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New South Wales Fire Brigades Community Fire Unit Scheme 
- understanding the issues and implications

PROGRAM C

Project aim:Project aim:
Community Fire Unit (CFU) initiatives in New South Wales and the
Australian Capital Territory are increasing in popularity and cost. 

This developing and unprecedented approach requires detailed analysis in 
order to quantify its effectiveness in achieving key community bushfire 
safety goals and to gain an idea of the likely challenges facing the 
movement as numbers grow and new issues arise.

Methods:Methods:
An assessment was carried out utilising a range of qualitative and 
quantitative research techniques, the breadth of which was intended 
to provide a robust and objective set of results from which key issues 
could be identified and discussed. 

Data have been compiled from 10 agency interviews, 670 Community
Fire Unit member questionnaires, 50 public questionnaires and 4 
focus groups. 

Actions points for further research and policy relevance for agencies:

• A number of elements of the CFU approach have been highly successful at gaining volunteer interest. Further research should 
be carried out, investigating how this can be applied to other voluntary organisations.

• CFU members tend to share social, economic, experiential and educational attributes, a situation that yields committed and 
well-prepared volunteers. However, methods must be found to engage with and sustain a volunteer relationship with less aware 
or cohesive groups at the urban interface.

• The popularity of the CFU movement and its consequent growth has raised questions regarding future management and the 
allocation of resources among high risk groups at the urban interface. There exists a challenge in maintaining effectiveness and
ensuring the most vulnerable are identified and included.

• The program has been successful at developing a sense of empowerment and community resilience. However, there is a 
need to widen member’s focus from equipment operation to include a more holistic preparedness approach.

• The program has not yet defined its saturation point, i.e. the total number of units and volunteers that can be sustained both 
financially and safely in a difficult environment. The program has grown to over 6000 volunteers in 2007, with figures of 9000 
volunteers forecast by the end of the decade. Research to determine the total number of volunteers that the NSW Fire Brigades 
is capable of managing, with the current administrative and financial constraints would be beneficial to all stakeholders.


