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September 2010, “Put simply the Government does not have the 

skills to manage groundwater in the state effectively.”(11) 

“Sustainable management of the State’s groundwater resources is 

critically important and will be given a high priority by a Liberal 

Nationals Coalition Government.”(11) 

A Liberal Nationals Coalition Government will: 

Ensure local groundwater users are active participants in the 

development and ongoing review of Groundwater Supply 

Protection Area management plans.(11) 

 
 
In a 2011 report the Regional Development Australia Barwon South 
West Committee(10) included the following statement in the section 
headed “Threats.” 

“Our significant coastal and forested areas are at high risk of 
bushfire, posing a risk to our infrastructure, environment, 
community and economy.” 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
There can be no doubt that the Black Saturday fire in 2008 was a 
catastrophic event. On this same day a wind change prevented a fire 
that originated in the Camperdown region, from reaching the Otway 
Ranges. It was an extremely close call. If this fire had started closer to 
the Ranges the Black Saturday scenario would have been repeated in 
the Otways. Difficult to defend terrain and combustible forests 
would have seen massive social, economic and environmental 
impacts. 
 
Due to the climate changes taking place, similar conditions as 
experienced on Black Saturday are predicted for the future.  
Combine a smouldering peat fire in the Big Swamp wetlands that has 
been burning underground since 1997 with a Catastrophic Fire 
Danger Index day and a resulting wildfire starting early in the day, 
may well make the Black Saturday blaze seem insignificant (see pages 

29-30). The Big Swamp wetlands are situated on the northern edge of 
the foothills of the Otway Ranges. 
 
A wildfire originating from the Big Swamp on a Black Saturday type 
day would be at the Bass Strait coast within hours. The usual 
afternoon south west change would then turn the fire and drive the 
flames along the coast and into the outskirts of Geelong (see page 10). 
This could happen within hours and most certainly all on the same 
day – early morning at the Big Swamp, by lunch time at the coast and 
approaching Geelong in the evening. 
 
This book gathers together statements and data that clearly 
demonstrate that this is a distinct possibility.  
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Black Saturday bush fire 2008, Victoria, Australia... 

 

 173 children and adult lives lost, 

 930 injured 
  800 people admitted to hospital care 
  130 people with a fire related injury or illness 

 4 500 square kilometres of land burnt, 

 2029 homes destroyed, businesses and livelihoods ruined 
(insurance claims estimated to be $1.2 billion),  

 Untold economic hardships encountered, 

 Unaccountable natural resources degraded, ruined or 
lost, 

 $593 million spent by the Government on fire suppression 
efforts, 

 Volunteer costing to fight the fires and reinstate assets 
impossible to calculate, 

 RSPCA estimates more than 1 million animals perished 

 Livestock accounted for 11 800, 

 3% of the Yarra Valley vineyard area was burnt with 
smoke taint yet to be calculated, 

 10% of the mountain ash forests in the Central Highlands 
burnt, 

 98 932 hectares of Parks Victoria estate affected, 

 $76.7 million estimated as cost of replacing assets and 
infrastructure, and 

 $5 million damage to Melbourne Water’s natural and 
built assets, 
 

at a TOTAL estimated conservative cost of $4 billion(12) 
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Russia  2002 peat fires... 

As a result of dried out peat-land fires being an annual 
occurrence in several regions of Russia, promises were made to 
re-wet the dried out peat bogs to prevent a reoccurrence of 
fires escaping and causing serious wild fire devastation. 
 
 

 

Russia  2010 peat fires...  

 Peat and forest fires rage, 

 53 people lost their lives, 

 1 200 homes destroyed, 

 1 million hectares of forest disappeared in flames, and 

 millions of dollars shaved off the Russian GDP. 
 

 

 

Russia  2011 peat fires... 

 The threat of destruction and appalling air pollution from peat 
fires escaping, remains. 

 Despite winter rains and snow 64 peat fires continue to burn 
around Moscow. 

 “... the minute the snow is gone, they are back on fire.”(8) 

 May 2011, 421 wildfires are burning in forests and peat bogs 
covering 116 098 hectares in Siberia and the Urals. 
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The Big Swamp in the foothills on the Northern 
Edge of the Otway Ranges. 

The Big Swamp on Boundary Creek, caught fire in 1997. It re-ignited 
fourteen months later in 1998(9) and again 12 years later in March 
2010. The CFA fears that brown coal has also caught fire. With hot 
northerly winds blowing this smouldering peat/coal has the potential 
to ignite large tracts of the Otway Ranges all the way to Bass Strait. 
The consequences of this on a Catastrophic Fire Danger Index rated 
day would be devastating.  
 
As is the usual experience in the Otway Ranges, the afternoon winds 
swing towards the east. On Ash Wednesday these winds fanned 
consuming fires along the coast towards Geelong. Although this 
happening destroyed hundreds of homes and endangered life, it 
would pale into insignificance if ever the peat fire in the Big Swamp 
escaped early in the day, and especially so on a Catastrophic Fire 
Danger Index rated day.  

At a 17 November 2010 meeting at COPAC Colac, to discuss the 
recommendations of the Black Saturday Royal Commission, it 
was stated by Mark Gunning when referring to the peat fire in 
the Big Swamp, that it was the biggest time bomb ever facing 
the Western District. (Mark was the CFA Region 6 Operations Manager at the 

time the Fire Control Strategy 1998/99 for the Big Swamp was prepared, see page 
10) 

 

Cause and Effect. 
There can be no doubt whatsoever that the major factor causing the 
wetlands of the Big Swamp at Yeodene, Victoria, Australia, to dry out 
has been the extensive and prolonged groundwater extraction by 
Barwon Water from the borefield at Barwon Downs. 
The arguments, data and evidence supporting this stance are 
presented in Otway Water Books 8-13.(13)  
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Peat Wetlands and Fire. 
 De-watering a peat wetland makes it extremely prone to fire. 

 Once alight a peat bed can burn or smoulder underground for 
decades.  

 Peat bed fires are extremely difficult to contain and extinguish. 

 Smouldering peat can surface and reignite wild fire at any time. 

 This can occur kilometres from the original wildfire site. 
 
Wikipedia (retrieved 19 June 2010) has this to add regarding Coal seam 
fires... 

 Once extinguished if any remaining dry coal absorbs water, the 
resulting heat of absorption can lead to re-ignition of a once 
quelched fire as the area dries.  

 Coal fires have arisen as a consequence of fluctuations in 
groundwater level, which can increase the temperature of the 
coal up to 30oC, enough to cause it to spontaneously ignite. 
 

Wikipedia (retrieved 19 June 2010) also has this to say regarding peat 
fires... 

 Peat fires can even burn underground, re-igniting after the 
winter, provided there is a source of oxygen (see pages 25 & 26), 

 Groundwater extraction may affect peat sites, 

 Peat can burn undetected for long periods of time, months, 
years and even centuries, 

 Peat fires are emerging as a global threat with significant 
economic, social and environmental impacts. 

 
 
How much of the Otway Ranges will be set ablaze from a fire 
escaping out of the Big Swamp? 
The map on the next page indicates the precarious nature that a fire 
in the Big Swamp presents to the security of the residents of much of 
the Otway Ranges and district. 
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The smouldering and or dried out brown coal and peat wetland of 
the Big Swamp is a threat to the security of the Otway Ranges. The 
following pages amply demonstrate this. 
 

The Big Swamp. 

North Winds. 

Fire Path. 

Afternoon wind Change. 

See pages                 

30-31. 

Breakfast 

Lunch 

Tea 
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1986 – “Environmental Issues Barwon Downs Groundwater.”(5) 

Quentin Farmar-Bowers identified that with groundwater extraction 
from the Barwon Downs Borefield, the risk of incident and intensity 
of fires could increase. This statement was made assuming that the 
extraction rate would not exceed 1600 ML/year – the 1995 licence 
was set at 12 000 ML/year and was then increased in 2004, to 20 000 
ML/year. 
 
1997 saw the end of one of the wettest periods in the Otway Ranges 
and yet the top end of the Big Swamp had dried out and was 
extremely susceptible to fire. Extracts from the CFA “Yeodene Peat 
Swamp Fire History Risk Identification and Mitigation Plan 
Discussion Paper April 2010,”(4) that confirm this situation. 

 Only a small section of the Big Swamp caught fire,“...approx 1 
ha of peat become involved in wildfire.”  
(The total area of the Big Swamp has been estimated to be 
between 7 hectares to 100 hectares.(15)) 

 In the lower edge of the Big Swamp, “CFA crews worked for a 
number of days running a hoselay and water relay operation 
to attempt to secure the eastern edge of the fire in the peat 
swamp that at this stage did not have a mineral earth control 
line along it due to the boggy nature of the ground. This was 
eventually abandoned...” 

 A fuel reduction burn was attempted in this eastern sector of 
the Big Swamp, however, “This was partially successful as in 
some areas in the peat swamp it was too wet to burn due to 
the amount of water covering the surface of the swamp. 

 In regard to the area of the Big Swamp that was burning 
“...there was little that could be done with the fire in that area 
due to lack of water, access and depth of the ash beds and 
heat generated from these.” 
 
(In 2010 the whole area of the Big Swamp was on fire and once again the no flow in 
Boundary Creek made fighting this fire very difficult.) 
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1997/98 Summer 
Extracts from the CFA “Yeodene Peat Fire Control Strategy for 
1998/99 Fire Danger Period.”(1) Prepared at the end of the 1997/98 
Fire Danger Period (FDP).  

10 October 1997 the westerly and top end section of the Big 
Swamp caught fire. 

 “...the peat fire was not able to be extinguished by 
conventional methods and continued to burn throughout the 
last Fire Danger (FDP) Period as expected.” 

 “Throughout the Summer (1997/98) smoke was continually 
seen to be coming from the burning peat.” 

 “On March 12 1998 at approximately 1130 hours in extreme 
weather conditions and on a day of Total Fire Ban, the peat 
fire escaped...” 

 “This was despite an NRE vehicle being on the scene, but 
unfortunately not within striking distance to effect an 
immediate fire attack.” 

 “Given the conditions it is doubtful whether an immediate 
attack would have in fact been successful.” 

 “It must be emphasised that this fire had the potential to 
extend from grasslands back into the Otway Ranges where 
ground attack would have been impossible.” 

 “The consequences of this have been equated to the 
destruction caused during the 1983 fires in the Otways and 
possibly worse, as there are significant coastal towns which 
would have been under threat and had already been 
recognised as being undefendable in the event of fire.” 

 “The threat may well exist again over the 1998/99 FDP if the 
fire continues to burn in the remaining peat which extends a 
further 7 kilometres or so along Boundary Creek towards 
Barongarook, and subsequently into unburnt bushland.” 

 “...there was also an element of luck involved...” 
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1998 John Modra, who was acting as a Situation Analyst in the CFA 
headquarters on the day that the peat fire broke out of the Big 
Swamp, makes this statement... 

Miracle wind change on 12th March 1998                

A totally unexpected wind change stopped the Yeodene bushfire 

from spotting its way into the Otways on the 12th March 1998. 

3 hours earlier than expected, the wind change prevented a fire 

front developing that would have engulfed Lorne and the Great 

Ocean Road , in the same way the fire of 1983 did not stop 

going south till it hit the sea . A strong northerly drove the fire 

to spot into forest north of Forrest within hours of starting.  

I was in the CFA headquarters in Bromfield Street doing 

situation reports at the time and had mapped the main fire 

front and the many spot fires now kilometres ahead of the main 

fire.  

Part of my job was to advise the team about possible wind 

changes. Wind gauges in Warrnambool, Portland and Mt 
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Porndon indicated that the cool change was about 4 hours 

away.  As a result, the order was about to be given to evacuate 

the Otways, as no one was expected to survive on any roads or 

buildings between the fire and the coast.  

I walked outside as the decision to evacuate was about to be 

implemented, and discovered the wind change had arrived in 

Colac ……..and would soon be at Yeodene.   

 

Even though the great risk of another Otway’s holocaust was 

very clearly on the cards (red spots) from this ongoing 

smouldering peat patch , no one was onsite  when the fire 

started ( I and others had visited the site  on the morning of that 

day on my way to other property visits  ---because of the very 

high  risk)    

 From John Modra on Situation analysis at CFA headquarters  

Colac on 12th March 1998  

7 May 2007 – in a personal email from a CFA Officer, Colac.(9) 

Part of this email discussed the 1997 Big Swamp peat fire re-igniting 
and included this...  
“This fire burnt for 14 months in the peat swamp and eventually 
escaped burning over 600 ha of private and public land.” Later 
reports would indicate that the fire re-ignited in the same summer of 
1997-98, making it a much smaller time frame than 14 months. 
 
In 2008 – Retired CFA volunteer fire-fighter; Captain of the 
Kawarren RFB, Deputy Group Officer Corangamite Group Fire 
Brigades; Brigade Delegate to the Shire of Otway and Group 
Delegate Region 6 Fire Prevention Committee, Keith Armistead, had 
these things to say when regarding groundwater extraction in the 
Otway Ranges. 

 When comparing the devastating 1983 Ash Wednesday fire 
with the fire that escaped from the Big swamp in 1998... “This 
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(the 1998 fire) was later in the afternoon with only moderate 
severe weather conditions, on an extreme day.”  

 If the 1998 peat fire had escalated earlier in the day, “...the end 
result may have been significantly different.” The afternoon 
wind change to the South-West allowed fire fighters to prevent 
the fire reaching difficult to defend Otway forest. 

 The speed of the Ash Wednesday fire. “Using the example of 
the fire that originated in Deans Marsh on that day it rapidly 
arrived at the Eastern edge of Lorne and with the South-West 
change decimated the coastal region to the East.” 

 Fire escaping from the Big Swamp area on an Ash Wednesday 
type day, “...the fire would reach the Coast somewhere South 
West of Kennett River, with the same change, given the rate 
of spread of this type of fire, I firmly believe in this scenario, it 
would be extremely difficult to successfully evacuate the 
residents of Lorne and possibly, many of the other smaller 
coastal towns.” 
 

2 March 2010. On a day rated as a Fire Danger day of Moderate, the 
Big Swamp fire surfaced after 12 years smouldering underground. 
 
5 March 2010. Fire and Incident Reporting Officers were unable to 
access the point of origin of the fire out in the Big Swamp due to the 
danger of personnel falling through the surface crust into hot ash 
beds. 

 
 
 
 

Re: the peat fire at Yeodene. 
The CFA operations manager Nick Brown says fires burning in peat 
can be hard to extinguish.  
“(It’s) been burning for 12 or 13 years now. We’ve got to make sure 
that we have that area secure for the next year and years to come, 

Posted March 19, 2010  11:00:00 
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because we’re still not sure if it’s going to be possible to actually 
extinguish it,” he said. 
Mr. Brown helped fight the original fire in 1997. 
“Following the outbreak two weeks ago we’ve had a few people 
come out the woodwork and say they’ve just seen a few puffs coming 
out from there from time to time and it now appears, and we’re 99-
point-nine per cent certain that it’s a re-igniting, coming out of the 
peat.” 
 
April 2010 - Extracts from the CFA “Yeodene Peat Swamp Fire 
History Risk Identification and Mitigation Plan Discussion Paper 
April 2010.”(4) 

 On October the 10th 1997 a nearby fire spotted into the Big 
Swamp and burnt approximately 1 ha of peat. 

 “During the next month a number of flair ups were observed 
in the fuel on the peat bed to the east of the fire run.” 

 “During the day of March ???????? 1998 a smoke sighting was 
spotted from the Mt Gellibrand Fire Spotting Tower in the 
vicinity of the Yeodene area.” 
(In an CFA Fire Operations Officer’s report(1) it states that this date was March 12 
1998 at approximately 1130 hours.) 

 “... crews were unable to contain the fire before it impacted 
on a significant amount (680Ha) of private property and 
assets south east of the swamp.” 

 “DSE crews had patrolled the area earlier in the day and had 
not reported any fire activity.” 

 “Long distance spotting was up to 5 km and there was also 
mass short distance spotting...” 

 “The weather on this day put the FDP Index in the high range 
with winds initially in the north west but backing to more 
west and moderating later in the day. Some rain was 
experienced over the next few days.” 

 “Mop up work continued for a number of days after and 
ongoing monitoring of the peat area still continued 
throughout the winter and FDP on the following years.” 
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 “FLIR flights over the area continued over the next few fire 
seasons...” 

 “Indications from these flights suggested that the fire in the 
peat area had self extinguished as there was no residual heat 
present.”  
(Comment: The depth of residual heat detection from these flights is approximately 
one metre). 

 ‘”Anecdotal evidence after the March 2010 escape, some 
residents around the wider area suggested that there may 
have been intermittent smoke sightings in the area between 
late 1998 and March 2010.” 

 In the event of fire escaping from this area “... potentially 
having disastrous consequences for communities in the path 
of an escape e.g. Forrest, Barramunga, Barwon Downs, Wye 
River and Lorne amongst others.” 

 Regarding the 2010 fire escape from the peat, “Fire 
investigations concluded that this fire was ignited from 
residual fire still remaining in the “Jurassic Park” area of the 
peat on Boundary Creek, which it would appear to have been 
smouldering deep underground since 1997.” 

 “...in these areas the surface has subsided by up to a metre.” 

 “It is difficult to estimate the depth of burning due to the 
extreme heat of the ashbed and dangerous access to dig down 
to ascertain the depth of fire...” 

 “...it would appear that the less compacted top .75mt of soil is 
burning first and then the more compacted layer below that is 
becoming involved.” 

 “It would also appear at the time of writing that approx 40-
50% of the total area inside the containment lines i.e. 
trenching and rising non organic ground north of Boundary 
Creek is still on fire.” 

RISK IDENTIFICATION.  

 “Ongoing risks are considerable due to the potential for a long 
period of burning in the swamp which is likely to be years 
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rather than months given previous experience of 1997/98 
until 2010.” 

 “The fire could continue burning deep underground and 
breech the trenches thus engaging other available areas of 
peat to the south of the contained burning area.” 

 “All of these scenarios of escape have possibilities and may 
have serious consequences for life and property to the south 
east and north of the contained burning area.” 

 “Townships like Forrest, Barwon Downs, Barramunga, Wye 
River and Lorne could potentially come under threat from an 
escape from this area and day rated Very High FFDI and above 
may make first attack success difficult in containment on 
these potential escapes without further and continuous 
mitigation actions.” 

 “...due to the long term risk of escape.” 

 “An Ash Wednesday type scenario laid over an ignition from 
this source could be highly catastrophic to life and property in 
the Otway area.” 

 “As the lowering of water tables in peat/swamp areas 
continues...This will continue to pose ongoing long term issues 
for fire response...” 

 “The long term health issues due to exposure to this smke 
pose a risk to members of the public and should be noted.” It 
should also be noted the risk to CFA members would be even 
higher at any fire front. 

 “...smoke impact from Birregurra, Yeodene Township, Forrest, 
Barwon Downs, Colac and Barongarook have been received...” 

OTHER SWAMPS & PEAT WETLANDS.  

 “There are very significant areas of this type of fuel 
throughout south west Victoria within what will be known as 
CFA area – Barwon South West.” 

 “It would be doubtful that these areas are fully known.” 

 “A search of available land mapping information stored in 
various repositories should be made...” 
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 “...to prevent the possibility of the peat fire continuing east 
along Boundary Creek and potentially to the West Barwon 
River through private farmland with significant further peat 
deposits downstream on Boundary Creek.” 

 “In one case at Swan Marsh, from interviews with land 
owners, it would appear that the fire had remained 
smouldering underground for a period of 26 years before 
emerging to the surface after minor works by a fencing 
contractor.” 

 
 
 
 
 

The CFA duty officer, Brian Brady, says crews are determined not to 
let the fire break its boundaries. 
“The Country Fire Authority (CFA) fears it will not be able to 
extinguish a fire burning in peat at Yeodene, near Colac, before 
summer. 
“The bottom line is we can’t let it get out,” he said. 
“I mean we’ll do our very best to stop it getting out, but if it did, 
well... it’s not worth thinking about.” 
 
August  2010  - five months after the Big Swamp Fire Surfaced Last. 
“Yeodene Peat Fire Community Update Newsletter,” prepared by 
Country Fire Authority(CFA), Department of Sustainability and 
Environment(DSE), Colac Otway Shire(COS) & Parks Victoria(PV). 

 “... is still active due to smouldering peat.” 

 “... a peat fire burns underground and will smoulder for long 
periods of time.” 

 “At Yeodene, the peat is still burning below the surface and is 
a significant risk to health and safety.” 
 
 
 

Posted May 18, 2010  11:00:00 
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DSE’s media release included. 

 “Yeodene peat fire still smouldering despite recent rain.” 

 “...although the visible smoke from the Yeodene peat fire has 
decreased, people need to be aware that the fire is still 
active.” 

 “the fire is still smouldering beneath the surface...” 
 

Colac Otway Shire’s media release included. 

 “A wildfire that surfaced on March 2, 2010 in a peat swamp 
...is still active due to smouldering peat.” 
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September 2010, 6 to 7 months after the Big Swamp Fire showed 
no visible signs of burning. 
A FLIR (infra red) flight over the Big Swamp area in September by the 
State Air Desk identified a considerable number of hot spots (see next 

page) and potential hot spots.  
NOTE: 

1. the thermal imaging detecting heat is limited to approximately 
one metre depth, 

2. the images are then interpreted by the State Air Desk 
overlaying the images with hot spots and potential hot spots, 
and  

3. the September images were taken after significant rain events, 
4. it took over ten months to obtain these images and could only 

be achieved through the Freedom Of Information process, and 
5. it would appear that the CFA readily suppresses documentation 

that should be readily available for public scrutiny (see page 28).  
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12 October 2010 – CFA (Region 6) & Colac Otway Shire held a 
community meeting in the Yeodene Hall discussing the Yeodene 
peat swamp fire. 
Actions to be followed for the 2010-2011 summer fire season were 
presented. It was stated at this meeting that the peat could continue 
to smoulder for 20 years; consequently access tracks to be kept 
clear; regular visits to the site and a sprinkler system to be put in 
place. 
 
The southerly access tracks were not kept clear of fallen trees; the 
sprinkler system was not installed and access tracks to the south 
became overgrown with one metre high grass (observation by the 
author and local residents). Thankfully it was a wet 2010-2011 
summer FDP. 
 
 

THERMAL IMAGE 

      Hot  Spot  shown  in  pink. 

Potential  Hot  Spots. 
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The bore field had been 
brought online many times 
before 2006.                            
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Creeks in other areas of the 
Otway Ranges outside the 
influence of the Barwon 
Downs Borefield have 
continued to flow.      
 
 
 
The creek often runs dry 
when pumping has ceased, 
however, drawdown effect 
from pumping can last for 
decades after extraction 
finishes.                                                                                                                                

During dry periods before 

massive water extraction, 

the aquifer used to 

overflow into Boundary 

Creek providing a 

substantial summer flow. 

This water disappears 

straight into the aquifer 

during dry periods leaving 

Boundary Creek 

downstream completely 

dry. 
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Victoria wrote 
into the Colac 

Herald late into the summer of 2010 -11 stating that none of the 
promises made at the October 2010 meeting in Yeodene, had been 
implemented. The above article written by her, dated 21 September 
2011 highlights a distinct lack of action to implement the promises 
made in October 2010. 
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The fire at Yeodene has been burning underground for up to 13 years. 
 
 

 

 
 

“... a peat fire that has been burning in south-west Victoria for more 
than 12 years.” 

 
What are the Chances of the Fire Escaping Again? 
Assuming the peat continues to smoulder.  
Extracts from Evans(4) 

 “Ongoing risks are considerable due to the potential for a long 
period of burning in the swamp...” 

 “The fire could continue burning deep underground and 
breech trenches thus engaging other available areas of peat 
to the south of the contained burning.”  
(Comment: If the fire was to burn underground as described here, it is feasible that it 
could travel underground in any direction before surfacing. At the 12 October 2010 
community meeting in the Yeodene Hall, it was stated by CFA officers that the fire 
was thought to be travelling one metre a day underground.) 

Resumption of groundwater extraction 

 With the resumption of groundwater extraction, air will be 
sucked down through the peat into the vacuum being 
created below (see explanatory diagrams on page 26). The Big Swamp 
sits directly above a natural vent where the aquifer being 
exploited comes to the surface.(7) 
 

Posted November 09, 2010  11:00:00 

Posted January 27,  2011  12:00:00 
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 The humidity and high porosity of peat allows air to easily 

get inside the peat layers allowing the peat to smoulder 
deep underground. 

Vulnerability 

 “Peat has a high carbon content and is naturally porous. 
Therefore, once dry, peat areas are highly vulnerable to 
ignition and the resulting fires are almost impossible to 
extinguish without re-establishing natural groundwater 
levels.”(3) 

  “...even extreme daytime temperatures may initiate a peat 
fire.”(3) 

 Underground smouldering peat burns slowly and at a low 
temperature. This can lead to “flare ups” or sudden 
transitions to flame combustion.(3)  

 It is very hard to locate and extinguish these seats of fire. 

 With much of the soil being hydrophobic winter rains will 
not rewet all areas of the dried peat.(6) 

 “As at December 2010, there is evidence to suggest that 
this fire is still smouldering in the peat within that 
swamp.”(2)  

Boundary Creek & Big Swamp always watered pre pumping. 

Groundwater Pressure Head. 

The vacuum created from groundwater extraction. 

  oxygen 
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  “The nature of fires burning in the peat is that they tend to 
smoulder and spread through the layers of organic matter 
for long periods and are extremely difficult to extinguish.”(2) 

 “Under such circumstances, there is potential for this 
smouldering material to surface and start another 
wildfire.”(2) 

Assuming the peat is totally extinguished. 

 The area of the Big Swamp has outcrops of iron rock making it 
susceptible to lightning strike and with volumes of dried peat 
this becomes an extremely potent mix. 

 
There are numerous coffee iron rocks strewn around the Big Swamp area. 

 There is the risk of spontaneous ignition. Given the right 
conditions even at relatively low temperature and grain size of 
the peat, self ignition is a distinct possibility. 

 “There is also the potential for the fire to spontaneously ignite 
in the peat under certain conditions.”(2) 

 Careless recreational pursuits within the dried out Big Swamp 
peatlands are another potential ignition source that could 
involve four wheel driving, motor biking, hiking, horse riding 
etc.  
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January 2011 Colac Otway Draft Rural Living Strategy(14) 

The Executive Summary is very pertinent to the fire within the Otway 
Ranges and District. These extracts highlight this fact.  

 “... 50% of the Shire is identified as having high wildfire risk...” 

 “The southern part of the Shire includes the Otway Ranges 
and is identified as being “highly constrained” indicating that 
the settlements are highly impacted by environmental factors 
as this is an area subject of high wildfire risk.” 

 “Until further direction is provided by State Government, it is 
crucial that the Rural Living Strategy take a precautionary 
approach towards encouraging further growth of settlements 
located in areas of extreme fire risk.” 

Due to policy directions of the State Government and the high wild 
fire risk for areas south of the Princes Highway, research suggests 
that these areas are less suitable and desirable for rural living 
opportunities. 
 
21 August 2011 Efforts to Seek Information from the CFA. 
It would appear that the CFA does not take kindly to being queried or 
asked for information. To obtain the thermal image seen on page 22 
it took over ten months. The last 50 days of this ten month period 
was taken up going through the Freedom Of Information (FOI) 
process. 
 
True to this form of delay and obfuscation, efforts to gain copies of 
Appendix 1-5 of the “Yeodene Peat Swamp, Fire History, Risk 
Identification and Mitigation Plan”(4) took 193 days. (see Appendix Two). 
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Scenarios of Potential Impacts if the Big Swamp 
peat fire escapes as per CFA Documentation.(2) 

In the introduction of this document it states that these 
scenarios are based on a series of assumptions. In summary 
these assumptions are usually applicable to summer 
conditions. 

Scenario 1 – Fire Danger Index – Approximately 30 (Very High) 
Any wildfire which starts in the Yeodene Swamp and with a 
north to northwest wind and with no fire intervention, has the 
potential to reach the settlement of Barwon Downs within 1 
hour and Forrest within 2 hours. The main arterial Colac to 
Forrest Road, would most likely be impacted upon. 
The overall potential risks for damage to community assets and 
infrastructure would be minimal, provided that fire units could 
be deployed promptly and efficiently. 
 

Scenario 4 – Fire Danger Index –Approximately100 Plus 
(Catastrophic) 

 “Fire predictive models suggest that a wildfire that develops 
and continues to burn under these conditions will extend over 
Otway Ranges and into the settlements along the coast 
between Lorne and Kennett River (depending on the wind 
direction).”) 

 Barwon Downs within the first hour; Barramunga within 1.5 
hours and Lorne within 2.5 hours, depending on the wind 
direction. 

 “The potential risk to the residents in and around the 
settlements of Yeodene, Gerangamete, Barwon Downs, 
Forrest, Yaugher, Barramunga, Kennett River, Separation 
Creek and Lorne will be significant.” 

 “Similarly the potential risk to the travelling public will be 
significant – particularly on the Colac-Forrest Road, the 
Birregurra-Forrest Road, the Forrest-Apollo Bay Road, the 



 

Otway Water Book 15 “FIRE and the Big Swamp” 2011 Page 30 
 

Page | 30 

Great Ocean Road and any connecting or “link roads” in the 
area.” 

 “The potential risks for damage to community assets and 
infrastructure in and around the settlements of Yeodene, 
Gerangamete, Barwon Downs, Forrest, Barramunga, Kennett 
River, Wye River, Separation Creek and Lorne will be 
significant – particularly as the fire intensity and rate of 
spread will be very high to extreme.” 

 “There are very few sites between the settlements along the 
Great Ocean Road that would provide adequate refuge.” 

 
In the 4 scenarios presented by the CFA there has been no 
consideration given to a south westerly wind change that usually 
happens mid to late afternoon. If this were to happen the fire would 
then race along the coast towards Geelong, as it did in the Ash 
Wednesday fire. 
 
Coal Seam Gas 
Otway Water Book 16 deals in some detail with the prospects of Coal 
Seam Gas (CSG) extraction in the Otway Ranges and District. 
Needless to say the well documented impacts of CSG on ground and 
surface waters will only exacerbate the wildfire risks in the Otways. 
 
CONCLUSION 
There can be no doubt that the smouldering peat in the wetland of 
the Big Swamp is in fact the biggest time bomb ever facing the 
Western District (see page 7). Considering that the Big Swamp is located 
in one of the most bush-fire prone locations in the State (see Appendix One), 

this is a frightening statement. 
 
Every indication suggests that this has come about as a result of 
extensive urban groundwater extraction.(13) 

Five things are blatantly obvious: 
1. the first peat fire in the Big Swamp happened after one of the 

wettest periods in the Otway Ranges. 
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2. a definitive answer to the question, “Did groundwater 
extraction cause this wetland to dry out and as a result 
become a high risk wildfire hazard to the Otway Ranges and 
District?” must be established, 

3. every effort must be made to ensure that the smouldering peat 
does not escape again,  

4. the multitude of other wetlands in the Otway Ranges must not 
be allowed to be impacted in a similar fashion, and  

5. the potential risks and impacts of 
Coal Seam Gas extraction in the 
Otway Ranges requires serious 
study, consideration and 
appropriate legislation (see Otway 

Water Book 16). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Will this be enough? 
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APPENDIX ONE 
Newspaper cuttings 2007-2011 
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APPENDIX TWO 
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