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     Media release

                                 From the Premier of Victoria

Friday, 6 March 2009
PREMIER RELEASES BUSHFIRE BUILDING STANDARD
The Victorian Government will introduce tougher building measures for homes, targeting high bushfire risk areas, to help save lives and property.

The Premier, John Brumby, said the Victorian Government was taking action to rebuild and better protect communities in the wake of this year’s devastating bushfires.

“Victoria has endured Australia’s worst ever natural disaster, with the devastating bushfires claiming 210 lives and destroying more than 2000 properties,” Mr Brumby said.

“Our Government is standing by the many people in those communities who are beginning the long and difficult task of rebuilding.

“The Teague Royal Commission is examining all aspects of the bushfires, but our Government is taking action now to give certainty to people rebuilding in bushfire-prone areas and to lay out a clear framework for new homes including alterations and additions.

“Bushfire survivors want to start rebuilding their homes and their communities as soon as possible and we want to ensure they can rebuild in the quickest and safest way possible.”

Mr Brumby said Victoria was bringing forward the adoption of the Australian Standard for Design and Construction of Buildings in Bushfire Prone Areas. The standard was due to be adopted by all States and Territories in May 2010. It will be effective in Victoria from Wednesday, 11 March.
The new Australian Standard will apply across the whole State, and areas will be defined under six Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) categories from low to extreme risk. 

Every new home built in Victoria will undergo a BAL assessment as part of the application for a building permit. This will determine the method of construction to be used to better protect properties from the threat of bushfires.
In the most extreme fire risk areas, measures required for new homes may include: 

· Exterior walls must be constructed of non-combustible material such as brick veneer or concrete;

· Non-combustible material on the roof, veranda or deck;
· Sealed wall and roof joints to guard against ember attacks;

· Shutters made from aluminium or other non-combustible material, or toughened glass for windows;

· Door frames made from fire resistant timber, with a weather strip at the base;

· Metal, rather than plastic, external trimmings such as vents, guttering and down pipes.

“This year’s devastating bushfires have rewritten the rules, registering temperatures in excess of 1200 degrees Celsius and wind speeds of more than 120km/h,” Mr Brumby said.
“Prolonged drought and climate change require action on building standards, particularly in bushfire-prone areas. We must take into account extreme fire activity in building new homes.”

Based on 2008 building permit activity for new homes, 80 per cent will have the lowest rating – BAL-LOW – which will not require any additional measures. 

Applied to a typical one-storey brick veneer home: at the medium level (BAL 12.5-19), the cost to mitigate fire risk will be $11,535; at the high level (BAL 29- 40) the cost to mitigate fire risk will be $17,215; and at the extreme level or flame zone, the cost will be $22,108.

Mr Brumby said the Government would also conduct a review of the Native Vegetation Framework in fire prevention and how it is applied by local governments.

“We are examining what further actions landowners can take in regard to vegetation on their properties to reduce bushfire risk, while also balancing the needs of the environment and the very reason many people choose to live in heavily treed areas,” he said.

“In 2006 the Government made changes to give landowners more power to clear vegetation to mitigate bushfire risk under new planning permit exemptions. The review will look at how these exemptions can be more uniformly applied by local governments in high fire risk areas.

“We will also examine whether we need to give landowners in high and extreme bushfire risk areas even greater discretion to manage their properties and protect their homes.”
The Minister for Planning, Justin Madden, said that for the majority of homes in Victoria, the bushfire risk level was considered too small to warrant specific construction requirements.
“In areas where there is bushfire risk, that assessment will be done by builders, designers and architects,“ Mr Madden said.
“The assessment will take into account a range of factors including the specific nature of the site such as its distance to vegetation, the types of surrounding vegetation and the slope of the land. The building surveyor will check that these requirements are met and will ensure compliance with the new standard during the construction.”

The new residential building standard will apply to:

· New homes or outbuildings of any construction type such as brick veneer, mud brick and timber;

· Rebuilding of homes or outbuildings;

· Repairs to part of a building or outbuilding such as a garage, shed or fireplace; and

· Additions to homes and outbuildings within six metres of a dwelling.
“For bushfire survivors rebuilding their homes, we are streamlining the planning process, removing the need for planning permits. They need only apply for a building permit,” he said. “This will ensure clean up works are not hindered by the need for a permit and people can start the rebuilding process as soon as is practicable.”
Mr Madden said the new standards would decrease the bushfire risk, but would not make homes fireproof.

“People still have to enact their bushfire plan and make a decision of whether to leave early or stay and defend their property,” he said.
The Building and Plumbing Industry Commissioner, Tony Arnel, said the adoption of the new Australian Residential Building Standard by Victoria was an opportunity for Victoria to lead in developing new designs for homes in bushfire areas and innovating through building practices and the use of new materials.

“Adoption of the new standard represents an important step for the Victorian community and I am certain the building industry stands ready to meet the challenge of delivering housing that will provide greater protection from bushfires in the future,” Mr Arnel said.
He said the Building Commission would conduct a comprehensive consumer and industry campaign that will include running consumer seminars in bushfire affected communities and throughout Victoria, starting this month to explain the regulations changes to the community.
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