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Background

Prior to the Canberra Bushfires of 18 January 2003, the Heads of Conservation of
Canberrabs meojlecting institutionsy thea Australian War Memorial, the
National Museum, the National Gallery, the National Library and the National
Archives, were already well accustomed to working together in response to issues of
cultural significance, and to ensuring inter-institutional cooperation to achieve
common goals. Cooperation ranged from the exchange of ideas, documents and
research assistance on topics of mutual interest through to the provision of services
on a mutual-help basis (ie no funds change hands, but institutions stepped in to
provide assistance to the others as needed).

As of 1 January 2003 the most pressing and immediate issue facing the Heads of
ConservationwastheUni ver si ty of Canberr aébogserdadooi si on t o
training course. As a body, the Heads of Conservation took a leading role in working

with the Australian Institute for the Conservation of Cultural Materials to organise a

national summit on conservation training to identify other means by which

conservation training could continue in Australia.

Bushfire

The week of 14 i 21 January 2003 is clearly etched in the memories of all

Canberrans. During anxious days of intensive heat and raging hot winds, Canberrad s

residents and visitors went about their business, or savoured the waning days of their

summer vacation, with one eye on the thermometer, and one ear to the radio. By the

evening of the 17th, with mounting reports of the inexorable spread of forest fires

through New South Wales towardst he ACTOs borders, many reside
prepared for the worst. But when it came, the worst was well beyond what anyone

had imagined.

18 January 2003

During the night of the 17th of January 2003, the bushfires raging in New South
Wales crossed the Brindabella Ranges into the Australian Capital Territory.
Canberrad s r dssanddaunists alike watched anxiously as the searing wind drove
smoke across the summer sky, raining ash and glowing embers upon them.

Above, the views east and west from the front of the Australian War Memorial.
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Below, the views looking south, towards the Brindabellas and the approaching fires.

[
to be poised to take on the very heart of the capital. At the heart of the firestorm,

Danteb6s Inferno came to | ife in anidot
firefighters emerging from its depths, it was almost surprising to find that at the
suburbsd edges it was still dayti me.

This is whatthe f i r e st or molsoked ke to a Elainel Nine news reporter
filming on Eucumbene Drive, Duffy, with District Officer Darrell Thornthwaite:

C:\Documents and Settings\shacum\Local Settings\Temporary Internet Files\Content.Outlook\R9DJYVZJ\B Reeve
Bushfire Conservation Response paper print version.doc p.3of 17

By midday the firestorm had engul fed not only
t was on the brink of destroyingamentedr bs at t

mosphere



(DVD: Firefighters awaiting the firefront on Eucumbene Drive: 7min. 10 secs.)

Where the fire struck, it wrought almost total devastation. Undefended homes hit by
the conflagration burnt to the ground. In a few instances, generally where people had
remained with their homes, or had the energy and water pressure to wet down the
homes of their neighbours, homes or garages were saved or were only partially burnt
out. The effects of this near-total destruction of entire neighbourhoods were evident

in every aspect of the bushfir ditodof abjectser mat h:

brought in to the Bushfire Conservation Clinics, through the shock and sadness of
the stories told by the residents and emergency services personnel.

Above: Birrigai Outdoor School: Total destruction of ranger s 6 home and

Below: Effects of the windstorm which accompanied the firestorm

First steps to recovery

In the days immediately following the bushfires, the Heads of Conservation of
Canberrads maj or neeutd determinel the bastaneans by whicb they
could provide professional advice and assistance to the community. The most
obvious things to do were to provide clear and effective instructions on the safest and
most efficient means by which people could begin to salvage their personal
possessions, and to then assist with the conservation and restoration of those items.
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The first step was to ensure that as people began to search through the ruins of their
homes, to find and salvage whatever possessions remained intact, that the process
of searching did not itself put people at risk.

Tothisend,lre-wr ot e t he MeSalwage @perdtisns Blam.nThis document,

renamed, Fire damaged memorabilia: advice for bushfire victims, was posted on the

Me mor iwebsittswi t h a | ink to it fr oPRnnted bopieswfebsi t ed s
the advice were distributed to homeowners through the Lyons Recovery Centre,

where many ACT government and non-government agencies established a base

from which to provide advice and assistance to local residents.
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Disaster Recovery has four principal phases:

Disaster Response
Salvage Operations
Reconstruction

-
-
L]
m Disaster Recovery Assessment.

DISASTERS are unusual events that have resulted in injury, property or collection damage, or
in the disruption of normal services. A disaster is characterized by the need to institute plans for
the salvage and subsequent repair or replacement of property or objects.

If the disaster required the evacuation of the building or neighborhood in which it occurred, only
Emergency Services personnel are permitted in that location until the Emergency Services’ Chief
hands control of the site back over to its owners. The site should be inspected by an appropriately
qualified person ensure that it is physically safe for re-entry. After the site inspector has given the site
the “All Clear” for safety, the emergency may be considered to be over, and people may be permitted
to re-enter affected areas to commence salvage and clean-up operations.

Disaster Response

Disaster Response is the reaction to, and the elimination of, the emergency (fire, storm water or
burst pipe flooding, plant or equipment malfunction, chemical spill, building collapse, earthquake,
etc.). After containment and elimination of the emergency, the Salvage Team's first task is to assess
the degree and type of damage incurred and to plan the Salvage Operations. Insurance companies
should be contacted at this point.

Salvage Operations

Salvage Operations commence after the Emergency Services Chiefs have handed control of the site
back to the owners and the site's safety has been confirmed. The aim of Salvage Operations is to
identify, safely remove, and subsequently clean, repair and/or preserve the remains of objects of
high sentimental or monetary value.

The advice for bushfire victims reminded people that the first and most important rule
was to follow the instructions of Emergency Services personnel. The second rule was
to stay away from the ruins of their homes until they could be checked, stabilised and
confirmed as safe by a structural engineer.

Because many homes built in Canberra prior to 1984 contained asbestos, the advice
reminded residents of the urgent need to secure an expert inspection for asbestos
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before they themselves went onsite. Protection from the dangers of asbestos fibres

was a major preoccupation of the government as well: full page advertisements by

the ACT Bushfire Recovery Taskforce described in full the measures the government

was taking to detect and monitor the presence of asbestos in affected areas. Both

the Government 6s ads and t htailedshdwto useevaribusr b us hf i
types of face protection to prevent the inhalation of asbestos fibres.

And these were just the safety procedures people needed to follow before they could
even enter the burnt wreckage of their homes.

Safety onsite was the next most important instruction: the advice emphasised that
people should take such basic health and safety precautions as wearing stout shoes,
long-sleeved shirts and trousers, dust masks (even in the absence of asbestos), and
a wide-brimmed hat for protection against the sun.

Successful disaster salvage is based on knowing which items to look for first, and
where to look for them. People were advised to clear doorways and passages first,
moving gradually in towards the centre of the building from the outside. The benefits
of working to a floor plan showing the layout of the rooms they were going into, and
the types of objects that should be found there were described.

During the first week after advice for bushfire victims had been promoted on the radio
and released to the website, | was very pleased to receive a couple of calls and
emails from people who had used it and passed it on to others. Simple, step-by-step
information is always welcome.

The second stage towards helping the Canberra community salvage its possessions

was to provide specific conservation information on what to do and how to do it for

the various objects that people found in the wreckage of their homes. The advice

itself described the OFirst Aid for Findsdé pri
most of the types of burnt and water-damaged items which people would find

More highly specialised instructions were provided in two pamphlets written by

Canberra conservators. Conservation staff at the War Memorial wrote, Caring for

your Mementoes: Cleaning Soot Damaged Objects. This pamphlet, also available

through the Memorial s websi tte, descided thahe Ly ons
chemical and physical nature of soot itself, and the special cleaning requirements of

soot-covered objects. Like the advice for bushfire victims, Cleaning Soot Damaged

Objects was posted on the Memorial 6s wrmetssnite and
Lyons, Duffy, and Holder through the Lyons Recovery Centre.
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The second special publication was written by staff from ScreenSound Australia, the
National Screen and Sound Archive. Publicised via radio interviews and on
Scr eenSound &isst ad ordfie iddmaged audio-visual items: Films, Video &
Audio Tapes, Vinyl Discs and CDs/DVDs, described what to do, and (equally
important) what not to do, with singed or wet audio visual materials.

For people to be safe whilst they set about exploring the remains of their homes was
the beginning: as events unfolded, it became apparent that relatively little could or
would be salvaged intact froma n y o n e 6-gut horaer n t

Bushfire Conservation Clinics i Origins

Conservators from all of Ca n b e r r arcécslturainiagtitutions worked together to

hold 6Bushfire Conservation Clinicsd, -to which
damaged items for conservation advice. The first of these clinics was held on the

26th of January, just one week after the bushfires,

With the planning for its Australia Day celebrations well in place long before the
horrific experiences of the 18th of January, the Memorial determined to take
advantage of this opportunity to assist the Canberra community. Part of the planned

Australia Day celebrations at the Memorial wastobea 6 Br i ng i n ybéour Me mo
event. These events encourage members of the public, who want to learn more

aboutt heir famil yods mi | i t a,rty bridgi persooal gr family d exper i
military memorabilia for examination byt he Memor i al 6s cur athors and
the course of discussing withthemt he obj ectsé historic, cultural

significance, Memorial staff also describet he obj ect s6 cameedsand preser
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