
The SPPF provides the broad framework for wildfire 
protection policy and provisions in the planning scheme. 
Relevant provisions in the SPPF include:

This clause sets out objectives and general implementation
measures for wildfire protection. It requires planning
authorities to:

• identify priority hazard environments in planning schemes

• consider fire hazards in planning decisions affecting the
identified areas

• have regard to a range of specific fire protection guidelines

• seek the advice of the relevant fire authority if the
guidelines are not likely to be complied with or if additional 
measures are believed necessary.

The identification of priority hazard environments 
is achieved through the use of the WMO. 

The purpose of this VPP Practice Note is to give guidance
about:

• the wildfire protection provisions in planning schemes
• the application and operation of the Wildfire Management 

Overlay (WMO).

What is the objective of wildfire protection?

Victoria has one of the highest levels of wildfire risk in the world. The objective for

wildfire protection, which is set out in clause 15.07 of the State Planning Policy

Framework (SPPF), is to assist the minimisation of risk to life, property, the natural

environment and community infrastructure from wildfire.

Planning schemes contain a range of provisions for minimising this risk. Some of the

provisions, such as the WMO, can be tailored by councils to suit local wildfire risk factors.

Other provisions apply Statewide and cannot be changed.

What are the wildfire protection provisions?

The wildfire protection provisions seek to ensure appropriate development and land

management in areas of high wildfire risk. The provisions include:

• SPPF

• Local Planning Policy Framework (LPPF)

• rural zones

• WMO (clause 44.06)

• exemptions in certain overlays and particular provisions

• decision guidelines (clause 65)

• referrals (clause 66)

• incorporated and reference documents.

A planning permit application should address all relevant parts of the planning scheme,

not just the wildfire protection provisions. Before starting to prepare an application,

applicants are encouraged to find out all of the planning policies and provisions applying

to the site.
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The purpose of the WMO is to:

• identify areas where the intensity of wildfire is significant and likely to pose
a threat to life and property

• ensure that development includes specified fire protection measures and
does not significantly increase the threat to life and property from wildfire

• detail the minimum fire protection outcomes that will assist to protect life
and property from the threat of wildfire.

The WMO identifies areas where there is the potential for loss of life and
property in a 1:50 year fire scenario. Under this fire scenario, development
requires special protection to withstand the passage of the fire. This protection
includes moderating the intensity of the fire through vegetation management
and aiding fire suppression through the provision of water and access for
emergency vehicles.

This clause contains a policy ‘to encourage subdivision in locations with... low
vulnerability to fire’ and is intended to discourage new subdivision in high fire
hazard areas. 

This clause states that planning schemes should ‘enable referral of applications
for subdivision and plans of subdivision to relevant…authorities responsible
for…the management of fire risk areas…’.

This requirement is achieved through the application of the WMO, which
requires applications to be referred to the relevant fire authority under section
55 of the Planning and Environment Act 1987 (the ‘Act’). The purpose of the
referral is to enable assessment of a range of risk factors by a fire authority. 
It has wider application than the requirement in clause 66 for subdivision
applications creating a road outside the metropolitan fire district to be
referred to the Country Fire Authority (CFA).

The LPPF sets out the local policy context for a municipality and includes a
Municipal Strategic Statement (MSS) and local planning policies (LPPs).

The MSS can be used to identify particular wildfire risk areas in the
municipality and to outline the council’s strategy for fire protection and 
fire risk management to be achieved through the planning scheme. 
The strategy could include, as appropriate, use of the WMO, special
requirements in a LPP or a schedule to a zone or overlay, or a Municipal 
Fire Prevention Plan or wildfire emergency plan. 

A description in the MSS of specific wildfire risk areas or situations provides
the strategic basis for the use of local provisions over and above the 
Statewide controls.

A LPP addressing wildfire risk issues is not generally required. However, in
areas where wildfire risk is a significant issue, a responsible authority may wish
to use a LPP to guide discretionary decision-making. For example, the LPP may
include specific wildfire risk criteria for land use or building siting and design
that should be met if a permit is to be granted. The policy could also refer to
any local guidelines or fire prevention plans that are relevant to a decision on
a permit application. A LPP should be developed in consultation with the CFA.

In the Rural, Environmental Rural and Rural Living Zones a dwelling ‘must be
connected to a reticulated potable water supply or have an alternative potable
water supply with adequate storage for domestic use as well as for fire
fighting purposes to the satisfaction of the responsible authority’.

This requirement applies regardless of whether the site is affected by a WMO.
Responsible authorities should consult with the CFA to establish the levels of
water supply or storage appropriate for fire fighting purposes in areas that are
not identified as priority hazard environments and, therefore, not subject to
the more stringent requirements of the WMO.

Clause 16.01
Residential development
for single dwellings

Clause 19.01 
Subdivision

Local Planning Policy
Framework

Municipal Strategic
Statement

Local planning policy
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Exemptions for
wildfire protection

Decision guidelines

Referrals

Incorporated and
reference documents

Certain planning scheme provisions contain exemptions from the need for a
permit to remove, destroy or lop vegetation where it has been decided that
wildfire protection objectives should have priority over the objectives of the
relevant planning provision. These provisions include the Environmental
Significance Overlay (clause 42.01), Vegetation Protection Overlay 
(clause 42.02), Significant Landscape Overlay (clause 42.03), Heritage Overlay
(clause 43.01), Public Acquisition Overlay (clause 45.01), clause 52.17 
(Native Vegetation) and clause 62 (Uses, buildings, works, subdivisions 
and demolition not requiring a permit).

Clause 65 of the planning scheme extends the consideration of wildfire
protection issues to all planning permit applications regardless of whether 
the site is affected by a WMO. Clause 65 requires that before deciding on an
application or approval of a plan, the responsible authority must consider,
among other things, whether the proposal will ‘produce acceptable outcomes’
in relation to ‘the degree of…fire hazard associated with the location of the
land and the use, development or management of the land so as to minimise
any such hazard’.

Clause 66 requires subdivision applications that create a road outside the
metropolitan fire district to be referred to the CFA. In the Act a ‘road’ includes
a ‘highway, street, lane, footway, square, court, alley or right of way, whether
accessible to the public generally or not’.

The SPPF requires the responsible authority to have regard to a range of
specific fire protection guidelines, which are either incorporated or reference
documents in planning schemes, including:

• Municipal Fire Prevention Plans

• Code of Practice for Fire Management on Public Land, Department of
Conservation and Natural Resources, 1995

• Building in bushfire-prone areas, CSIRO and Standards Australia – 
SAA HB36–1993

• Design and Siting Guidelines: Rural Subdivision Principles,
Government Printer, 1978

• Planning Conditions and Guidelines for Subdivisions, CFA, 1991

• any relevant regional catchment strategy.

The WMO
The WMO is a risk management tool which seeks 

to ensure appropriate development and land

management in areas of high fire intensity. The WMO

is not intended to be the main determinant as to

whether or not development should proceed. It is

intended to ensure that development in areas of high

fire intensity has appropriate water supply, access,

building siting and design and fuel-reduced areas

around buildings.

The WMO uses a performance-based approach to

achieving these requirements by specifying objectives

and outcomes to be achieved. An application must

demonstrate how it achieves these.

The objectives and outcomes for buildings and works

relate to:

• water supply and connections

• emergency vehicle access

• design and siting of buildings and works

• vegetation management (to reduce ground fuel).

The objectives and outcomes for subdivision relate to:

• fire protective features (in the subdivision design,

siting and layout)

• access (public and private) for emergency vehicles

and evacuation

• water supply (for land-holders and 

emergency services)

• public open space (as a fuel-managed buffer)

• vegetation.

3
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The objectives of the WMO may compete with other

objectives in the planning scheme (such as objectives

for vegetation retention). Before deciding on an

application, the responsible authority must decide

which objective(s) should be given more weight. 

The weight given to different objectives will affect the

responsible authority’s assessment of the proposal’s

siting and design. Therefore, it is important that all

planning objectives relevant to a site are identified at

the pre-application stage so that any competition

between objectives can be resolved at the design phase.

Recent changes affecting 
the WMO
Development in areas where people and property may

be at risk from wildfire is regulated in two ways:

• in the planning system, the WMO can be used to

ensure that development satisfies fire protection

objectives and does not increase the threat to life

and surrounding property from wildfire

• in the building system, regulation 6.4 of the Building

Regulations 1994 provides for councils to designate

bushfire-prone areas. Construction in these areas

must be in accordance with the relevant

performance requirement of the Building Code of

Australia (BCA). Australian Standard AS 3959–1999,

Construction of buildings in bushfire-prone areas,

is deemed to satisfy the performance requirement.

Fire protection measures include improvements to

construction to provide fire protection for buildings, 

and mitigating damage from wildfire through

vegetation management and the provision of

emergency vehicle access and water.

In January 2000, AS 3959–1999 was incorporated into

the BCA. The Standard introduced a requirement for 

a site bushfire attack assessment to be carried out for 

a building in a designated bushfire-prone area at the

building permit stage. The purpose of the assessment 

is to identify the category of bushfire attack so that the

appropriate level of fire protection required in the

construction of a dwelling can be determined. 

The site assessment procedure is set out in section 

2 of AS 3959–1999.

This change to the BCA means that two site

assessments may be required for a development – 

one at the planning permit stage (if a WMO applies)

and another at the building permit stage (if the site 

is in a designated bushfire-prone area).

To streamline the site assessment process and avoid 

the potential for a development to be categorised

differently in the planning and building systems,

applicants are encouraged to undertake a single site

assessment process at the planning permit stage. 

This process is set out in the Building in a Wildfire

Management Overlay Applicant’s Kit (CFA 2002) 

and it applies to an application for a dwelling or a

dwelling extension in a WMO and a designated

bushfire-prone area.

The site assessment process set out in the kit is

sufficient to meet the need for a site assessment under

the relevant performance standard of the BCA.

Therefore, a further site assessment at the building

permit stage is not required. The site assessment will

indicate which category of bushfire attack is applicable

to the site of the building. For each option, the kit

recommends a standard planning permit footnote,

which specifies the category of bushfire attack

applicable.

The criteria for mapping the WMO have also changed.

The WMO will be mapped using the same criteria as 

the bushfire-prone areas designated under the 

Building Act 1993.

Where should the WMO 
be applied?
The WMO should be applied to designated bushfire-

prone areas. Bushfire-prone areas are better defined

and may be larger than the areas shown on the WMO

maps initially produced by the CFA. These WMO maps

used a geographic information system to map areas

having the potential to support severe wildfires.

Although the maps were available Statewide, they have

not been universally adopted in planning schemes

because of the fragmented nature of the information,

which makes the maps difficult to administer.

Bushfire-prone area maps are digitally generated by the

CFA based on vegetation density and then ‘ground-

truthed’ using local knowledge of potential fire

behaviour to check for data accuracy and vegetation

changes. Ground-truthing should involve council

planners, building surveyors and local and regional 

CFA staff. The regional CFA staff coordinates ground-

truthing. To be suitable for use in a planning scheme,

the maps should relate to property boundaries and

identifiable ground features such as rivers or roads.

Once the bushfire-prone area has been agreed between

the CFA and designated by council, a planning scheme

amendment can be prepared to apply the WMO. 

The local CFA Manager of Community Safety can

provide advice on ground-truthing and mapping the

WMO (see the contact information at the end of this

practice note).

Permit applications 
for dwellings
Under the WMO, a planning permit is required to

construct a new dwelling or alter or extend an existing

dwelling if the alteration or extension is 50 per cent or

more of the floor area of the existing building.

The Building in a Wildfire Management Overlay

Applicant’s Kit is a site assessment tool that is designed
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Permit applications for 
other development 
In addition to dwellings, the WMO also requires a

planning permit to construct a building or construct

or carry out works associated with the following uses: 

• accommodation (other than dwellings)

• child-care centre

• education centre

• hospital

• industry

• place of assembly

• retail premises

• timber production.

An application must be accompanied by a statement

which demonstrates that all fire protection

requirements for water supply, access, buildings and

works, vegetation and any other relevant matter have

been considered and incorporated. The WMO sets out

objectives and outcomes that the statement must

show have been achieved. A detailed wildfire

development plan showing how the fire protection

objectives are met should also be provided.

The following guidelines contain information that

may be useful when preparing or assessing an

application for a specific use in a wildfire risk area:

• Group Accommodation Guidelines, 

CFA/MFB, February 1997

• Recreation Accommodation Guidelines, 

CFA/MFB, February 1997

• Fire Safety in Sawmills, CFA, September 1997

• Draft Fire Risk Management Guide for

Plantations, CFA, February 2000.

A planning permit is also required to subdivide land.

Subdivision applications must be accompanied by a

statement demonstrating that all fire protection

requirements for protective features, water supply,

access, public open space and vegetation have been

considered and incorporated. A detailed wildfire

development plan showing how the fire protection

requirements are met should also be provided. 

The plan should be consistent with Planning

Conditions and Guidelines for Subdivisions, CFA 1991,

which is a reference document in planning schemes.

All applications must be referred to the CFA, unless

there is an agreement between the responsible

authority and the CFA under clause 44.06-3 of the

WMO. The CFA is likely to specify permit conditions

that the council must include on any permit granted.

Council

Colac–Otway, Corangamite, 
Golden Plains, Greater Geelong,
Queenscliffe, Surf Coast

Baw Baw, East Gippsland, La Trobe,
South Gippsland, Wellington

Campaspe, Greater Shepparton,
Mitchell, Moira, Murrindindi,
Strathbogie

Ararat, Ballarat, Central Goldfields,
Hepburn, Moorabool, Pyrenees

Hindmarsh, Horsham, Northern
Grampians, West Wimmera,
Yarriambiack

Greater Bendigo, Loddon, 
Mt Alexander

Alpine, Delatite, Indigo, Towong,
Wangaratta, Wodonga

Buloke, Gannawarra, Mildura, 
Swan Hill

Banyule, Hume, Macedon Ranges,
Melton, Whittlesea, Wyndham

Glenelg, Moyne, Southern
Grampians, Warrnambool

Bass Coast, Cardinia, Casey,
Frankston, Greater Dandenong,
Kingston, Mornington Peninsula

Knox, Manningham, Moroondah,
Nillumbik, Yarra Ranges

CFA community safety manager

Barwon Corangamite Area

Gippsland Area

Goulburn Murray Area

Midlands Wimmera Area – 
Region 15/16

Midlands Wimmera Area – 
Region 17

North Central Area

North-east Area

North-west Area

Outer Metro NorWest Area

South-west Area

Westernport Area

Yarra Area

Contact details

61 Separation Street
NORTH GEELONG VIC 3215
Tel: 03 5277 1499 Fax: 03 5277 1515

PO Box 1212
SALE VIC 3858
Tel. 03 5143 1820 Fax 03 5143 3056

270 Maude Street
SHEPPARTON VIC 3630
Tel. 03 5831 4075 Fax 03 5821 6745

1120 Sturt Street
BALLARAT VIC 3350
Tel. 03 5331 7966 Fax 03 5331 5509

19 McLachlan Street
HORSHAM VIC 3400
Tel. 03 5382 6672 Fax 03 5382 2774

45 Chapel Street
BENDIGO VIC 3550
Tel. 03 5443 7444 Fax 03 5442 2246

1 Ely Street
WANGARATTA VIC 3677
Tel. 03 5721 4122 Fax 03 5721 3497

120 Curlewis Street
SWAN HILL VIC 3585
Tel. 03 5033 1884 Fax 03 5032 2902

PO Box 50
MELTON VIC 3337
Tel. 03 9747 6014 Fax 03 9743 1387

182 Mt Bainbridge Road
HAMILTON VIC 3300
Tel. 03 5572 3122 Fax 03 5572 1625

120–122 Princes Highway
DANDENONG VIC 3175
Tel. 03 9793 4088 Fax 03 9793 1623

18–22 Lakeview Drive
LILYDALE VIC 3140
Tel. 03 9735 0511 Fax 03 9735 5985
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