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Proposed Disestablishment of the WRC Rural Fire District
1.
Purpose
This report outlines a proposal to disestablish the Wellington Regional Council Rural Fire District (WRC RFD).

2.
Principles Behind the Proposed Disestablishment

The disestablishment of the WRC RFD is proposed on the basis that:


(
rural fire is part of the local hazardscape, and therefore should be dealt with by the appropriate local authority;


(
emergency management policies should be implemented by the local authorities responsible;


(
WRC forest assets and Regional Parks can be protected against fire under a local authority rural fire authority;


(
the WRC, as a significant forest asset manager, can still contribute to rural fire co-ordination without being a rural fire authority;


(
the WRC can enter into contractual agreements with local authorities for access to volunteer rural fire forces.

3.
Longstanding Legal Basis
The WRC RFD is one of 31 Rural Fire Districts in New Zealand.  The Forest and Rural Fires Act (1977) states the main purpose of these districts is to provide fire protection, suppression and control measures for:

(1)
Commercial plantation forests; or

(2)
Defence Force areas; or

(3)
Recreation, conservation, water catchments, and other non-commercial activities

The WRC RFD was gazetted as the Hutt RFD in 1948 under 1947 Forest and Rural Fires legislation.  The large area within the RFD but outside the WRC ownership was to provide a protective buffer around current and future water supply catchments.

This RFD has survived through several changes to rural fire legislation and regulation.  The WRC is now the only Regional Council with rural fire authority responsibilities.  The Auckland Regional Council is not a rural fire authority, and its regional parks and forests are protected under local authority rural fire plans.

4.
The Historical Developments

Rural fire fighting in New Zealand was controlled by the NZ Forest Service from its inception in 1919 until it was disbanded in 1987.

After the creation of the Hutt RFD in 1948, the then Wellington City and Suburban Water Supply Board (a WRC predecessor) developed a fire fighting capability, but still relied heavily on the Forest Service for assistance.  For example the Akatarawa fire in the 1960s was initially fought with Forest Service assistance.  The Marchant Ridge fires in the 1950s would have been fought by NZ Forest Service personnel as well.

In rural Wellington and Hutt Valley, the NZ Fire Service were also active participants until personnel and legislative changes in the 1980s forced a reduction in that activity.

After the 1987 dismantling of the Forest Service, the then Regional Council took a more active role in rural fire suppression for metropolitan Wellington.  The WRC supported rural fire forces at Te Horo, Eastbourne and Wainuiomata with cash grants and equipment purchases.  The WRC also set-up the Wellington City rural fire force in 1993 with equipment purchased through a loan which has since been paid off.  Wellington City Council found accommodation for that force.

However such activity outside the WRC RFD was without legal foundation.  The National Rural Fire Authority (NRFA) deemed it to be ultra vires.  In 1995 the NRFA required the appropriate local authorities to set-up their own rural fire management systems by June 1997.  The WRC would be denied access to the Rural Fire Fund for fires fought outside the RFD after that date.

During 1996 and 1997, the five local authorities concerned accepted the challenge of meeting the Rural Fire Management Code of Practice, and all have now passed NRFA audits.  The WRC relinquished control of the rural fire forces outside its RFD to the appropriate local authorities but continued to support them through mutual aid arrangements and lending vehicles and equipment.  It remained the parent body for a new force - the Hutt Valley Bush Fire Force which covered much of the RFD.  Access to the other forces was guaranteed from the 1997/98 fire season through section 14 Agreements and other contractual agreements with each local authority acting as a rural fire authority.

Following initiatives to improve the overall co-ordination of Rural Fire, the WRC offered, in 1995 and 1996, to expand its RFD to cover all rural land, including DoC land, on the western side of the Region.  The Council, (by delegation the Landcare Committee), would have been the Rural Fire Authority with the addition of a Fire Service representative.  The NRFA supported this offer, however there was a legal challenge from Wellington City Council and the proposal did not proceed.

The WRC is not a rural fire authority in the Wairarapa.  The Council's assets there are protected under the relevant local authority's rural fire plan.

5.
The Current Situation has an Emergency Management Flavour
Each of the five affected local authorities now act as the rural fire authority for their rural areas.  Each has a Principal Rural Fire Officer and an approved Fire Plan.  All meet NRFA Code of Practice requirements.  Each contributes to the Wellington Rural Fire Co-ordinating Committee to ensure appropriate co-ordination in a number of areas - fire training, foam stocks, fire weather data and the declaration of prohibited fire seasons.  There is a joint Memorandum of Understanding which provides for setting priorities in case of multiple fires.

The emergency management ethos within the rural fire sector is strong, and means there is a commitment to viewing rural fire as part of the overall “hazardscape” of the area.  Emergency management is organised at the local authority level, and so rural fire management fits in well with this.  A local emergency should be handled by the local emergency services and the local authority involved.  When the emergency gets out of hand the Emergency Management Group (EMG) will be activated and the emergency handled on a collective basis.

Within this scenario, the WRC RFD now increasingly seems an anachronism.  It imposes another layer of control over four local authority areas.  The attached map shows the location of the WRC RFD in relation to each local authority.  It means that the local authorities concerned have no direct control over part of their emergency management continuum in the area covered by the WRC RFD.  This is not an ideal situation and could lead to confusion at the point when a rural fire becomes a Civil Defence emergency.  Rural fire should and does form part of the risk reduction programme and readiness activities of local authorities, within Emergency Management policies.

There have also been significant land use changes within the WRC RFD since it was gazetted.  Examples are the development of Whitby, Whitemans Valley and Craigs Flat.  Land use practices have also changed, and land clearing by fire is no longer the widely used practice it once was.  This means that the risk of fire spreading from such burns is not as high as it was previously.  Thus for a number of reasons, WRC land and forest assets could be adequately protected by the territorial authorities as Rural Fire Authorities, provided the WRC itself continued with the current policy of a degree of self protection.  The WRC RFD confers no added protection if a rural fire authority is in place.

6.
Advantages of Disestablishment
(1)
Rural ratepayers would deal with one organisation (their local authority) for all emergency situations and all hazards.

(2)
Fire permits would be issued by the relevant territorial authority and ratepayers would no longer be confused about that responsibility.

(3)
The emergency management spectrum remains clear - one organisation is responsible for all planning, preparation and mitigation work.  For example if roadside weed clearing is required to prevent fire moving into vegetation, the territorial authority can deal with it directly, rather than via a request from a Rural Fire Officer from outside the organisation.

(4)
The WRC can still maintain a fire protection capability for its assets as part of good asset management.  Any fires would be fought under the authority of a Principal Rural Fire Officer as now, except that the PRFO would not be a WRC staff member.

(5)
The WRC can still support elements of the fire protection system.  It could contract with each fire authority to support the local volunteer rural fire force closest to each of its forested assets.

(6)
The territorial authorities can deal with the issue of further reducing the number of rural fire authorities, without the complication of the WRC RFD.

7.
Disadvantage of Disestablishment
(1)
The WRC would have no control over permit fires along its boundary, unless it made specific agreements to become involved.

(2)
The WRC would have no legal control over a rural fire force, but it could contract with a rural fire authority to make one available.

(3)
The WRC would have no direct control over the imposition of a prohibited fire season, but it could have input into the Rural Fire Co-ordinating Committee process which decides on the imposition of a fire ban.

None of these disadvantages are significant.  All of the rural fire authorities that would expand into the gap created by the disestablishment of the WRC RFD are experienced in Rural Fire matters and have passed NRFA audits.  They carry out those tasks inside their existing rural fire areas now, and could reasonably be expected to continue that responsibility in an expanded area.

8.
Impacts on Local Authorities
This proposal has only been discussed informally at PRFO level.  Hence the full impact on each local authority cannot be predicted until there has been wider discussion.  Best estimates of impact are as follows:

The effect will be greatest on Upper Hutt City, which will gain an extra 49,500 hectares of rural fire responsibility, most of which is WRC land.  They will be required to meet the first $1,000 and five percent of rural fire costs.  They do this at present but on a much smaller area.  They will also need to allocate staff to issue fire permits and assume responsibility for the Hutt Valley Bush Fire Force.  The WRC can reduce the impact of this by:

· continuing to support the HVBFF through a contract with UHCC, and paying for the accommodation rental until March 2001.  The cost is $27,500 per year;

· providing staff assistance with fire permits for one year, and assisting as necessary with the management of the HVBFF;

· advertising the change to ratepayers.

The Hutt City Council will gain an extra 7,822 hectares of rural fire responsibility.  Most of the area involved is water supply catchment, and their rural fire force is used for that area anyway.

Porirua City will gain an extra 10,557 hectares of rural fire responsibility.  PCC staff issue WRC fire permits in that area of the WRC RFD which is within Porirua City at present.  The change will affect part of Battle Hill only.  PCC contribute towards the HVBFF, and presumably that will continue in order to meet NRFA requirements.

Kapiti Coast will gain an extra 5185 hectares of rural fire responsibility.  The area involved is heavily forested, and is covered by the Te Horo Rural Fire Force.  In addition the KCDC rural fire officer issues fire permits in the overlap area.

Wellington City is not affected.

There will be advantages for the local authorities in being able to address all hazards within their area as part of their emergency management system.  They will also be able to think about rural fire authority rationalisation without the complication of the WRC RFD, and a number of the potential impacts could be greatly reduced by such a move.

Appendix 1 shows show the proposed changes will impact over time.

9.
Residual Fire Protection Responsibilities

(1)
For Plantation Forestry Assets
The existing situation would continue.  The Plantation Forestry department would manage any fire, and meet all costs of fire fighting, plus salvage and replanting of the area affected.  Currently this is covered by insurance.

The Plantation Forestry Department, because of the value of its assets, could assume direct control of the WRC fire fighting equipment and supervision of the fire store.  Some equipment should continue to be located at Regional Parks, but it would be owned and maintained from one point.  That department would also continue to:

· Support the Hutt Valley Bush Fire Force and the Te Horo Rural Fire Force of Kapiti Coast District Council, through contractual relationships.  The HVBFF would remain the predominant fire suppression force available to the WRC.

· Insist that Plantation Forestry contractors, both silvicultural and harvesting, have the basic skill and the basic fire equipment necessary to extinguish any fires found near them.

· Prepare, then revise annually, the fire protection plan for the Plantation areas.

· Work closely with the Upper Hutt City PRFO to ensure familiarity with the plantation estate.

(2)
For Landcare Assets
As responsible asset managers, the operational arms would maintain the ability to suppress fires on WRC lands by continuing to:

· Support the rural fire forces that operate in their area.

· Prepare fire protection plans for the catchments, natural forests and Regional Parks.

· Train Ranger staff in fire incident management, and encouraging them to participate in fire fighting.

· Train all staff in the use of the WRC’s fire fighting equipment and develop specific "pump teams" with the relevant NZQA recognition.

· Work with each Rural Fire Authority to ensure the respective PRFO is familiar with the area and its fire protection plan.

· Support the Rural Fire Co-ordinating Committee as a non-voting member.  This would provide a good basis for overall fire management co-ordination, and opportunities for combined training and sharing of ideas.

(3)
Outside WRC Areas
It is important to recognise that if the WRC RFD was disestablished, the Council would have no legal requirement to train a fire suppression capability for fires on private rural land.  This legal requirement would pass to the new rural fire authority.

Nevertheless, the WRC would probably be called to assist with any such fire near a WRC asset, and would contribute depending on the nature of the event.  Costs involved in that assistance would be recoverable from the rural fire authority and ultimately from the Rural Fire Fund.

The WRC could offer assistance with fire permits close to WRC boundaries in order to ensure the appropriate protective arrangements are made for such fires.

10.
Recent Fires on WRC Land

There have been four fires on WRC land in the last three years:

· Rimutaka Hill Road - small fire, probably caused by a passing motorist.  The cost was recovered from the Rural Fire Fund.

· Belmont Regional Park - area of pine trees near the Oakleigh Street entrance.  Caused by an arsonist, but the Police were unable to recover costs.  This Park is outside the WRC RFD and so the fire was fought under the auspices of the Hutt City Council PRFO.  He involved the Police in the arson investigation.  The cost was recovered from WRC's insurers.

· Pakuratahi forest - small fire in logging slash, caused by a skidder overturning.  The cost was recovered from the logging contractor's insurance company.

· Mangaroa forest - small fire in 12 year old trees, probably caused by a defective power pole.  The cost is to be recovered from the Council's insurers.

Thus there has been a good history of protection of WRC assets and rapid reaction to any fires that may start in them.  This would not change with any change to RFD status.

11.
Budget Impacts
The following elements of support to the affected local authorities means that there would be no savings in direct costs from the Natural Forestry budget over the next two years:

· The WRC would continue to contract for volunteer rural fire force availability - cost $9,000 per year.

· The WRC would continue to pay HVBFF rental until March 2001 - cost $27,500 per year.

· The WRC would continue to support the Co-ordinating Committee as a co-opted member - cost $3,000 per year.

· Plantation forestry would absorb the cost of continuing to maintain the fire equipment and run the fire store.

However, the change will enable the release of about half of one person per year for non-fire tasks.  That resource will be available for reallocation.

A reserve account containing about $250,000 was set-up five years ago to cover the Council in case of a very large fire or series of fires which for some reason could not be claimed for.  This reserve has not been touched during that time.  The impacts and options arising from this will be considered through the LTFS process.

12.
The Process to be Followed
When the proposal has Council approval, a paper will be presented to the affected local authorities and the NZ Fire Service.  Comments will be sought and any changes considered.  If the changes are minor, the revised proposal will be made available for public inspection in libraries.  If there is significant opposition, the matter will be referred back to the Committee.

The National Rural Fire Authority (NRFA) will require the proposal to be advertised.  This can take place in May.  If any objections are received, the NRFA can hear them in June.

Depending on the nature of any objections, the NRFA would approve the disestablishment and publish a notice in the Gazette.  This would occur in July.

In September, the new fire plans written by the remaining Rural Fire Authorities would recognise their new boundaries, as well as any new contractual arrangements with the WRC as a land manager.  The new fire season begins on 1 October.

13.
Recommendations 
(1)
That the Report be received and its contents noted.

(2)
That the Committee, as the Rural Fire Authority:

(a)
Recommends that Council approve in principle the disestablishment process for the WRC Rural Fire District and seeks comments from each rural fire authority affected by the proposal and the NZ Fire Service.

(b)
Notes that a further report will be made when responses are received.

(c)
Notes that the Committee will be advised of the fire protection measures in place when the new fire season commences on 1 October 1999.
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Appendix 1

Transfer of Tasks

Rural Fire District

Task
1998/1999
Cost
1999/2000
Cost

($)
2000/2001
Cost

($)

Fire permit issue
Carry out
2,000
Assist new RFA with staff training and difficult permits.
2000
Assist by helping with permits near WRC boundary.
1,000









Equipment maintenance
Carry out
1,000
Continue for WRC equipment and equipment at HVBFF.
1,000
Continue for WRC equipment.
1,000









Publicity contribution
Continue
3,000
Continue
3,000
Continue
3,000









Staff training
Continue
1,500
Continue
1,500
Continue
1,500









Fire weather stations
Continue
1,000
Continue
1,000
Continue
1,000









Fire fighting
Continue
20,000
Pay for excess if fire on WRC land.
5,000
Phase out
-









HVBFF liaison and support
Continue
30,000
Pay for accommodation rental.

Continue $ contributions.

Staff time assistance.

Development management system.


27,500

7,000

1,000

1,000
Pay for accommodation rental til March 2001.

Continue $ contributions.
18,500

7,000

-

-

Total Rural Fire Budget
183,500

50,000

33,000

