MEDIA RELEASE

Extreme weather will burn Otways

Extreme weather was the main cause of the bush fires on Black Saturday according to fire experts at Melbourne University. 

A bushfire seminar organised by the Melbourne School of Land and Environment was held at Melbourne University on April 21, 2009.

Professor David Karoly stressed that the extreme weather conditions on, and leading up to February 7, were the most important factors causing the fires. Professor Karoly said,” The strong north winds and the southerly wind change on February 7th were not unusual in themselves, but combined with record low rainfall, low relative humidity and the area’s hottest recorded temperature of 46.7, the results were catastrophic.”

CSIRO predicts that the current rate of climate change will result in 4 times as many extreme fire danger days like Black Saturday each year by 2050. A forest fire index of 50 is considered extreme. Black Friday, in 1939 was100, Ash Wednesday, in 1983 was 120, and Black Saturday, in 2009, was as high as 190.

When asked about effective fire management strategies, Professor Karoly said, “It is difficult to separate the influences of climate variability, climate change, and changes in fire management strategies, on observed increases in fire activity.”

Dr Kevin Tolhurst showed 3 dimensional computer modelling of the spread and intensity of the Ash Wednesday fire from Lorne to Anglesea.  He said, “The overall size of the area burnt by the fire is determined by only a few hours of extreme weather.” Dr Tolhurst also said that while the forecast information about the path of fires was accurate and timely, there was a challenge in working out how to communicate with communities in the path of the fire. When asked about the contribution of fuel load to fire intensity, he said, “Fuel load is not as important a factor as weather, for example, the Lara bushfire on the Geelong Road crossed open grass paddocks on 8 January 1969 and killed 17 people trapped in their cars.”
 

Chair of the Southern Otway Landcare Network, Dr Simon Pockley who attended the seminar said, “Climate Change science is giving us a clear warning that we should expect major fires in the Otway Ranges. We’ve asked Dr Tolhurst to consider how the Southern Otway Landcare Network could work with his Department at Melbourne University to set up channels of communication when fires are expected.”

Pockley concluded, ”We all need to understand that climate change is contributing to the frequency and severity of bush fires. These fires are gradually destroying the wet forests that would previously have acted as natural firebreaks. Increased fuel reduction burning, as advocated by some sectors of the forest industry and associated lobby groups, will further exacerbate the situation. We need to prepare for similar, catastrophic fires in the Otways but each of us can choose to lessen the danger by reducing our green house gas emissions.”
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