
Some ideas?  
Safely Using At Risk Land 
We need public policy that encompasses fresh thinking about constitutes safe enjoyment of the bush.  
 
This could include the following: 
 
1. Open farmland as a 1.5 km buffer between dwellings and the fire risk?  

 
2. It’s still OK to use small lots or ‘bush blocks’ for recreational purposes without a permanent 

residence. e.g. camping, forest management, walking, animal keeping?  
 

3. Existing rural living areas as storage, hobbies, keeping boats, caravans, other large recreational items 
is still OK 
 

4. Larger forested lots may be used by  
custodians to rehabilitate it as 
 ‘healthy’ bush? 
 

5. Private landowners should be 
 encouraged to allow responsible use of 
 private nature reserves  
 

6. What else? This is part of the public 
 discussion. 

 

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM 
Designing land use planning policy on the need to deliver community resilience 

What Is Resilience? 

1. Being prepared on the basis of a pragmatic estimate of the risk 
2. Effective recovery in terms of mental wellbeing – ‘Beyond Bushfires’ research found ten years after the 2009 fires, 22% of people reported symptoms 

of a mental health disorder at more than twice the levels in low-impacted communities 
3. Timely resumption of economic and social activity 
4. Ability to build learning into future preparation and planning 

Communication Styles to Prepare for Community Emergencies  

TOP DOWN or  COMMAND AND CONTROL also known as COMPLIANCE 
MANAGEMENT is easy but ineffective    
 
Psychological Reactance Theory provides an understanding of the 
behaviour that stems from a ‘Top Down’ communication/management 
style.  People resist being told they cannot have a freedom they perceive as 
a ‘right’. So they deliberately ignore ‘authorities’.   

AUTONOMY – Do What you Like – No Rules.  
 

For autonomy to work in an unsafe environment people must be 
informed and have the ability to think critically.  

 

The Opposite Extreme:-  

The Middle Ground – between the extremes 
Facilitating “informed” assessment of risk by landowners to encourage them to make responsible decisions 

about safely using land in high risk environments.   
 

Past experience shows that Planning Authorities are best placed to prioritize human safety 

 
Evaluating Risk 
In planning for resilience, risk analysis must create resilient outcomes, not just mitigate risk to an arbitrary level. 

If you are not where the emergency is then you are not at risk!           But is no risk a reasonable approach? 

 
When a Risk Based Approach is Reasonable 
It is reasonable that there is no risk to lives or mental health. Present land use planning protects these above all 
other policies.   
It is also reasonable that economic and social systems are allocated a level of acceptable risk.  This means 
businesses may be temporarily destroyed in a bushfire and social systems fragmented. 
 
Why Some People Take Unacceptable Risks 
Many people choosing to live near bush or plantation forest do so without regard to the risk of bushfire.  
Research has found very few develop a plan to avoid risk to their mental health or even their lives.  

Peoples unconscious psychological imperative is to ‘fight’ a bushfire or ‘flee’ from it.  Many only leave when 
they realize they will lose the fight. Importantly the ‘fight’ response is prompted by a fear that their identity is 
threatened.   

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is planning authorities role to understand unconscious motivations and  
prevent people  putting themselves at risk 

 
Is The Middle Ground – 
Planning authorities being honest with existing and potential land owners about the risk of disaster and many 
peoples responses?  There may be some challenging outcomes!  

One Extreme :–  

Some Undiscussables? 

  
a) Human existence on the planet depends on maintaining biodiversity 

including parks, forests, and vegetation. These are environments which 
people enjoy, but they are not necessarily safe places to live.  
It is not viable to replace all bush with concrete.  
 
Are we prepared to tell people that it’s not OK to demolish trees for houses?    
 

b) Our assessment of risk may lead to public policy in which residential 
 development is not allowed. 
 
Are we prepared to adopt and implement such public policy in the face of demands from 
libertarians that they should be able to build what and wherever they like?  
 

c) Farms are often adjacent to high fire danger land. 
  
Can we accommodate farm residences in such districts or should farmers live in nearby villages? 
 

d) Rural districts with high fire danger are often the refuge of people who don’t fit into “normal society”.  
 
How do we support such people?  How do we help them be safe?  
 

e) After the 2009 fires, property owners were allowed to rebuild regardless of risk.  
 
When older houses, built in high risk areas before the adoption of appropriate public policy, are 
burnt down, are we prepared to refuse permission to rebuild? 
 

f) In recent times, there has been a significant shift of population from cities to the bush. “Tree 
Changers” frequently have no concept of the natural risks in nature.  
 
Are we prepared to educate such people; knowing that this may deter them? Will that cause the 
market price of land to increase because of lower supply or decrease because of lower demand?   

The implications are complex but must be considered.  
  

How can we safely use ‘at risk’ land? 

Resilience  - The Underlying Philosophy 
“Activities/developments in a bushfire prone area should not be ones to which 
people have an emotional attachment and have to “save” from the bushfire.” 

 
Without an emotional attachment people will be more likely to leave a fire ground 

at a logical and safe time and will readily restore/reconstruct their environment. 

What Next? 
This paper does not provide answers. For that we need open discussion. The political, financial 
and emotional investment  will be extensive because many will perceive their basic rights are 

threatened. This is not true. Providing safety to the uninformed is  government’s role.  
 
 

At stake is the physical and psychological wellbeing of people who want to  
experience areas of extreme bushfire danger when a fire is unlikely. For many the experience of a 
catastrophic bushfire destroying their environment with concomitant financial and psychological 

trauma may affect them for decades; if not the rest of their lives. 
 
 

We need a public discussion about how resilience affects rural land use; 
it may change peoples belief they have a right to build a house 

anywhere they think suits them 

A key plank of resilience is responsible landuse planning.  
Responsible land use planning demands robust implementation of resilience based decisions about  residential development in areas subject to 

 frequent bushfires, despite some landowners expectations about their rights to ignore the risk profile of a given district.  
 

A crucial tenet is that resilience is not achieved by pretending a risk is acceptable then  
feigning ignorance or saying ‘we just made a mistake estimating the risk!”  

 

People will die or be psychologically disabled for a very long time if land use planners ignore the need for community resilience. 

Would the outcomes of this approach be:  
a) New residential occupation is not allowed? 
 
b) Existing buildings may only be used until they require a major 
refurbishment or replacement and then occupation is prohibited? 
 
c) Significant clearing of vegetation be required which may not be 
consistent with protection of biodiversity (as with parks and 
nature reserves) or resources (as with commercial forestry 
activity). This may be a significant barrier  to development 

 
• People frequently buy a house, their biggest single investment, on the basis of three or 

four hours of inspection and a lot of emotion.  I.e they are blind to information, their 
‘head is in the sand’. 
 

• Surroundings are more often than not viewed in terms of “Do we like this area?” not 
“How safe is it to live here?” 
 

Autonomy is not a suitable strategy to give a proper assessment of  the natural hazard risk 
of an environment.  

In a remote rural environment, 
where a person has struggled 

against nature to carve out their 
‘piece of the world’, a bushfire 
threatens their identity – the 

physical trinkets of life that describe 
them are destroyed; pragmatic and 

logical responses are replaced by 
emotional responses. They flee as a 

last resort which is the most 
dangerous behaviour during a 

bushfire. Land use planners must 
address this likelihood.  


