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Millennium Preparations - Rural Fire District
1.
Purpose
To advise the Committee on rural fire preparations for protecting Regional Council assets against wildfires and to seek approval for a process which may lead to a total fire ban for the period 27 December 1999 to 5 January 2000.

2.
The Millennium Risk
The Wellington area in general, and this Council’s Rural Fire District in particular, has a high fire risk in summer through a combination of gorse, steep hills, steady wind and dry conditions.  Along with other rural fire authorities (the five territorial local authorities plus the Department of Conservation) the Regional Council generally imposes a total fire ban from mid January until March when fire danger ratings reach certain trigger levels.

If the normal “Restricted Fire Season” is still in place, we cancel fire permits over the Christmas - New Year season, or issue them only for hangi and umu.  We have not had permit requests for bonfires at this time of year before, generally because people are very much aware of the risk.  This season is likely to be different.

There are additional risk factors to be considered this year.  The National Institute for Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) is predicting another La Nina summer with temperatures above average and rainfall below average for the Wellington area.  This means that the Fire Danger rating is likely to be high.  (See Map 1.)

From what is already known and being planned for elsewhere, the millennium celebrations are likely to result in:

· unlawful fireworks displays at unprepared sites

· reduced emergency services, including Fire Service

· busy roads

· emergency management personnel committed to Y2K readiness

These factors add to the risk our assets are exposed to.  I expect the greatest wildfire risk to be at Queen Elizabeth Park (in the Kapiti Coast District Council rural fire area), Battle Hill Farm Forest Park as an entrance to the Akatarawa high points, Kaitoke Regional Park and Mt Climie.

3.
Strategies to Manage this Risk
This information puts the Council, as Rural Fire Authority and as an asset manager, in a difficult position.  Do we act in accordance with asset protection principles and take steps to reduce the risk to our assets?  Similarly, do we act in accordance with established, professional fire protection strategies and run the risk of being branded heavy handed “party-poopers”?

As covered in the Manager’s reports to previous meetings, the Wellington Rural Fire Co-ordinating Committee have put in place a number of strategies to deal with Millennium issues that all rural fire authorities have agreed to.  These are:

· a helicopter contract through National Rural Fire Authority and Helipro giving guaranteed access to a helicopter for three days and nights

· a pre-organised Incident Control Point, with everything set-up

· volunteer rural fire forces on station and with rotational rosters

· known locations of other resources (in our case Parks Operations staff and Plantation contractors) 

· a total fire ban for a limited time - this is likely to be controversial


Any Y2K failures will be monitored by the Emergency Management Department.  Emergency Services will respond through their normal channels.  All the communications equipment, particularly pagers, have been purchased recently and tested for Y2K compliance.

4.
The Total Fire Ban Situation
Section 20 of the Forest and Rural Fires Act allows rural fire authorities to impose total fire bans.  The Wellington Regional Council’s Rural Fire Plan requires that a range of factors be taken into account.  There is generally co-ordination between the rural fire authorities in metropolitan Wellington about imposing and lifting total fire bans.  Only once in the last five years has a total fire ban been imposed before Christmas.  In other years the ban has started in early January.  Normally the procedure is for me as Principal Rural Fire Officer to impose the ban and advertise it, then notify the Committee.

This year the situation is different.  The Act allows the imposition if “… other conditions may present an extreme fire hazard …”.  The members of the Wellington Rural Fire Committee believe that the millennium celebrations do in fact pose a potential fire hazard, and so they unanimously approved a resolution requesting members impose a total fire ban between 27 December 1999 and 5 January 2000 in order to assist in the protection of life and property from rural fires, unless climate conditions such as heavy rainfall indicate that such a move is not necessary.  I bring this matter to the Committee now because of the likely public interest in such a ban, and the unpopularity it may generate.  For this reason, a number of checks have been recommended; the Committee’s views are sought.

5.
Other Preparations
Additional readiness measures for the Millennium night include:

· The WRC Principal Rural Fire Officer stationed at the Incident Control Point from 10.00pm on 31 December to 6.00am 1 January

· all fire equipment tested before Christmas

· refresher fire fighting training for Parks Operations staff before Christmas

· plantation contractors having a fire training refresher

· the Park Rangers on duty that night having a detailed briefing on the helicopter callout protocols

6.
Communications
The Committee resolution will be included in a range of publicity material that will be used in December.  It will back-up the national publicity generated under the “Bernie” character.

7.
Recommendations
(1)
That the Report be received and its contents noted.

(2)
That the Committee approves the Council’s Principal Rural Fire Officer imposing a total fire ban in the Wellington Regional Council Rural Fire District between 27 December 1999 and 5 January 2000, subject to:

(a)
the predicted rise in the Fire Danger Rating eventuating.

(b)
the other rural fire authorities on the Wellington Rural Fire Co-ordinating Committee agreeing to the Fire Ban.
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