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IT'S THE talk of Dubbo. Two weeks ago, as a bushfire was raging through the Goonoo Community Conservation Area, an angry showdown between Rural Fire Service volunteers and National Parks and Wildlife Service employees threatened to derail firefighting efforts.
The streets are abuzz with the story of how, at the height of the blaze, greenie NPWS workers drove their vehicles in front of a bulldozer driver trying to clear a firebreak in order to stop him damaging any more vegetation.
And over the next few days, furious firefighters said every time they cleared a firebreak, a NPWS crew was behind them, infuriatingly pushing vegetation back onto the track.
The fire was eventually extinguished last week, having ravaged 60,000 hectares of the national park and threatened adjoining farms. But the white-hot anger among local volunteer firefighters still burns.
"There's a lot of bad blood out here," local farmer and retired RFS fire control officer Kevin Brown says.
NPWS spokesman John Dengate says the story is simply a "misunderstanding" that has spread like Chinese whispers.
He says it was only one vehicle, containing two NPWS employees who had driven from Sydney, who "happened to park their car in front of" the bulldozer driver. "The idea that Parks [and Wildlife] would try to stop the firebreak is ridiculous."
Dengate concedes there were arguments about the width of firebreaks, with NPWS staffers trying to tell bulldozer drivers to make them narrower, "because it's faster and more effective". He confirms that one overzealous NPWS employee was stood down.
RFS incident controller Don Jenks, called in by Dengate to further clarify matters, says some firebreaks were so wide "you could land a 747 on them". But he agreed his crew were upset when NPWS staffers started "refurbishing" firebreaks before the flames had been extinguished.
As for the bulldozer incident, Jenks was initially furious, but later discovered only one NPWS car had stopped the driver because "they just wanted to talk to him".
Much of the disagreement stemmed from the fact that NPWS people thought a D8 bulldozer was too big, whereas the firefighters wanted a big dozer for wide tracks to ensure the fire wouldn't escape to neighbouring farms, as it had to devastating effect from nearby Goobang National Park in December, 2001.
It's no wonder there is bad blood between the NPWS and local farmers, most of whom are volunteer firefighters.
Only last month they settled out of court after 31 farmers launched a $7.6 million negligence suit against the NPWS and the NSW Government for allowing that fire to escape from the Goobang park in 2001. The fire killed 5000 sheep and 100 cattle and destroyed grazing land, sheds and hundreds of kilometres of fences on farms between Dubbo, Orange and Parkes.
The farmers alleged the NPWS failed to conduct enough hazard reduction in the park and did not competently fight the fire. The settlement will have cost the NPWS a pretty penny, since the farmers' legal costs alone are estimated at $2.5 million.
But, as the recent row concerning the Goonoo park shows, NPWS doesn't seem to have learnt any lessons.
Freelance journalist Rob Darroch remembers a report he compiled for State Forests - now Forests NSW - after the January 1994 bushfires devastated the Royal National Park south of Sydney.
He can't forget "the hundreds of deer and other animals whose charred corpses were . . . revealed".
State Forests management wanted to demonstrate the benefit of its regime of regular prescribed hazard reduction burns to reduce fuel loads in the forest, so that when wildfire inevitably occurred, it would not burn so hot and destructively.
Darroch says his report showed the bushfires had destroyed about eight times more National Parks' land than State Forests'. (Hans Drielsma, State Forests' boss at the time Darroch's report was commissioned, was uncontactable overseas last week.)
Another report, published in 2004 by the Institute of Public Affairs, showed that wildfire burnt on average 235,831 hectares per year of national parks between 1992 and 2003, while burning just 65,757 hectares of State Forests' land. State Forests had twice as much land as NWPS at the beginning of the period and half as much by the end.
But Darroch's report, full of such compelling facts, never was released. It was, he now says, "an inconvenient truth".
The 1995 state election was just a year away and the Fahey Liberal government was vying with Labor's energetic Bob Carr to be the greenies' best friend.
NPWS and State Forests were at war, as were the Liberals with the Nationals over premier Fahey's promise to gazette more Crown land as wilderness, where fuel loads would build for years to come.
In the bid to win an election with green votes, the actual environment usually gets short shrift.

	


