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DUTIES OF THE COMMITTERE

Seotion 8 of the Public Accounts Committee Act 1951-1966 reads as
follows tw

8, The duties of the Committee ave -

(a) to examine the accounts of the receipts and
expenditure of the Commonwealth and each
statement and report transmitted to the
Houses of Parliament by the Auditor~General
in puvsuance of sub-section (1.) of section
fifty~three of the Audit Act 1901-1950;

(b} to xeport to both Houses of the Parliament,
with such comment ag it thinks fit;, any
items or matters in those accounts,
gstatements and reports, or any circumstances
connected with them, to which the Committee
is of the opinion that the attention of the
Perliament should be directed;

(6) to zeport to both Houses of the Parliiament
ay alteration which the Committee thinks
desirable in the form of the public accounts
or in the method of keeping them, or in the
mede of receipt, control, issue or payment of
public moneys; and

(&) to inguire into any question in connexion
with the public accounts which is veferred to
it by either House of the Parliament, and teo
neport. to that House upon that queation,

and include such other duties as are assigned to the Committee
by Joint Standing Orders approved by both Houses of the
Parliament,
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JOINT COMEITIEDR CPF PUSLIC ACCOUNTS

Ons Hundred and Sixth Revort

The Commopnweglth Tirg Bogrd

Chapter 1.
Introductjion

In its One Hundred end Fifth Report, which related to the
Report of the Auditor-Generel for 1967-68, Youx Committée reported
on the five thalt occurved at the Royal Australian Navel Air Station
at Nowra on 25 Decomber, 1967. A o result of that firce, veluable
aquipment that had been acquired in the United States of Americe
for the training of Tracker Aircralt Crcws was exbencively dameged.
During the course of its inguiry into this matior Your Coumittee had
occosion to examine the Commonwealtih Fire Board in conjunction with
its examination’of the Department of the MNavy.

2. For the purposes of that examingtion, public heerings
wore conducted at Parliament :louse, Canberra, on -

Tuesdey, 12 Hovember, 1968.
Tuesdny, 19 loverber, 1968.

3e The following witnesses were sworn at the Public Inguiry
and were examined by Your Committee:

Dopartment of the lavy

Mr, M, T, Hyland -~ Flzst Assistent Secrebary,
TFinance and Materiel.

Mr., W. H. Monk -  Principel Fire Officer, Shore
Bstoblishmenis, and Member,
Commonwealth Fire Boaxd.
De; mont of Vol
Mr, C, A, Inpen ~ Cheirmon, Commonwoalth Fire Board,

Mr. J« Co King -~ Sonior Assistant Di:ee'ctor-Genera.l,
Engineering.
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Obsoxvers:

During our Inquiry we were assisted by the following

Hr. R. G. Parker ~ Auditor-Genoral!s Office.
Mr., G. G. Glemn ~  Public Service Board.
Mr, C. T, Monaghan ~ Department of the Trsasury.



e

Choptox 2.
The Insupsnce of Commonyeglth Property

5. Commonwoalth policy in reloticn to the insurence of
Commonwealth property is laid down in Treesury Directions 7/1
and 7/2, Those Dirootions state that to the groetest oxtent
posgible the Commonwezlth acts as ite own insurer for all
proporty under its control and accepts insureble risks as
eaxly as possible in the production of property to be puichaged
by it. In accepting insurchble risks on behelf of the Common-
wealth, Departments axo requixed to ensure that: ’

(a) thexe is a seving to the Commonwealth by accepting
he risks and avoiding vhe cost of promiums. which
would otheruisc be porable Gireotly or indirectly
from Commonweelth fundss

(b) thoe property is under effective Commontraelth
’ control end 21l safopuards axe exercised ageinst
ocourrence of risks for which the Commonveslth is
acting es insurers;

(c) there is a clear line of demarcation botween
propexrty for which the Commonwecalth. accepts the
rigks and _woporty for which it loes-not, i.c.,
should 2 loss occur, therc would bo no Jloubt
about the identification of the property aftor
the loss as having been property on vhich the
Commonwoelth hed specificelly accepted insurchble
rigksi

(a) if the Commonweallh doos not offoot a saving in
o contect price by acting as its omm insurer, a
contractor shell not be relicved of responsibility
for Commonvealth-ovned property or property being
manufactured for the Commonwealth; and

(e) the Commonweelth is not plecod in a position of
relieviny the contractor's insurers of olaims



through destroyed property owned by the contractor

bolng ted as Cor 1th property.

6. Yo wore informed by the Treasury Observer, QBe 401
Ur, lonsghan, thet this policy had beon, leid down in 1909,  °° 404
Ho statod that studies thot hed boen mede had showm that the
Commonwaclth gains overell by ocrrying its om insurancs visks.



Qe
Chapter 3
The History of the Board

7 A Commonwealth Fire Board was first constituted in

January 1909 by the Minister for Home Affairs, following a Cabinet

direction that Commonweslth buildings were not to be insured.

The Board, which was a part-time body,comprised a consultant and g"-“"“nh

ire Board
officers of the several C alth Depart: At the time Report,
of its establishment the C 1th Fire Board was not envisaged ‘g?”'ﬁoé:;gs.

@8 a permanent body but on 30 October 1919, its establishment on
& pernanent hasis was given Ministerial approval, The duties
of that Board weres

. To collect detailed information pertaining
to fire protection of C alth buildings
and works.

. To obtain the advice of & Fire Brigade expert

and to formulate a general scheme upon which
the necessity for providing for fire fighting
appliances in each building might be considered,

° . To frame instructions for ithe guidance of
officers in charge of applisnces and submit
& report to the Miniaster,
8, Because of a lerge reduction in Commonwealth building

activity, the Board was disbanded in 1930 .

9% ¥e were informed that in 1941 the Department

of Defence Co-erdination prop d the re-establishment of

the Commonwealth Fire Board hut due to wartime problems this

proposal did not become effective, In 1945 the Business Board

{Detence Division) of the Department of the Tressury proposed

that the Commonwealth Fire Board should be re-established, Effect  Commonwealth
was given to this r dation on 3 October 1946 when the g:;:r?:rgg -60
Minister for Works and Housing approved the reconstitution of the ;md Q998
Board on the bakis of a central authority - the Commonwealth Fire

Board « to be established te supervise requirements of the

Commonwealth in regard to fire fighting principles and

appliances and to ensure uniform application of approved methods

throughout C lth departments
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10, The new Fire Board was to comprise the following
members: ’
e Chairman - a senior technical officer of the Commonwealth
Department of Works end Housinge Fire Board
. The Chief Officer of the Melbourne Fire Report,1959-60
Brigade,
« A representative of the Service Departments,
+ A representative of the Service Departments,
and

o A representative of the client Department for .
specified Works Projects under review, to be
co=-opted as necessarye.

It was also envisaged that.arrangements would be made for each
State Branch of the Department of Works and Housing to arrange
consultations, where necessary, between a senior engineering
officer and representatives of the State Fire Brigade,State
Water Supply Authority and client Department. Reports of

such cons\iltatigns,‘ when necessary, were to be submitted to
tﬁe Commonwealth Fire Board for review,



Chapier 4.

Tho Tunctions of the Board

11, The firet Report of the nevly-constituted Doord,
ispued in 1959-60, etated that the Dowrd is an edvisory body
waich mekes reconmondotions but does not issue direetions.
The adviee given by the Doard is relsted nainly to:

«  Tue planning aund construction of buildings

to minimise the occuxrence and sprecd of
fire end o veoteet lifc.

. The type ond seale of provision of slarm
and oxtinguishing eguipinent.

. The propulgation of rccommended practices
ained of discoureging hezandous procedures
virich could endenyer life and property by
fire.

. Scouring unifornib; of proctice and
stendardisation of five cquipment in
Commonyreelth Depertuments.

120 o were informed by the Depcrtment of Yorks witness

thot vhen the Fire Boaxd wes re-osteblished it geve carly

consideration to the moxmer in whiclh it should decl with its

functions. The amount of vori: involved /o8 nssessed to be Qs. 1001,

1004, 1005

so grect that the Board decided thet it would need to rely and 1020

0 a lerge extent on zveilable experts. It requosted the
deportnent of Works to arranze for discussions with local
fire awthoritice ond, if necessary, with local wcter supply
anthoritios and obhers to detormine whet five procantions
and fire fighting oquipment should be provided in o1l
Commonvesalth buildings. I relied, therefowe, to a large
extont on uelozation of its work. The Boowd hou teken the
view that it would offer cdvice if it was réquestod to do
so. Its advicelias been sou=it in respect of specific
projects cend it hes siven edvico in such circumsctances.

Tt wos stubed that the Doord sccks 4o secure uniformity of
preciice end stendardisation of fire cguipmont in Commonwenlih
Depertments, mainly by the issuc of circulers conbaining
reoounondations.
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12 It wos sbabod thet the Depertment of Works has o
responsibilit, fox the meintenanct of Commonwealth propexty.
Boch Brench of thet Dopertnent hes o fire protection officor
who malies Adequacy and Effectiveness Surveys, In theso
circumgtonces we questioned whe witnesses regexrding the
nobure of these surveys and their relationsiiip to the work

of the Fire Donzr.

1k, e were infouued thot the bepertment of Vorks
Qesires 0 conduct “hese surveys at twe-yoor intervels 'put
the frequency varics. The nature of the suxveys dezends
to some extent on the cssessment of the natuxe of the
buillings and the activities enzaged in ot the particulsar
Commonuealth cetchlishments. The ingpections result in
reporis vihileh are sent o the pubthowrily thet occupies the
estoblishment, The Departacnt of Works providos estimotes
for tho work thet iz recommendel by its fire protection
officor and it is then & matter for the awthority concerned
to decide the exbont of this work that should be undertakon.
The Adequacy and Effectiveness Survey Reports, hovever, aro
not forwexded to the Fire Bozrd ir normsl circumstonces.
The Chairmen of the Firc Doar! confirmed thet, in fach, vexry
fow of the survey reports heve boen axcmined by the Firve
Board, and what it is o motbeor fox the Dapertument of Vorks
to decide vhether or not o refor such rwports to the Board.
It wos cleimed thet the Firo Doard camnot associate itself
vith o1l of the dotailed work necessery in fire proteciion.
Such on involvement would reguive o considoreble incresse in
the Boardts work load. In pructice the Fire Board leaves
mony fire protection mobbers for crrangemont or diascussion
between the Deportments and the expemt fire protoction
officers end the fire brijedes.

15, We wlso quusbionct Sie Chedmman of the Fire Board
speeifically on his undovstarding of the functions and
purposes of the Doaxd. %o were informed that the function
of the Booxd is to rocoumend construetion meterials and

Q. 1057

@s. 934 to 937,
and 1058
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building design so that the occurrence or sproad of fire im

thereby minimisod, Bound up with that is an endeavour to

encure that exit sxrengenents ave cmple so that in the ovent Q. 1070
of fire therc will not be risk to the occupants of buildings. and 1071
The Fire Zoard issucs recommondations doeling with such

uwebttors as the cvoidance of hezerdous practices and the

avoidance of the cceumulation of combustible materials which

would aid the spread of fires. It zlso discouvages the

placing of artiecles of furniturc or other cquipment in cxit

routos wlich would affect the efficioncy of the original good

plemning of e building. He informed us thet the Board, also
rocommends, in the cuse of mejor buildings, the typo and

oxtent of fire detection and fire oxtinguishing equipment to -

be instcllec in Commonwealth buildinge, or any ofhor buildings

on request, He added thot the safoty of life is the primary

concern of the Fire Boord.

16, Ve wore informed that in 1965 tho Depertment of

Works hed xccomended thet the Pire Board chould visit a1l

Stetes, os it was thought to be dosirable for the Toard to  Ixhibit 106/5
ostoblish bettor liaison with Stote firve fighting authorition and Qz. 2011
ond to cexxy out inspoctions of Commonwealth buildings in and 1194
oll Stotea. It wes also thousht thet these visits would

help to interest the various Depc.r.tuonta in the activitics

of the Board, The first visit vas mede in Deceuber 1965

and visite have continued et intervels of obout four months.

As ot Dovember 1968, Sydney, Conberre, Adelaide and Porth

had cach been visited on two occasions, and Darwin, Alico

Springs ond Brisbone once.

17 Before meking a visit, the Boaxd. esks the Director
of Works in tiwe Stote or Texritory to suzgest buildings and
works which it misht inspoct. It moy' itsclf nominate somo.
buildings or works in which it is intorosted. Its.
inspections are medo from the point of viow of fixe protection.
L% wos sadd that althoush, due to limited time, tho
inspeciions arc not as exhousbtive as the routine Adequecy
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and Lffoctivenoss Surveys conducted by the Department of
Vorks, meny undegsiroble features have been noted,

18, Te wore informcd that the Tire Board preperes

reports on its inspections and these are forwarded 1o the Czhibit  106/%
Director of Works in the Statc or Territory concermed and, and Q. 1195
es appropricte; to Hepartments occupying the inspeeted

buildings.  Copios of the reports, however, are not normally

forvrarded to bl.e Department of tho Interior, nutwithstanding

that Deportmont's rosponsibilitios in relstion to Commonwealth

property. ’

19, It wes sboted that during the visits tle Fire Board

usually formelly meets the Chief of the locul Fire Brigede

and genior officers of the Department of Works in thoe avea

end Gisousses mobtors relevont to fire protoction. During

i%s ingpections it is accompenied by a rcopresentative of

the occupying Depertuent or Authority and & fire protcction

officer or other represcenictive of the bronch of the

Departuent of Workse It wos clso suid thet the Bosxd mey

peruse plans beinyg prepared for new buildings end check thot

proposed fire preceuvions ore sotisfactory. In xzezerd to Hxhibit 106/5
the porusal of plens during an intorstabe visit, we wero and Qs. 1195
informed by the Chelimon of the Firve Doard that if there is to 1205.
a building proposed for vhich the plans ore aveileble, and

time permits, the pleng would bo examined., He emphasisod

thet in this rogord the time clemont is importont. IHe

added, however, that the Doaxd would not alwoys have an

opporbunity to peruse plane for ¢ proposcd Comnonyealth

building becouse it would not necesserily be aware of the

proposal to crect the building. ile considered that it

might be desirvcable for the Board to heve such an opportunity

but that this would involve an cxpension in the steff of the

Pire Joowl end would 2dd to its costs. In resexd to this

motter the Depextmont of Works witness informed ug thot

thero is an exrengoment whereby plons of now buildings nust

be considered by the Depertment's own Lixze protection
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officors. In the case of major but not of minor buildings,
they talte the plans to the local fire brigade which hes the
rosponsibility of fighting o fire and mey have to edministor
roguletions in connection with new buildings fox the area.
Hie added that the Fire Board's inspection of plons for
proposod buildings avises for two reesons - first, that the
building hae some speeial foature or is spocielly large cnd
tho Dopaxtment of Works therofore decides to rofer it to the
Firo Beard. The second reozon is thet from time to time
checks arc made on the offectiveness with which the Depgu’tmcnt‘
of Works is sofeguerding the aspects in whieh. the Fire Board
is intercsted.

20, The Department of Works witness stated thet no
formol cortificate is issued cithex by o locel fire brigado
or by the Fire Board to shou thet they have scen and approved.
the pleng: for a‘building. He did not considor that such a
certificato ougir‘a {0 be igsued ond expleained that a rocord is
kept of discussions thet ocour with these bodies. In the
cege of o refewence to the Fire Board, the Board makes e
formel report to the Department or Aubhority thab submits
plans. Then the Department of Torks subnits plens o o
fire brijate, o note velating to any perticuler roguirements
set dovm by the firc brigede or by the Dopawtment of Works
fire protection officer is given to thw srchitects who are
dosigning the building.

21, As part of its submission the Department of Works
tondored detnils of the visites wele by the Fire Board cince
1965. Three of those visits in im.rticular attracted our
ebtention.,  In Mexch 1966 the Board visited Sydney vwhexe

it inspected sevoral buildings, including the ADC Tolovimion
studios. Mhoen we asked tlic Chaimmen of the Fixe Board to
inform us of the Boord's findings on those studios ho stated
that verbel commente had boon mede to the ABG officer who
accompanicd the Board on ite inspcction. Ho added bhat as
the ABC is not a Commonwealth Depertmont it had been

Q. 1205
to 1210

Exhibit 106/

and Q.1220
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considernd questioncble whethor the Fire Board had any right

to male formel recommendctions in thet instance. In August
1966 the Fire Board vigited Canberre eni inspucted tho
Administretive Building, the Cenberre Community Jospital, tho
Secrcteriat Building end the offices of the Burcew of Mineral
Resourcos. The Board clso discusscd with a member of the
Mational Copitel Development Commission certain firc protoction
rnettors and some undesireble featuvres thet hed boow noticed

in the buildings that lied beon inspected.  In laveh 1968 the
Firo Doord returned to Canberzrn and inspectod Russcll Offices
Building fo,9 and the Netional Librery Building, which wore
under construction at that time. It also inspected tho
Government Printing Office: During this visit, however, no
atterpt was made by tho Boord te re~inspeet the undesireble
footures that hed boon discoverod during the inspoctions medo
in 1966, While the Cheimman of the Fire Boord agreed thet Q. 1224
there would be merit in follow-up inspections by the Board z:dligg’{
of buildings whers wndesirvable foaturcs had beon discovered,
he oxpressed '1:11;:‘ view that it is more important to inspect
entirely different buildings on a subsequent visit to on arca -
then to nake rc.—inspactions. In this context he omphesiscd
thet the Fire Doord hes no stotutory authority to require
action to be taken folloving its advice. If the iire Board's
recommendations have not beoen 1’01101706:, the responsibility
rests with the Dopertments and Authorities to vhom the

recommendotions wore given.

22,. As the #ice Board has been onnoged over a period of

some threc years in intersbate inspections; wo questioned tho
witnesces in regerd to the formulation of Fire Board ostimatos,
perticulerly in reletion to travel. e were informed that Qs. 1227
the Dj.rcetor of Finance of the Department. of Works who is to 1239
responsible for the pi-eparation of the Department's estimates
of expenditure, had not at any time sought from the Chairmen
of the Fire Board a proposed programme of travel for the Board
as the basis for the formulation of an estimate,.
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- Choptox Y,

Departmental Fire. Reports..

23 Tie were informed that in 1957 the Fixe Board hed
held dipenssions with the Department of thie Trocsury deeling
with the xeporting of fires, 28 it conmidered thet it should
Vo informed of oll fires thet occur in departmental prumisos.
PFollowing these discussions the Doparteent of the Treesury
had issued & circuler whiech wes incorporated letor in Troasury
Direetion 33/11., Theb Direobicn ptetes that in eddition to
zeports reeuined by Dizections 33/1 to 33/9, Lupnriuents
shall repoxt the occourrence of firos on Commonuerltil: property
to the Coumonweelth Fire Board, Vepartment of Jorks, Nolbournc.
Tho report shell includes

(a) date ond time of fizeg
(b}  location of propurtys
(c) doscripticn of proporty:
(1) owner
(ii) ocowpying depertnent §
(iii) " congtruction ;
iv contents §
(v) usazo
(d)  firo demoger
(i perticulers 3
(id estimated value of dumesye to building
and contents 3
(¢)  mothod of extinguishing fire 3
(£)  ocausc of firep

(g)  Liro protection and Fire fighting equipment
installed § and

(h) commonts (perticularly as %o the effecotivencss
of itens under (g) ond whebhor automatic
equipment opercied.

ak, It woo statod thet the mennor in vhich the
informotion requirod should be swbmitted Yo the Firc Board
hag been left to the discretion of cach Depertment.
Departnents mey, if they so desive, compile a form ox merely
provide the information in a letber. In support of this

Q.962
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approach, the witnose representing the Departmunt of Torxks Q. 962
inforemed ue thet souwe reporis ard mede out by tochnicel to 964
officers who are well versed in fire wettexs vwhile others

erc compiled by efministraotive officces without technical

Imoglodge. Tho Fivo Booard hed folt roluctant to seck o great

deal of information initiclly from Depsrimonts., Iis abbitudo

is thet it should obtain some information quickly =fter a fize

has occurred and seck further informetion ot 2 later stage

should it so .lewire..

250 The cvidence shows fhat all Gopartmentel reports

relobing to fires sre voferxrod to the Cheirman of the Fire
Board who, ofter cxemination, decidos whether or not thoy
should be subnitted to other Fire Boord meubers. He also Q. 973
deoides whother any further action, such as the obteining of
edditionel informetion on the ciroumsizices of a firc, should
be obtainsd from the Department concorned.  In explenction of
this proceduze 'i.’u ves statod “hat the Five Board is concornod
vith the prineiplon of [ixe protection and with the adcguacy
cnd cffcc'bivenc'ss of five procoutions, fire detection and
oxtinguishing equivment. It is particularly intevested in the
loasons that cen bo learnt from petterns or trends that arc
rovaaled in departmontel rayorts. Yhe Guteils of a particular
fire, liowever, are L'.suz-.liy found to be of less imporbance to
‘the Boerd then the trends thet arc obscrved fron a numbor of
fires. These fectors, and the lerge number of fires that
ocour cach yoear, vor. szid bo be the reasona for the Fire Board
not considoring each individuzl fire repoxt.

264 At our roguest the Departuent of tho MNavy subnitted

a copy of the xeporlt relating to the fire ait HHiAS Albatross,

Yowrc, thet it hed submitted to the Fire Toard in conformity ixhibit
with Preasury Direction 33/11. The Depewtmont clso

subnitted o copy of the Firv Boord's solmovledguent of the

report.

106/1
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27. Tho Department of the EKevy report, wilated,
indicoted, inter alin, thet building ¥o.25C, o treining hus,

at IMES Albatross hat beon severely damesed by fire on

25 December, 1967, and that o computor trainer hod also boen
sovercly demeged. he estimebed vilue of dmmege to the
“weilding ond itp contonts vwes undeclaxod. The couse of tho
fixe vas said o have boen an cloctric uxn. The report
statod that a Boord of Inguiry into the f'ive had been convened.

28, On 22 January, 1966, the Chaimticn of the Fire Doawd
acknovledgod the roport submitted by whe Depertnont of the MNevy
ond advised the Deportient that it would be notilied if any
furthor cetion wes contemplated, The witness representing
the Depertmont of the lavy informed us thot the FPive Loawd did

ncl seok eny further information regarding the five, Qs. 919

notuithstanding thet the citent of the loss incurred hed not and 1251

been doclared. He agreed, howover, thet in eccordence with

tho roguirenents of Treasury Dircction 33/12, the Departuont

should hzove cupplicd te the Iire Boerd deteils of tho value

of the loss inecurred vhen thet figurc became knowm.

296 The wilness represontin; tho dupertment of “orks Q®.977, 1035
and 1251

inforued us thab, in edéition to weceiving a report from the
Depertment of the llavy, the Plac Board hed obbainsd a meport
Lrom the Depariment of Works! office in Sydnoy. In thet
report tho district officor ab Lowwen hal indicated that the
ostincted cost of roplacing building if0,298 was $8,000 and
that the value of danege relating o the conbents of the
buildine wes unknowm because the contents were classifiod.
The Doportment of the Iovy witness, howover, informed us that
although the nature of tho cquivmont wos classified the
cutinated value of he demege involved was not o classifiod
mebter,  The voluo of the demege had not beon declared in
tho Deportment's roport o the Five Dosord beeause it hed not
beon espessed at the sbage when that report had beon
subaittod.



30, The consoquences of the failure by the Depextuont of
the Yovy to disclope the velue of damage incurred on tho
conpuber equipment and the failuve of the Firve Boerd to
spocificelly scek that information are declt with in the
folloving ohaptox, which relates to tihw reports of' tho Firo
Boaxd,
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Chapter 6.

The Reports of the Fire Board

31e During the course of the inquiry we examined each of

the Reports of the fire Board for the years 1959-60 to 1967-68.,
&lthough the Fire Board had been reconstituted in 1946, no

Report had been issued by the Board until 1959-60. In this

regard we were informed that the decision to issue an annual

report had been made by the Chairman of the Board in 195960

'merely for the purpose of informing Commonwealth Depnrtments

generally on trends in fire occurrence and causes, for °the

purpose of arousing some degree of fire consciousness. The

Reports of the Fire Board, however, have not been furnished >\-,i,s. 1083
to the Minister for presentation to the Farliament as, so tar.f‘o 1087
there has been no procedure or requirement for this to be

done. The Chairman of the Board expressed the view that as

the Board has no statutory authority and is purely advisory in
nature, it might be somewhat improper if portions of the Reports,
which are, in a degree, critical of the administration of Commonweslth
departments in this field,were to be given wide publicity,

32« In particular we examined the Report of the Fire Q.1094
Board for the year 1967-68, the year in which the fire had

occurred at HMaS slbatross, Nowra. We were informed that the

Report, which was undated, had been adopted by the Fire Board

at its meeting held on 26 august, 1968, On page 7 of that

Report it was stated that the largest fire loss reported

during 1967-68 occurred in the Postmaster-General's Department

hail Exchange building locnted at the corner of Bourke and

Lpencer Streets, helbourne, on 27 November, 1967. Demzge

was estimated at §750,000, of which $500,000 was building

damage. However, we noted that paragraph 310 of the Report

of the suditor-General, tabled in the Parliament on 20 August,

1968, had stated that the nrincipal losses by fire reported

by Departments to the huditor-General included an estimated $1,602,100
which related to building and equipment at Howra., In these .
circumstances we questioned the Chairman of the
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Fire Board as ta the adequacy of the Fire Board Report in the

absence of this information. The Chairman of the Board,

however, denied that this lack of information limited the

value of the Report and pointed out that, in fact, the fire v5. 1103
at the Melbourne hail Exchange was the largest fire loss to 1108
reported to the Fire Board in 1967-68. He added that any

information received by the Board subsequent to 30 June is not

included in the Report relative to the year ended on that date

but is included in the Report for the following year.

338 As attachments to its Report for 1967-68 the Fire
Board included 8 statistical. tables concerning each of the
years 1963-64 to 1967-68 inclusive in respect to the following matterss

+ Nhumber of Fires Reported.

« Reported Value of Fire Damage.

« Fires causing Reported Damage of $10,000 or more.
. Fires Started according to Time of Day.

« Occurrence of Fires by Doys of ileek.

. Fires according to Usage of Property.

« Fire Causes.

« bhethod of Extingudshment,

The Report submitted by the Department of the Navy to the Fire

Board in January 1968 relative to the fire at Nowra was

adequate to enable data r'eluting to that fire to be included

in ench of the tables listed gbove, with the exception of the 9s. 991
tables relating to the value of fire dumage. accordingly,

the Fire Board incorporated into those tables only such
details as were officizlly available to it on the Nowra fire,
notwithstanding that the Chairman of the Fire Board learned

in midAugust® from anAustralian Broadcasting Commission news
release, following the tabling of the Auditor -General's Report,
that ‘the volue of the fire at Howra had amounted to $1,602,100.
The Chairman of the Fire Board indicated that the value of that
loss would be included in the Fire Board's Report for 1968-€9
in conformity with the Board's normnl treatment of information
received subsequent to 30 June cach yeaor.

2
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3y The statistical dang inh ¢ in the p d of

recording in the tables to' the Fire Board isports information

relative to o previcus year were illustrated by an examination

of Appemdix No.l to the Fire Board's Report for 1967-68,

That eppendix showed that the number of fires reported had

inorezsed from 301 in 1963~64 to 447 in 1964-65. We wers

informed by the Chairmen of the Fire Board that the number

of fires shown for 196465 included an sppreciable number 21185
that had, in fact, ocourred in 196364 but which had not

been reported during that year.
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Chapter 7.

Conclusions

35. The evidence shows that since 1909 the Commonwealth, to

the greatest extent possible, has acted as its own insurer for all
property under its control. Directions issued by the Department
of the Treasury require departments, in accepting insurable risks
on behalf of the Commonwealth, to ensure, among other things, that
there is a saving to the Commonwealth by accepting the risks and
avoiding the cost of premiums which would otherwise be payable
directly or indirechy from Commonwealth funds. A further obligation
rests on departments to ensure that any such property is under
effective Commonwealth control and all safeguards, including fire
protection, are exercised against the occurrence of risks for which

the Commonwealth is acting as its own insurer,

36. Wi’len this policy was adopted a Fire Board was appointed,

at first on a temporary basis but permanently as from 1919, From
that year until 1928 the Board experienced difficulties in defining
its aims and functions. However, the evidence shows that, due to
a large reduction that occurred in Commonwealth building activity in
1930, the Board was abolished, Although an attempt was made in
1941 to re-establish the Board, the exigencies of the war prevented
its re-establishment until 1946,

37. It appears to Your Committee that, upon establishment, the
purposes of the Fire Yoard should have been enunciated clearly. It
also appears that, as the Commonwealth had acquired property to a
considerable value by 19%0, the disbandment of the Fire Board in
that year, on the ground that Commonwealth building activity had

declined, was not justified.

38, The evidence shows that since its re-establishment in
1946, the Fire Board has relied to a large extent upon the delegation
of its work, particularly to the Department of Works which has a
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responsibility for the main of C alth property. 1In
this capacity the Department arranges for its fire protection
officers to make Adequacy and Effectiveness Surveys of Commonwealth
property. We were disturbed to learn, however, that the reports
arising from these surveys are not forwarded as a matter of course
to the Fire Board and that, indeed, that Board has had access to
very few of these survey reports. Your Committee believes that
all Adequacy and Effectiveness Survey reports prepared by the
Department of Works should, as a matter of course, be forwarded

to the Commonwealth Fire Board.

9. Your Committee notes that, since 1965, the Fire Board has
engaged in inter-State visits to improve its liaison with State
fire-fighting authorities and to carry out inspections of Common-
wealth buildings. Your Committee believes that, rather than rely
mainly on the advice from Directors of Works in the States visited
as to the inspections that should be made, the Fire Board should
wholly develop its own programme of inspections, based at least in
part on Adequacs' and Effectiveness Reports that it has received.
Its inspections should be designed to emsure that all Commonwealth
property is inspected on a regular and effective basis, Your
Committee envisages that such a programme would include. the
re-inspection, as required, of property where the Fire Board had
previously discovered sub-standard fire protection features. Your
Committee also believes that, while the Fire Board maintains its
present form and relationship with the Department of Works, details
of its proposed programme of inter-State inspections should be
submitted annually to the Finance Officer of that Department to
serve as the basis of & properly constituted estimate of travel for
the Board.

4o, While copies of reports prepared by the Fire Board are
curre;ltly supplied to the Director of Works in a State visited by
the Board and are also supplied to departments occupying inspected
buildings, Your Committee believes that, as a matter of course,
such reports should be forwarded also to the Property Branch of the
Department of the Interior in the State concerned.
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W, We were informed that during ite inspections the Board

may peruse plans being prepared for new buildings and check that

the proposed fire preceutions are satisfactory. We were disturbed

to learn, however, that the Fire Board has not always taken the
opportunity provided to peruse plans of proposed buildings.

Your Committee is of the opinion that such a position is not consistent
with the 1946 Charter of the Fire Board, which included the words

'to supervise requirements of the Commonwealth in regard to fire
fighting principles and appliances and to ensure uniform application
of approved methods throughout Commonwealth departments!,

42, Your Committee notes that the Fire Board inspected the
television studios of the Australian Broadcasting Commission in
Sydney in March 1966. However, as the Commission is not a
Commonwealth department, the Fire Board felt reluctant to make
formal recommendations regarding the studios. As the Fire Board
was evidently competent to inspect the studios, Your Committee
believes that it should have offered a formal report to the
Commission for its guidence. However, the fact that this
reluctance existed points to a strong need for the role of the
Board in relati.on to properties occupied by Commonwealth Statutory
Authorities to be clarified.

43, Treasury Direction 33%/11 specifies that departments shall
report the occurrence of fires on Commonwealth property to the Fire
Board and itemises 8 matters that shall be included in such reports.
Your Committee is disturbed by the fact that while the Chairman of
the Fire Board receives all departmental reports relating to fires,
these reports are made available to other members of the Board at
the Chairman's discretion. Also, decisions are taken by the
Chairman as to whether additional information should be sought. from
depar_tments. We were informed that this procedure has been adopted
because the Fire Board is concerned with the principles of fire
protection and with the adequacy and effectiveness of fire precautions,
fire detection, and extinguishing equipment. Your Committee
believes that because of these factors and because Treasury
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Direction 33/11 states that departments shall report the occurrence
of fires on Commonwealth property to the Fire Board, the members of
the Board itself should have acce'ss to each departmental report and
should decide, corporately, on any further action that is required

in each case.

L, So far as the report by the Depart’ment of the Navy relative
to the fire at Nowra is concerned, it is clear that, in accordance
with the requirements of Treasury Direction 33/11, the department
should have furnished the Fire Board with details of the value of
the loss incurred as soon as that loss had been assessed. We also
believe that the Fire Board should have specifically sought that
information from the Department prior to 30 June, 1968, We further
believe that it would have been appropriate for the Chairman of the
Fire Board, when he discovered from other sources the value of the
loss incurred in the Nowra fire, to have sought confirmation of the
figure involved from the Department of the Navy for inclusion in
the Fire Board's report for 1967-68, ’

45, Your Committee's examination of the annual reports of the
Fire Board 5hov1;s that these reports relate each year to information
reported by departments in that year rather than to the fires that
occurred in that year. While the basis on which the annual reports
have been compiled is stated clearly, Your Committee doubts the
value of reports compiled in that menner. In one instance, for
example, we discovered that the number of fires shown as having been
reported during the financial year 1964-65 included an appreciable
number that had, in fact, occurred in 1963-6% but which had not been
reported to the Fire Board until the following year. Your Committee
believes that the annual reports of the Board would serve a useful
purpose if they related to the fires that occurred each year even

if this involved the amendment, in a later report, of figures
reported for an earlier year. We consider that where the Board
finds that, at the time of preparation of its. annual report, it has
not received all of the statistical detail relevant to fires that

occurred in that year, it should either report that the details are
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not yet available or should publish such details as it has in its
possession and indicate that they are subject to revision,

k6, The reports of the Fire Board have not been furnished to
the Minister for presentation to the Parlisment. We were informed
that so far, there has been no procedure or requirement for this
to be done., In this regard we note that when the Fire Board was
established initially, one of its duties included the obligation
to report to the Minister, As the Commonweslth, to the greatest
extent possible, acts ss its own insurer for all property under
its control, Your Committee is strongly of the opinion that the
annual reports of the Fire Board which relate to a major cause

of loss of Commonwealth property, should be made available through
the Minister to the Parliament. Your Committee rejects the view
put forward in evidence that as the Board is purely advisory in
nature, it might be somewhat improper if portions of the reports,
which are, in a degree, critical of the administration of
Commonwealth departments, were to be given wide publicity,

47, In this Report Your Committes has made several recommendations
which, on the evidence, it believes would improve greatly the
effectiveness of the Fire Board in the public interest. However,

we have noted that under its present arrangements the Board lacks

any form of statutory authority. The absence of such authority

was referred to by the Chairman of the Board in the context of the
Board's incapacity to emsure that advice which it gives to departments
is acted upon, In these circumstances Your Committee believes that
if the need for such an advisory fire body exists, consideration
should be given to the re-constitution of the Board, with clearly
stated responsibilities, including that of reporting to the

Minister and to the Parliament.

For and on behalf of the Committes,
) et /é&w

- RICHARD CLEAVER
DAVID M. REID Chairman.

Secretary,

Joint Committee of Public Accounts, -~ -
Parlisment House, ﬁ g
CanberraesseessA.C.T, ) *
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