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AFTER YEARS OF COMPLACENCY, 
BUILDING COMPLIANCE
REFORM 
IS COMING

PEOPLE AND PRODUCT COMPLIANCE

Despite years of denial from the building, construction and fire protection industries, and  
little  interest in meaningful reform from governments, a recent wave of publicity surrounding  
non-conforming products and poor practices means all options are now on the table to solve 
the crisis of confidence around Australian building safety.

BY SCOTT WILLIAMS

Chief Executive Officer, FPA Australia

Times certainly have changed. It 
was not so long ago the notion 
that governments would take 

up issues of non-compliant building 
products would have been laughable. 
And yet today we have multiple 
government inquiries into just that issue. 
Outcomes of these inquiries and other 
building and construction legislative 

reviews will send shockwaves through the 
building, construction and fire protection 
industries—and with good reason. As an 
industry we must decide our own destiny, 
before governments decide it for us.

In Victoria, hundreds of buildings in 
Melbourne’s CBD are being investigated 
for non-compliant cladding products 
at precisely the same time that a new 
Building Act is being drafted. Because of 
these high-profile issues it is not far-fetched 
to imagine that the new Act may pave 

the way for state-based accreditation or 
licensing of building practitioners.

There is much internal rancour among 
the players in Victoria, with many unhappy 
with the performance of regulatory bodies, 
councils and the construction industry. 
The Victorian Coroner has been dragged 
into the fray, at the request of the MFB, 
over the dangerous Docklands ‘Lacrosse’ 
apartment fire. And all of this after multiple 
investigations over the past decade found 
major failings in the performance of the 

Work is currently underway to rectify the units 
damaged in the Lacrosse apartment tower fire of 

November 2014 at Melbourne’s Docklands. The 
blaze, which travelled quickly up the outside of the 

building, was fueled by dangerous non-compliant 
aluminum cladding that had been incorrectly 

installed on the building’s façade.
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RESEARCH UTILISATION

BY BRENDA LEAHY

Communications Officer, AFAC

Flanked by the Bunyip State Forest, 
about 90 kilometres east of 
Melbourne, Tonimbuk (population 

317) is one of Victoria’s prettiest and, at 
times, most dangerous places.

In summer, when heat, wind and fuel 
conditions converge into severe fire 
weather, the natural beauty of this densely 
forested landscape turns Tonimbuk into a 
place of high bushfire risk.

Seasoned locals Mike and Elaine 
Harrison, like so many others around 
them, co-exist with the risk because 
Tonimbuk—reportedly derived from an 
Aboriginal word meaning ‘to scorch or 
burn’—is ‘home’.

Filled with about 40 years of 
memories of family, friends and lives 
lived and lost, home for the Harrisons 
means much more than the house, 
possessions or a place on a map. It is 
about deeper connections with the 
landscape, beyond the front gate to 
the local town hall, the scrubby ridges, 
pastures and thickly forested hillsides 
that trail into distance.

“No matter where you are, when you 
come back it’s like putting on a good 
old comfortable coat. You’re home,” 
explained Mr Harrison. His story of home 
within his beloved landscape features 
in an innovative online training and 
development tool kit published recently 
by AFAC.

House, Home and Place: A Visual 
Mapping Tool Kit for fire and land 
managers uses stories to help explain 
why people want to live in fire-prone 
communities, illustrating some of the 
values and beliefs that shape their 

connections to home and place.
The tool is based on the research of 

Professor Ruth Beilin and Dr Karen Reid, 
of the University of Melbourne, from 
their Social Construct of Fuels in the 
Interface project from the Bushfire CRC. 
It has evolved into a practical tool kit as a 
research utilisation initiative through the 
CRC, AFAC and member agencies.

In their studies, the researchers 
found that agencies could benefit 
from stepping into the shoes of locals 
to understand their perceptions on 
bushfire in the landscape and their 
responses to risk. They investigated 
factors such as what people meant by 
house, home and place and what things 
they valued in terms of their homes and 
communities, and why.

Using this local knowledge and 
insights, according to Dr Reid, agencies 
would be better equipped to support 
people to anticipate and reduce the 
risks to their homes and communities.

Place-based approach
Mike Wouters from South Australia’s 
Department of Environment, Water and 
Natural Resources (DEWNR) wanted 
to understand why residents did not 
appear to assess hazard and risk on the 
same terms as agencies or respond as 
they had expected to their general fire 
safety messaging. The key question 
was: what did people value most in their 
homes and communities?

A place-based approach, according 
to Dr Reid, helped to explain to agencies 
how residents attached meaning to the 
landscape in their everyday lives and 
how this influenced their thinking about 
risk and the place of fire.

“The fieldwork with our colleagues 

from DEWNR confirmed that people 
were not ignorant of bushfire risk. It 
showed that their understanding of that 
risk was far more complex, reflecting 
their sense of self and how individually 
valued assets, such as trees, wildlife 
and buildings  were inseparable from 
the broader landscape context,” she 
said. This lay the groundwork for the 
development of the tool.

The findings highlighted that 
people’s sense of home and place 
extended well beyond the house to 
being part of the local landscape, 
according to Mike Wouters. This had 
implications for bushfire education, as 
traditionally, he said, some fire safety 
messaging had focused on the house 
and the structural or physical aspects 
of preparation, such as cleaning gutters 
and making fire-breaks.

During the project, the researchers 
also ran workshops with South Australia’s 
Country Fire Service, the Tasmania 
Fire Service and Victorian fire and land 
management agencies – the Country Fire 
Authority, Department of Environment 
Land Water and Planning, Emergency 
Management Victoria and Parks Victoria.

House, Home and Place: A Visual 
Mapping Tool Kit, was released by AFAC 
in 2015. It features a package of videos, 
including personal stories and a range of 
printable resources on how to use and 
apply the tool.

The tool kit is essentially a visual 
mapping method and interview 
technique delivered in a workshop 
format. The method can be used by 
anyone interested in working closely 
with communities to strengthen their 
capacity to mitigate and recover from 
natural hazards.

PERCEPTIONS OF RISK 
AND CONNECTION TO 
LANDSCAPE
Understanding people’s sense of bushfire risk and connection to the landscape  
in which they live has helped researchers develop a visual mapping tool kit with  
residents of fire-prone areas.
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BY FREYA JONES 

Delivering emergency 
management products and 
services around the country, the 

Institute is the result of a new partnership 
between AFAC, the Bushfire and Natural 
Hazards CRC, the Australian Red Cross 
and the Attorney-General’s Department. 
Bringing together a great depth of 
experience, the Institute was launched in 
Brisbane on 18 November 2015.

The Hon Teresa Gambaro MP, 
Federal Member for Brisbane, launched 
the Institute on behalf of the Minister for 
Justice, the Hon Michael Keenan MP, at 
an event that coincided with the Bushfire 
and Natural Hazards CRC’s Research 
Advisory Forum.

Dr John Bates, Director of AIDR, 
acknowledged that the Institute will 
provide a strong foundation and a new 
direction for the sector.

“The launch of the Australian 
Institute for Disaster Resilience 
marks an important step in building 
Australia’s disaster resilience 
capability and we look forward to 
working with the broad emergency 
management sector and the Australian 
community to focus on improving 
community resilience,” he said.

The partnership will deliver 

professional development products, 
services, training and education 
developed by, and for, the emergency 
management sector. AIDR will be 
responsible for the delivery of many 
of the services that were previously 
provided by the Australian Emergency 
Management Institute and for 
implementing a range of new initiatives.

Australians will see the benefits 
of the Institute through sector-wide 
resource and knowledge sharing, 
professional development for all sector 
participants and school education 
support. These include initiatives such 
as the development and delivery of 
doctrine, the Australian Journal of 
Emergency Management and the 
Disaster Resilient Australia and New 
Zealand School Education network.

Speaking at the launch, the 
Australian Red Cross National Manager, 
Emergency Services, Andrew Coghlan, 
reflected on the diverse combination of 
expertise that each partner will bring to 
the institute.

“The partnership represents 
a wide range of emergency 
management expertise from 
operational, humanitarian and research 
backgrounds. It will share and build on 
extensive knowledge and experience in 
emergency management drawn from 
Australia and internationally,” he said.

AIDR LAUNCH

AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE FOR  
DISASTER RESILIENCE

A NEW APPROACH 
TO EMERGENCY 
MANAGEMENT
The launch of the new Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (AIDR) 
signals the beginning of a fresh approach to the delivery of emergency 
management education, training and professional development for a 
stronger emergency management sector.

Master class with The Hon 	
Anna Bligh
Held in both Sydney and Melbourne in 
November 2015, the first event hosted 
by AIDR was a master class presented by 
former Queensland premier Anna Bligh.

Ms Bligh shared her personal 
insights and understanding of the 
political interface with emergency 
services agencies that must take 
place during a disaster. She used the 
backdrop of the three natural disasters 
that swept Queensland in the summer 
of 2010–11, while she was premier, 
to explore this interface during the 
phases of disaster planning, incident 
management and recovery.

Ms Bligh highlighted the moment in 
which she understood that the unfolding 
disaster was going to escape the scale 
of any preparedness training ever 
undertaken in Queensland. And, given 
they were operating outside the rule 
book, she outlined the opportunities this 
presented for all sides of government 
and emergency agencies to address the 
needs of Queenslanders with new and 
innovative approaches to both response 
and recovery.

With a state in mourning, profoundly 
disrupted infrastructure networks, a 
protracted state of emergency, homes 
and businesses destroyed and lives 
lost, Ms Bligh, with her senior staff and 
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SATELLITE MODELLING OF FIRE

BY NATHAN MADDOCK

Communications Officer, Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC

In the age of smartphones, there is an 
app for just about everything. Why 
should land management be any 

different? Researchers in the Disaster 
Landscape Attribution project at the 
Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC have 
developed an app, now in beta version, 
to help land managers quickly and more 
accurately assess fuel loads before and 
after prescribed burns.

“We know that when we visually 
assess [bushfire] fuel, estimates can 
differ depending on the person who 
assesses it,” said researcher Dr Karin 
Reinke from RMIT University.

“We wanted something that was 
rapid, easy to use and more accurate.”

Dr Reinke is working with a team of 
researchers at RMIT, co-led by Professor 
Simon Jones. There are two parts to the 
study: the first is developing the beta 
app to assess fuels in the landscape 
pre and post-fire, and the second is 
investigating active fire mapping and 
detection using satellites.

Terrestrial LiDAR, which involves lasers 
and light, has been used in the project to 
map bushfire fuels. While effective, it is an 
expensive process that requires experts 
to run the technology. Enter the beta 
smartphone app: Fuels 3D.

“We want to attribute fire landscapes 
in terms of the amount, structure and 
connectivity of the fuel present, and to 
understand the impact of fire and how 
fuel characteristics may change, and 
what remains as residual afterwards,” 
explained Professor Jones.

“Using a computer vision technique 
called ‘structure from motion’ (SFM), a 
camera phone can be used, or any similar 
commercial-grade camera, to take a series 
of photos to create a point cloud.”

A point cloud represents the external 
surface of an object. SFM allows for 
information about the structure to be 
extracted, which results in a 3D model 
of the fuels. The team reviewed several 
different technologies to assess which 
ones would work best.

“We validated these technologies 
against dry weight samples of the fuel,” 
explained Dr Reinke.

“After we collected the imagery, the 
fuel was harvested to mineral earth, 
oven dried and weighed to compare it 
back to our point cloud estimates from 
the different technologies evaluated.

“We found good agreement between 
the terrestrial LiDAR and the SFM 
approaches, and good agreement back 
to the harvested samples.

“But terrestrial laser scanning 
typically requires experts to implement 
it, and has much longer data collection 

and set-up times. Structure from motion 
data acquisition is really quick,” said Dr 
Reinke.

The team has developed the beta 
version of Fuels 3D for Android platforms 
using SFM technology through the 
know-how of researcher Dr Luke Wallace.

The app is being developed in 
conjunction with a sampling protocol 
to complement existing fuel hazard 
assessment practices, allowing land 
managers to take photos of prescribed 
burn areas, both before and after a 
burn, to understand how the burn 
affects fuel loads.

“Fuels 3D should be easier and 
quicker than visual estimation,” said Dr 
Reinke.

A workshop was held in Melbourne 
in early December, where the research 
team explained Fuels 3D to land 
managers from Victoria’s Department of 
Environment, Land, Water and Planning 
and Country Fire Authority, and South 
Australia’s Department of Environment, 
Water and Natural Resources (DEWNR). 
While Fuels 3D has already been 
undergoing trials between the research 
team and end user partners, large-scale 
validation is needed. It is hoped the app 
will not only standardise estimation of 
fuel loads, but make a real difference 
to how land managers assess the 
efficiency of prescribed burns.

SMARTPHONES AND  
SKY SCANS FOR 
BETTER FIRE 
MAPPING
Fire managers need to accurately monitor prescribed burns and bushfires to better assess 
how they affect fuels and how they reduce fire risk. A project at the Bushfire and Natural 
Hazards CRC uses satellite technology to more accurately map bushfires.
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FPA CONFERENCE 2016

BY JOSEPH KELLER

Communications Manager,  
Fire Protection Association Australia 

Traditionally run as separate 
events, in 2016 the Fire Protection 
Association Australia will combine 

the hazardous materials and fire 
protection industry sectors into one bigger 
and better conference and tradeshow that 
promises to attract key decision-makers 
and leading subject-matter experts from 
government and industry.

The conference and tradeshow 
will attract key industry professionals 
from the fire protection, fire safety and 
emergency management and hazardous 
materials sectors from across Australia 
and overseas, and representatives of 
government and fire agencies.

Tradeshow
The tradeshow at Fire Australia and 
HazMat 2016 will be the largest of 
its kind in the southern hemisphere, 
showcasing products and services 
for the fire protection and hazardous 
materials sectors.

Building on the sold-out success of 
the 2015 tradeshow on the Gold Coast, 
the organisers have secured the largest 
ever space for a Fire Australia tradeshow 
at the Melbourne Convention and 
Exhibition Centre.

This spectacular venue will cater for 
an exhibition space of more than 2,500 
square metres, allowing for more than 
80 exhibition booths, easily eclipsing 
the 1,800 m2 available at the Gold Coast 
event in 2015.

Once again the exhibition space will 
be central to all activities and will include 
the catering and café seating areas and 
the Showcase Theatre—a dedicated 
presentation area where sponsors and 
exhibitors will be able to showcase their 
products and services to all conference 
and tradeshow attendees.

Conference streams
In line with the 2016 theme Risk, Liability, 
Exposure, the conference will include 
presentations in three streams:
1.	 �Fire protection strategic stream— 

Risk, Liability, Exposure
2.	Fire protection technical stream
3.	HazMat stream.

Fire protection strategic stream
Presentations will be tailored to managers 
and business owners, government 
representatives and fire safety 
professionals including those with an 
interest in regulations, policy, codes, 
standards and management systems.

Presentations will be aligned to the 
conference theme and address either 
‘fire risks’ or ‘business risks’. Panel 
sessions will occur at the end of each 
session for discussion and questions. This 
stream may also incorporate a debate or 
discussion on the conference theme.

Presentations are likely to include 
information on:

◆◆ �integrating risk assessment across 
design, engineering, approval, 
installation and commissioning

◆◆ business continuity planning
◆◆ �case studies on unique design 
solutions

◆◆ �reducing risk through the use of 

‘tested’ products and systems
◆◆ �getting the right design solution—from 
concept to practical completion

◆◆ �product innovation and design—
treating complex risks

◆◆ �high-rise residential development—
have building standards kept pace 
with community expectations?

◆◆ insurer perspectives on fire risk
◆◆ �business survival when something 
goes wrong

◆◆ �how to best protect a business and its 
reputation from an insurance claim

◆◆ �latest trends in insurance claims 
and the consequences to the fire 
protection sector

◆◆ �other than insurance—what else 
owners should be doing to protect 
their business and employees

◆◆ �managing brand erosion and 
damage.
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COMMUNITY-LED PREPAREDNESS

of extending volunteerism in disaster 
preparedness. This form of volunteerism 
occurs when volunteers associated 
with an existing community group or 
non-government organisation that 
does not have regular emergency or 
disaster management functions (e.g. 
the Warrandyte Community Association) 
extend its activities into disaster 
management or community resilience in 
response to a perceived need. Be Ready 
is an interesting case study because it 
involved a high degree of collaboration 
between non-traditional emergency 
volunteers (not affiliated with emergency 
management organisations), traditional 
emergency management volunteers 
and paid emergency services staff.

Overall, the Be Ready case study 
shows how a community-led project 
with strong leadership and governance, 
authorised by the community and 
supported by emergency management 
organisations, could achieve many 
outcomes. Be Ready adapted 
government communications, 
connected further into the community, 
devised and tested more innovative 
approaches, led discussion on topics 
that needed independence from 
perceptions of government bias or 
agenda, and brought local contexts, 
priorities, goals and knowledge into 
emergency management dialogues and 
planning. These are all positive results 
for the community.

Challenges for community-led 
projects
Reflecting on the case study, however, 
I am particularly struck by the difficult 
balance participants in community-led 
projects have to strike between 
working with the established disaster 
management system while at the 
same time seeking to challenge or 
influence it. Notably, this point applies 
to all participants, whether they are 
supporting the project as volunteers 
or paid staff, as representatives of a 
local community or an emergency 
management organisation, or any 
combination of these. It may be a 
particularly thorny issue for traditional 
emergency management volunteers 
who arguably have the most difficult 
line to walk between representing the 
goals, priorities and concerns of their 
organisation and their local community 
at the same time. Of course this is much 
easier to do when these goals, priorities 
and concerns are closely aligned, but 
given the particular and diverse settings, 
histories and conditions of different 
communities, this is not always going to 
be the case.

In Be Ready’s case, a fairly 

moderate stance was adopted and 
the group worked in a way that was, 
for the most part, well aligned with 
state and local government policies. 
The group was also well supported 
by emergency management 
organisation representatives. Overall, 
there was strong consensus among 
the community volunteers and 
emergency management organisation 
representatives and few significant 
points of difference.

One notable point of difference was 
the issue of how to deal with residents’ 
mounting interest in learning about and 
installing private fire bunkers. This issue 
is approached cautiously in Victorian 
state policy, but Be Ready engaged with 
it more actively and partly in a way that 
was not supported by the emergency 
service representatives involved.

Importantly, there were both positive 
and negative consequences from 
adopting this more moderate stance. 
For Be Ready participants, the positives 
clearly outweighed the negatives.

On the positive side, for example, 
it facilitated emergency services 
support and trust in the project and 
the volunteers leading it, which in turn 
enabled them to support it in valuable 
ways. It also enabled more open, ‘gloves 
off’ discussion about contentious issues 
such as private fire bunkers and local 
road management.

On the negative side, however, it 
restricted what the project was able to 
tackle and how. It also left Be Ready 
open to criticism of being little more 
than a mouthpiece for government 
policy, although such criticism was  
not widespread.

This raises an important question 
for the future of community-led 
preparedness and planning. While there 
is growing support for community-led 
approaches among the emergency 
services, how far can this support extend 
when faced with major differences in 

government and agency policy on one 
hand, and local community priorities 
and values on the other? How far is ‘just 
enough’ to enable community-led 
projects to foster greater shared 
responsibility and build resilience to 
disasters, without being ‘too much’ for 
what is in many respects a risk-averse 
sector?

Of course there are important 
community safety and legal issues 
involved, but there is also an appetite 
from the emergency management 
sector to share responsibility with 
communities in practice. More 
importantly, how will differences 
in perspective, values, goals and 
priorities in community safety and local 
emergency planning be negotiated 
between those that have statutory 
responsibility and risk management 
expertise, and those that have local 
knowledge and who personally live  
with the consequences, whatever they 
may be? 

Access the Be Ready Warrandyte case 
study and more research from the Out of 
Uniform project at www.bnhcrc.com.au.

A cartoon 
developed to 
help promote 
the Be Ready 
Warrandyte 
cause.

A bottom-up 
approach 
to bushfire 
community 
engagement 
was 
undertaken 
by Be Ready 
Warrandyte.
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DATA CENTRE FIRE SUPPRESSION

FIRE SUPPRESSION
AT CANBERRA 
DATA CENTRES
A nitrogen–water mist provides fire suppression in an 
information technology data centre.

BY SCOTT HARRIS

Victaulic National Fire Protection Manager

Since its creation in 2007, 
Canberra Data Centres (CDC)  
in the Australian Capital 

Territory has used the latest technology 
to be as efficient, green, secure and 
reliable as possible.

When it came to choosing a  
fire-suppression system to install across 
multiple zones, the company wanted 
a solution that was in keeping with its 
green ethos, cost-effective, would cause 
minimal disruption in the event of 
any incident and would not affect the 

facility’s excellent up-time record during 
installation.

The Victaulic Vortex 1500 Hybrid 
Fire Suppression System has been their 
solution and is now provided as a base 
service to all the data centre’s clients.

“This system demonstrated the 
qualities that are needed for fire 
suppression in an ICT environment,” said 
Peter Henson, Chief Technology Officer 
at CDC. “Additionally it meets the ‘value 
for money’ criterion we were looking for.

“The ‘stand up’ time from an incident 
to business as usual is significantly 
reduced compared to traditional fire 
suppression,” said Mr Henson. “In 
testing, it has been demonstrated there 

is no damage or residue following 
deployment.”

Equipment enclosures, commonly 
found in data centre and electronics 
facilities, present significant fire 
suppression challenges and are 
considered local application hazards. 
Traditional single-agent water mist 
systems often need to be installed 
directly within an enclosure to 
suppress a fire. An internal installation 
would require the equipment to be 
de-energised before a water-mist system 
discharge occurs in order to prevent 
damage and injury.

If fire suppression is required in a 
larger area, where multiple enclosures 

The hybrid 
supression 

system 
installed at 

Canberra Data 
Centres.
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DATA CENTRE FIRE SUPPRESSION

or pieces of equipment may need to 
be protected, this is considered a total 
flooding application. In a total flooding 
scenario, the water mist concentration 
that enters an enclosure will not be great 
enough to cool and suppress the fire.

In either scenario the equipment 
inside the enclosure would be subject to 
extreme wetting conditions along with 
possible damage.

The system CDC now uses delivers a 
blend of water and nitrogen to suppress 
and extinguish local application and 
total flooding fires. It is effective for small, 
smouldering enclosed fires and large, 
heat-releasing fires in open spaces.

With nearly zero wetting, the system 
is especially suited to the CDC’s 
requirements.

Although the preconception exists 
that water cannot be used in information 
technology equipment areas, testing 
has shown that water can be deployed 
in this hybrid nitrogen-style discharge 
and be extremely effective, even in very 
small amounts, using very tiny particles. 
In tests, data was not lost and no hard 
drives were damaged by the discharge 
from the suppression system.

Much of the system’s innovations 
lie in the emitter. Using proprietary 
supersonic atomisation technology, the 
emitter atomises the water, forming a 
dense homogeneous suspension of 
nitrogen and water. The average droplet 
size is around 10 μm, and the minimal 
amount of water released per emitter—as 
little as ¼a gallon/min or 1 L/min—essentially 
eliminates any wetting in a space.

The system uses 97% less water than 
high-pressure water mist systems. The 
tiny droplet size means there is a hugely 
increased heat-absorbing water droplet 
surface area.

The system was installed by Wormald 
Fire Systems (ACT), which works closely 
with Fire Protection Technologies, 
Victaulic’s international distributor of 
Vortex in Australasia.

Since the system extinguishes fires 
in open, naturally ventilated areas, 
maintaining room integrity is not 
essential and annual fan testing of the 
enclosures is not required.

This feature made installation easier 
and there was no disruption to ongoing 
data centre operations. Proper room 
integrity for many inert gas systems 
requires custom construction to control 
airflow. Sealing a room to meet specified 
leak rates can be a challenge for facility 
owners and contractors.

When a system is installed in data 
centres, system emitters should be placed 
so that they do not directly impinge on the 
device. The preferred installation practice 
is for emitters mounted in a sidewall 

Data centres, 
like this 
one at CDC, 
require 
complex fire 
protection 
measures.

configuration and arranged so that the 
blended suspension of water and nitrogen 
will be directed down hot and cold aisles.

High velocity and low pressure 
creates a uniform blend of water and 
nitrogen. Water is introduced to a jet 
stream of nitrogen at supersonic speed 
then delivered with the nitrogen into the 
protected space at 65 km/hour. This 
swirling, vortex-like distribution fills the 
hazard space and quickly extinguishes 
the fire with little or no water residue. 
Electronics are kept dry and there are no 
toxic agents or chemicals involved.

The system’s green credentials also 
appealed to CDC. “Our approach to data 
centre delivery is that it should constantly 

strive to be as green as possible,” said Mr 
Henson. “All our site improvements are 
delivered to meet this green goal. The 
system discharge has no greenhouse 
[gas] footprint at deployment as it 
consists of water and nitrogen only. 
This fits in with CDC’s green and clean 
environmental philosophy and was 
certainly a contributing factor to its 
selection.”

The centre keeps spare nitrogen 
bottles on site so that any of the four 
cylinder banks can be quickly put 
back on line in the event of a system 
discharge. Empty nitrogen cylinders can 
then be quickly recharged at any local 
industrial gas supplier. 
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WORKPLACE  SAFETY

BY RACHEL SUTTON

Holman Webb Lawyers

The Work Health and Safety Act 
2011 (WHS Act) requires all 
persons conducting a business 

or undertaking (PCBU) to ensure, so far 
as is reasonably practicable, the health 
and safety of:

◆◆ �workers engaged, or caused to be 
engaged by the person, and

◆◆ �workers whose activities in carrying 
out the work are influenced or directed 
by the person while workers are at 
work in the business or undertaking.
This primary duty of care requires 

duty holders to ensure health and safety, 
so far as is reasonably practicable, by 
eliminating risks to health and safety. 
If this is not reasonably practicable, 
risks must be minimised so far as is 
reasonably practicable.

PCBUs owe a similar duty of care to 
other people who may be at risk from work 

MANAGING CONTRACTOR RISKS
What are you doing to manage the risks in your workplace?

carried out by the business or undertaking.
Under the primary duty of care 

a PCBU must ensure, so far as is 
reasonably practicable:

◆◆ �provision and maintenance of a 
working environment that is safe and 
without risks to health, including safe 
access to and exit from the workplace

◆◆ �provision and maintenance of plant, 
structure and systems of work that 
are safe and do not pose health risks 
(e.g., providing effective guards on 
machines and regulating the pace 
and frequency of work)

◆◆ �safe use, handling, storage and transport 
of plant, structure and substances (e.g., 
toxic chemicals, dusts and fibres)
◆◆ �provision of adequate facilities for 
the welfare of workers at work (e.g., 
access to washrooms, lockers and 
dining areas)

◆◆ �provision of information, instruction, 
training or supervision to workers 
needed for them to work without risks 
to their health and safety and that of 
others around them

◆◆ �health of workers and conditions of 
the workplace to be monitored to 
prevent injury or illness arising out 
of the conduct of the business or 
undertaking

◆◆ �maintenance of any accommodation 
owned or under their management 
and control to ensure the health 
and safety of workers occupying the 
premises.
The WHS Act requires duty holders 

with shared responsibilities to work 
together to make sure someone 
does what is needed. This requires 
consultation, cooperation and 
coordination among duty holders.

For example, different duty holders 
may influence how work is carried 
out (e.g., suppliers, contractors and 
building owners). If more than one 
person has a health and safety duty in 
relation to the same matter, they must 
consult, cooperate and coordinate 
activities so far as is reasonably 
practicable in relation to the matter. 
Each must share health and safety-
related information in a timely manner 
and cooperate to meet their shared 
health and safety obligations.

The duty to ‘consult’ does not require 
agreement, although each duty holder 
retains responsibility for discharging 
their health and safety duty. 

FPA members with WHS enquires should 
contact the Workplace Relations Department at 
wr@fpaa.com.au.

CASE STUDY—PRIMO
Recently, WorkCover prosecuted P&M Quality Smallgoods (Primo) in the NSW Industrial Court for a 
breach of section 10 of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2000 (OHS Act). This section deals 
with the obligations of controllers of premises to ensure safety of workers in their workplace.

Under the WHS Act, a PCBU with management or control of a workplace must ensure, so far as is 
reasonably practicable, that the workplace and anything arising from the workplace does not put at 
risk the health or safety of any person.

In February 2010, Primo engaged a concrete drilling and sawing contractor to cut part of the 
concrete floor of a mezzanine level at its premises.

The contractor cut through a concrete nib wall, which he claimed he was instructed to do, 
and which required him to alter the guard on his cutting machine, before cutting through a pipe 
containing butane, causing a fire.

The worker was required to leap from the mezzanine to escape the fire, as the steps had been 
removed. He suffered burns to his left forearm and the top of his head.
PRIMO HAD IN PLACE ALL OF:

◆◆ �what was described as a “comprehensive and modern system for managing and monitoring 
occupational health and safety”, including a risk management manual, an OHS management 
system, an emergency management plan and a contractor’s guide to site safety

◆◆ �annual training for all employees and contractors in risk and contractor management
◆◆ �training for its managers in OHS risk management and assessment training.

WHAT LET PRIMO DOWN WAS:
◆◆ �absence of a risk assessment prior to the contractor’s task
◆◆ �failure to ensure the butane pipe was clearly labelled, colour coded and isolated or disconnected 
before the task

◆◆ �absence of a temporary stairway installed to the mezzanine level for access and egress by the 
contractor.
These were all steps that may have been taken had there been compliance with Primo’s OHS 

management system. Given the risk to safety, Primo was convicted and fined $110,000.
In this instance, as controller of the premises, Primo and the contractor may have avoided the 

situation altogether by simply consulting with each other beforehand and each ensuring that there 
was a thorough risk assessment of the work before it commenced.

MODEL WORK HEALTH 
AND SAFETY ACT
The Model Work Health and Safety Act (WHS Act) 
applies to all Commonwealth Government agencies. 
Each State and Territory also has its own version of 
the Act which may include some minor modifications. 
This is with the exception of Victoria and Western 
Australia which, as yet, have not adopted the WHS 
Act and instead have their own state-specific 
legislation regarding work health and safety. 













This case study outlines a 
methodology for building 
realistic earthquake disaster 
scenarios for major cities, 
using Adelaide as an example.
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Earthquakes pose a major risk, 
with their immense power 
taking lives, destroying buildings 

and disrupting societal functioning. In 
this case study, using Adelaide as an 
example, we analyse an earthquake of 
magnitude 6.0 occurring on the Para 
Fault at a depth of seven kilometres and 
with its epicentre seven kilometres from 
Adelaide’s CBD.

This study is part of a broader 
research program from Risk Frontiers for 
the Bushfire and Natural Hazard CRC. 
It seeks to deliver a suite of scenario 
simulations that investigate realistic 
disaster scenarios, scenarios that lie well 

beyond emergency managers’ recent 
experience. These scenarios will help 
emergency managers stress test their 
operations by revealing blind spots and 
vulnerabilities in their strategic planning.

Historical experience
Despite its low seismic activity, Australia 

is more vulnerable to earthquakes 
than one would expect by virtue of its 
concentration of population and the 
value of its building stock, much of which 
is structurally unable to withstand even 
moderate seismic shaking. The 1989 
magnitude 5.6 Newcastle earthquake 
rates as one of the costliest natural 
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WHAT IF A LARGE 
EARTHQUAKE 
HIT ADELAIDE?

EARTHQUAKE PLANNING

To help agencies prepare for future disasters, research is modelling the potential impact of disasters that are 
beyond our experience, such as a major earthquake affecting a capital city.
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