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If you live in a bushfire-prone area, you’ll likely have considered what you will do in the event of
a bushfire. 

The decision, which should be made well in advance of bushfire season, is whether to stay and
actively defend a well-prepared property or to leave the area while it’s safe to do so.

The emphasis in bushfire safety is on leaving early. This is the safest option.

In “catastrophic” fire conditions, the message from NSW Rural Fire Service  is that for your
survival, leaving early is the 
only
option. 

       Read more:       How a bushfire can destroy a home

In other fire conditions, staying and defending requires accurately assessing the safety of your
house and the surrounding environment, preparing your property in line with current best
practice and understanding fire conditions .

It also requires a realistic assessment of not just your personal physical capacity to stay and
defend but also your psychological capacity. 

Why do people stay and defend?

Our survey of people who experienced the 2017 NSW bushfires  asked what they would do
next summer if there were catastrophic conditions. Some 27% would get ready to stay and
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/nov/11/catastrophic-fire-danger-what-does-it-mean-and-and-what-should-we-do-in-these-conditions
http://theconversation.com/how-a-bushfire-can-destroy-a-home-110795
https://www.cfa.vic.gov.au/documents/3554830/3557908/Defending+your+Property-V5.pdf/1ff83cbb-bd66-a52b-dcc8-6ab9bb8575da?t=1573692604910
http://www.bnhcrc.com.au/publications/2017nswbushfires
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defend, and 24% said they would wait to see if there was a fire before deciding whether to stay
and defend or leave.

Animal ownership, a lack of insurance, and valuable assets such as agricultural sheds and
equipment, are motivators for decisions to stay and defend. 

       Read more:       How we plan for animals in emergencies

If animal owners aren’t home they will often return to their properties when bushfire warnings
are issued, contrary to official advice, to retrieve or protect their animals  and physical assets. 

Although these decisions are understandable they can also lead people who aren’t physically or
psychologically suited to staying and defending to do so.

What if you’re not psychologically up to it?

The reality is that a bushfire is a threatening, high-risk situation. It’s hard to see, hard to breathe,
noisy and hot.

These conditions can overwhelm our ability to think clearly and act calmly. People in the Samp
son Flat Fire in South Australia in 2015
, for example, experienced high levels of stress which caused them to:

    -  change their plan at the last minute, including leaving late which is the most dangerous
response to a fire
    -  drive unsafely, especially speeding
    -  forget to take important items (such as medication)
    -  leave their animals behind
    -  engage in unrelated tasks that took up precious time
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http://theconversation.com/how-we-plan-for-animals-in-emergencies-126936
http://www.bnhcrc.com.au/publications/2017nswbushfires
https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/news/2016/sampson-flat-fire-research-findings
https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/news/2016/sampson-flat-fire-research-findings
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    -  ignore the threat (by going to sleep, for example).

This is one person’s account of how they responded as the fire approached:

[I] grabbed my son […] saw the smoke and […] went and got the boxes that I’d prepared which I
packed when he was a baby. So I had stupid things in the boxes, like baby outfits. But I can’t
freak him out […]

[I]n the back of my mind I’m thinking about what do I need to do […] I’ve quarter a tank of diesel,
I’d better go get diesel. I also had a back seat full of books that I’d been tidying up [from] his
room, so I thought op shop, better do that because I’ll clear the back seat. […]

Came in the house like a mad woman screaming for cats, nowhere in sight. I’ve got four cats
and not one of them [is there]. Grabbed a bag and then started putting stupid amounts of
clothes in like 20 pair of socks, and then basically I threw the dog in the car. […] So flat panic.

       Read more:       Bushfires can make kids scared and anxious: here are 5 steps to
help them cope

What’s going on with our thinking?

The spectrum of actions from frenzy and flight to freezing reflects the model of “ affective
tolerance ”.
When stress exceeds what we can tolerate, we can become hyper-aroused and may have
racing thoughts and act impulsively. 

Or we may experience hypo-arousal, where we shut down and feel numb and passive.
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http://theconversation.com/bushfires-can-make-kids-scared-and-anxious-here-are-5-steps-to-help-them-cope-126926
http://theconversation.com/bushfires-can-make-kids-scared-and-anxious-here-are-5-steps-to-help-them-cope-126926
http://www.crowe-associates.co.uk/psychotherapy/window-of-tolerance/
http://www.crowe-associates.co.uk/psychotherapy/window-of-tolerance/
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Our brains consist of three basic parts: the brain stem, limbic system and cortex. These are
sometimes described as the primitive, emotional and thinking brains.

In most situations, our thinking brain mediates physical responses to the world around us. 

But under high amounts of stress, this connecting loop between the more reactive emotional
and physical parts of our brain and our thinking cortex becomes separated. University of
California, Los Angeles, professor of psychiatry Dan Siegel describes this  as flipping our lid. 

Flipping our lid is an automatic response and, from an evolutionary perspective, it’s a highly
useful one – we don’t have time to think about whether or not to run when our lives are
threatened. 

But in a bushfire, these automatic responses are often not the best way to respond  and can
prompt us to make unsafe decisions.

To survive a bushfire, we need to make complex and often highly emotional decisions in rapidly
changing conditions.

How do you control the fear?

In an analysis of 33 people who survived extreme conditions in the Black Saturday bushfires ,
researchers tentatively concluded that the major contributor to their survival was their ability to
maintain their mental focus. They could control their fear and keep their attention on the threat
and how to respond.

In order to stay and defend safely, it’s vital to have the skills to re-connect the loop between the
thinking and the automatic and feeling parts of the brain . 

The AIM model , based on stress inoculation theory, suggests preparing before bushfire by
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G0T_2NNoC68
https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/sites/default/files/managed/downloads/12._i_think_im_going_to_be_frightened_out_of_my_wits_-_every.pdf
https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/ajem-apr-2011-deep-survival-experiences-of-some-who-lived-when-they-might-have-died-in-the-7-february-2009-bushfires/
http://www.danielgoleman.info/from-the-basement-to-the-balcony-your-brain-in-an-emergency/
https://www.psychology.org.au/getmedia/c24bf1ba-a5fc-45d5-a982-835873148b9a/Psychological-preparation-for-natural-disasters.pdf
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anticipating, identifying and developing strategies for coping with stress:

    -  

anticipate: know how the brain and body responds in an emergency (and that these are
normal)

    -  

identify: be aware that this response is occurring (what is happening in your mind/body that
tells you that you are acting from the “basement brain”)

    -  

manage: have practised strategies for switching mindsets and re-establishing the brain loop.

A large Australian study shows  people who are better psychologically prepared for a bushfire:

    -  have accessed information on what it means to be mentally prepared
    -  have previous experience of bushfires
    -  are mindful (have the ability to stay present)
    -  use an active coping style such as the AIM model (anticipate, identify, manage)
    -  have low levels of stress and depression.

Currently, the most accessible resource on developing mental preparedness is the Australian
Red Cross RediPlan guide  which includes preparing your mind based on the AIM (anticipate,
identify, manage) model.

       Read more:       Our land is burning, and western science does not have all the
answers
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2212420918310690
https://www.redcross.org.au/getmedia/b896b60f-5b6c-49b2-a114-57be2073a1c2/red-cross-rediplan-disaster-preparedness-guide.pdf.aspx
http://theconversation.com/our-land-is-burning-and-western-science-does-not-have-all-the-answers-100331
http://theconversation.com/our-land-is-burning-and-western-science-does-not-have-all-the-answers-100331
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