Complex fire at Papatotara
Southern Rural Fire Authority Winter Newsletter 2011
On 15 January at 6.41pm, a 111 call was received about a large vegetation fire burning towards the end of Papatotara Coast Road.

[image: image1.wmf] 

The Tuatapere appliance and tanker responded, arriving at the fire at 7.33pm. The Tuatapere crew had requested assistance from Rural Fire at 7.18pm, advising the fire was heading directly towards buildings in the area. When the Tuatapere brigade arrived they were faced with multiple spot fires occurring, a tractor on fire and the back-packers accommodation wing under threat from fire. Despite the initial suppression actions taken, the building was quickly lost to fire,  with the brigade evacuating the area after it became surrounded by fire. At this time the winds were averaging around 125kmh. A large plume of smoke was clearly visible from Riverton by this time. 
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Additional rural fire crews responded from Blackmount, Drummond, Hedgehope and Invercargill and three further Southern RFA tankers came from Otautau, Wallacetown and Invercargill. Two helicopters, which were later upgraded to three, were mobilised. SRFA fire operations coordinator Elton Smith arrived at the fire at 8.10pm and took over as incident controller. By 8.14pm two cars were found burned in the Hump Ridge car park, others were under threat and the contents of a shed were on fire. Hundreds of spot fires were occurring, threatening other buildings and the homestead nearby. The first two helicopters arrived about 8.30pm and were put to work at Rarakau Lodge. At this time a separate fire on a neighbouring property was investigated by air and found to have breached a fire break and was threatening an adjoining pine plantation.

Crews from Blackmount and tankers from Otautau, Tuatapere and Wallacetown began work to secure the surrounds of Rarakau Lodge as well as the homestead. Crews from Hedgehope and Drummond were put to work on the neighbouring property, which was a separate fire managed as a sector of the main fire. This resulted in the incident becoming a “complex fire” and named the Papatotara Complex Fire 2011. By about 1am, operations were scaled back to a rural fire crew from Invercargill who worked on spot fires using the Otautau tanker around the homestead overnight. 

Sixty rural fire personnel, 4 helicopters and 2 diggers resumed operations at 6am the following morning supported by the command unit which was being used by rural fire staff as the incident control point. At this time the investigation into the cause of the fires began.  On day five of the incident the site was fl own with a thermal imaging camera (later walked around burn edge in the operation) which mapped where a number of the hot-spots were located around the burn area. About this time minor grass and gorse fires started to occur both within the burn area and on the perimeter due to previously green unburnt vegetation being killed and cured off by the heat from the initial fire run. This caused some difficulties as crews needed to be reprioritised to other areas of the burn which were previously low priority areas. 

A significant number of rural fire personnel from throughout the district were rotated through this incident, most undertaking three-day deployments at a time and other slightly longer periods. This involved about 200 personnel from within the Southern Rural Fire District and about ten personnel from the New Zealand Fire Service who assisted on the first day of operations. Twenty-one days after the initial fire run the fire was deemed safe with the last resource leaving the site on 4 February. Since then the area has been patrolled as required, with deep seated burning continuing in isolated areas of the main burn area. Over the period of the incident about 4 million litres of water was transported by various SRFA water tankers to different locations within the Papatotara Complex which provides an indication of the nature of burning which took place. 100 ha were burnt.


[image: image5.wmf]
Elton Smith checking on property damage sustained around the hump ridge car park and back – packers on the second day of the incident.





An overview of the main fire run taken on the second afternoon of the fire. The Rarakau homestead can be seen to the left of the road and the hump ridge carpark and back-packers on the right hand side of the road. Note the spotting


distances across grass paddocks.





How close it came. Aerial view of the burnt out back-packers accommodation wing and damage around the Hump Ridge track car park.
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