been involved in a community organisation were more likely to select
voluntary/unpaid.

» Almost all respondents had some level of understanding of when the fire
season falls in their locality (97%), however there was a lack of understanding
of when controlled burning should be undertaken (46%).

» A majority of respondents were aware of a controlled burn in their area in the
last two years (78%), and just over half had seen or received information about
the controlled burn (62%).

» Respondents were mostly in favour of controlled burning, however there were

some concerns and misconceptions.

Perception of local hazard risks

» Cyclones were of greatest concern with the majority of respondents at least
moderately concerned (89%). Respondents’ second hazard of concern was
bushfire (72%), followed by flooding (68%) and storm surge (34%).

» Respondents tended to rate the hazard of bushfire in their locality as moderate
to high, and the hazard of bushfire to their house as moderate to low.

» Respondents on larger block sizes tended to rate the bushfire hazard highest,
followed by those on rural blocks. Suburban residents tended to give bushfire
a low rating.

» Respondents with past bushfire experience tended to rate the bushfire hazard
higher than those without experience.

Participation in bushfire preparation activities

» Respondents indicated that they were prompted to think about preparing for
bushfire mostly by controlled hazard reduction burns in the area (69%),
uncontrolled bushfires burning in the locality (69%) and media news of
bushfires elsewhere (65%).

» Almost all respondents (94%) stated that they undertook actions on their
property to prepare for bushfire. Actions undertaken were cutting long grass
(59%), clearing rubbish out of the yard (55%), cleaning leaves from gutters

(44%), preparing a firebreak around the property (40%), removing branches
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and undergrowth from around the house (35%), checking water supply and
hoses (34%) and preparing an evacuation plan (13%).

» Respondents more likely to undertake preparation activities were those who
perceived a high risk, and some activities were more exclusive to particular
demographic groups. There was also a weak link between past bushfire

experience and preparedness.

Preferences for bushfire information
» The information sources selected as useful to respondents were TV or radio
(64%), newspapers (42%), pamphlets in the mail (39%), neighbours/friends in
community (33%), local community newsletters (32%), information from the
council (20%), meeting with fire brigade members (12%), information brought
home by children at school (4%) and the internet (2%).
» Preferences for types of information may differ between demographic groups.

Views on responsibility for bushfire-related activities

» Almost all respondents agreed that they would rely on the local fire brigade if
there was a bushfire in their locality (93%). People from urban areas and
newcomers may be more reliant.

» For bushfire maintenance activities, respondents indicated that groups other
than the RFB, including themselves, should take greater responsibility.

» Some respondents, such as those lacking knowledge of their RFB or those
living in suburban areas, may expect the RFB or local council to take more

responsibility for some bushfire maintenance activities.

Views on service providers and services provided
» A large majority of respondents agreed that the local fire brigade does a good
job preparing for bushfires (80%) and a good job fighting bushfires (87%).
Respondents were also mostly in agreement that the fire levy component of
their council rates provides value for money (63%). Respondent satisfaction
with the fire levy was linked with positive perceptions of their local brigade.
» Respondents were less positive about council services, for example only 68%

believed that services to dispose of garden rubbish were adequate.

Bushfire Cooperative Research Centre Technical Report 4



» Respondents indicated that enforcement to improve the maintenance of
properties for hazards including bushfire should increase or remain as it is
now, not decrease.

» Most respondents had property insurance (80%), however many indicated that
their insurance did not adequately cover any potential loss from natural
hazards (16%) or they did not know (18%).

Views on local community and risk

» Most respondents viewed others in their locality to be at risk from hazards
(61%) because of the location of houses and property (e.g., close to bushland),
personal constraints (e.g., age, disability), a general lack of preparedness, or a
lack of knowledge or ignorance.

» Most respondents were concerned when their neighbours did not clean up their
property (73%), however few talked to their neighbours about the importance
of cleaning up the property (23%).

» Almost half of the respondents were in agreement with the statement that
people in their locality would be able to recover from a natural disaster in a
short time (42%).

» Respondents who talked to their neighbours may be more likely to perceive
the bushfire risk, be more aware of controlled burns and be prompted to

prepare by such controlled burning.

Involvement in community organisations
» A slight majority of respondents were currently (20%) or have been (34%)
actively involved in volunteer or community organisations such as the Rural

Fire Brigade, State Emergency Service, and sports, community (e.g., school



Implications

» The need to utilise a number of different information sources in order to
disseminate bushfire information that reaches all groups in the community.

» The opportunity to increase bushfire awareness and prompt preparation
(before the bushfire season) by combining appropriate information with
notification of controlled burning in the locality.

» The need to target newcomers in particular, with information about bushfire
and associated preparation.

» The importance of enhancing cooperation and collaboration between the RFB,
council, community and other groups in order to best manage the bushfire risk

and ultimately increase community resilience.
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1 Introduction

Bushfire is both a life-threatening and costly hazard in Australia. Compared to other
hazards, bushfire leads to the highest rates of death (BTE, 2001). The bushfire threat






2 Methods

2.1 Overview

Data were collected using self-completion drop-off and return by mail surveys
designed to gain information on a range of social variables relating to bushfire, the
risk and its management. Peri-urban Thuringowa residents were randomly sampled

within 10 Rural Fire Brigade areas.

2.2 City of Thuringowa

The City of Thuringowa is the twin city to Townsville in northeast Queensland
(Figure 1). Thuringowa covers approximately 2000 km? of land and sea. The
landscape consists of plateaus and escarpments with rugged gorges, wetland systems,
coastal plains, beaches, islands and coral reefs. This includes a broad range of
vegetation types including open and closed forests, woodlands, wetlands and

mangroves at the coast. Thuringowa City has a population of approximately 50,000

people (Thuringowa City Council, 2006).

Townsville

Thuringowa

N -




Thuringowa was selected as a case study for a number of reasons. Firstly, the area is
prone to bushfire; it includes areas of low to high bushfire hazard risk, and the

predominant risk level was medium (Rural Fire Service, 2002). Secondly, the area



notification. Both groups raised the issue of the local council’s role in bushfire
prevention: both groups indicated that the council should do more; and the RFB
additionally identified problems with access to dumps, which may be encouraging
people to dump waste in undesignated areas. Both groups also indicated a lack of

legislation for bushfire prevention activities compared to other states.

An eight-page self-completion questionnaire was designed to collect data on a wide
range of social factors including: demographics and property/lifestyle factors; hazard
experience; knowledge of local fire services, bushfire and controlled burning;
perception of local hazard risks; participation in bushfire preparation activities;
preferences for bushfire information; views on responsibility for bushfire-related
activities; views on service providers and services provided; views on local
community and risk; and involvement in community organisations. The questionnaire
was trialled in a pilot survey and appropriate changes made before the final version
(Appendix C).

Together with the questionnaire was a detailed introduction letter explaining the
purpose of the research (Appendix C), as well as a postage-paid return envelope. In
total, 957 questionnaires were delivered in October 2005. The procedure involved
hand-delivery to mailboxes to ensure that each RFB area was sampled randomly and
equally. Respondents were required to return surveys by mail using the postage-paid
return envelopes. Addresses were recorded, however such personal details were not
connected with the surveys, thereby maintaining respondent anonymity and
confidentiality. Each of the nine class-three RFB areas were delivered 100
questionnaires, and the class-one RFB area was delivered 57 questionnaires due to its
small population size. According to which area the questionnaire was delivered, each
had a letter (A to J) on the back page for RFB area identification. It should be noted
that at the time of survey delivery it was bushfire season, however it had been a
number of years since a significant natural hazard event, including bushfire. A
reminder/thankyou postcard was sent to sampled residents three and six weeks after
delivery of the questionnaire (Appendix C), and residents were further encouraged to
participate through media announcements. Returned surveys were accepted until

December 2005, and each was numbered as it was received for individual
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3 Results

3.1 Demographics and property/lifestyle factors

A slight majority of respondents to the survey were females (54%) (Table 7.134), and
between the ages of 41-55 years (33.9%) or 56-70 years (32.3%) (Table 7.135; Figure
2a). Almost half of the respondents were living as a couple either with no children
(26%) or where children had left home (23%) (Table 7.136), therefore most
households were two adult