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1.0 Purpose statement 

The purpose of this document is to provide information to FPA Australia members and other 
stakeholders on the recent changes made to Australian Standard AS 3959-2009 Construction of 
buildings in bushfire prone areas. The changes to the standard resulted from Amendment No. 3 
which was approved by Standards Australia in November 2011. 

2.0 Audience  

This Information Bulletin is intended for: 

(i) FPA Australia members 

(ii) Key stakeholders in 

(a) the Bushfire Planning and Design Industry; and 

(b) the Building and Construction Industry; and 

(iii) The general public. 

3.0 Introduction 

Australian Standard AS 3959-2009 Construction of buildings in bushfire prone areas (the standard) 
was first published in March 2009 in response to the Black Saturday bushfires which occurred in 
Victoria on February 7, 2009.  The new standard replaced the 1999 edition which had last been 
amended in 2001. The 2009 edition of the standard specifies the construction requirements for 
buildings in bushfire prone areas to reduce the risk of ignition from a bushfire while the fire front 
passes. Construction requirements in the standard vary depending on the Bushfire Attack Level 
(BAL). There are five levels of BAL requiring specific construction requirements. 

BAL–12.5 Low Risk Risk of ember attack 

BAL–19 Moderate Risk 
Risk of ember attack and burning debris ignited by wind borne embers 
and a likelihood of exposure to radiant heat. 

BAL–29 High Risk 
Increased risk of ember attack and burning debris ignited by wind borne 
embers and a likelihood of exposure to an increased level of radiant heat. 

BAL–40 Very High Risk 
Much increased risk of ember attack and burning debris ignited by wind 
borne embers, a likelihood of exposure to a high level of radiant heat and 
some likelihood of direct exposure to flames from the fire front. 

BAL–FZ 
(Flame Zone) 

Extreme Risk 
Extremely high risk of ember attack and burning debris ignited by wind 
borne embers, a likelihood of exposure to an extreme level of radiant 
heat and direct exposure to flames from the fire front. 
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It is widely acknowledged that the 2009 edition of the standard was a vast improvement on the 
1999 edition.  Amongst other improvements, the 2009 edition included significant changes to the 
site assessment methodology and the construction requirements.  Despite these improvements it 
was acknowledged that the standard was published on the basis that some issues were 
unresolved and required further work. The preface listed a number of issues requiring further 
consideration as well as acknowledging that unanimity was not achieved in relation to construction 
requirements for BAL-FZ (flame zone). 

Since publication of the standard in March 2009 there have been three amendments proposed and 
implemented.  Amendment No. 1 dealt primarily with a number of editorial and non-technical 
corrections, while Amendment No. 2 included a response to some, but not all of the issues listed in 
the preface to the standard that were resolved by the Standards Australia FP-020 Committee. 

In June 2011 Standards Australia FP-020 committee developed draft Amendment No. 3 to the 
standard. FPA Australia’s Technical Advisory Committee TAC/20 considered the proposed 
changes to the standard and determined that FPA Australia (the Association) should record a 
negative (No) vote due to significant concerns with certain aspects included in the amendments. 

FPA Australia’s main concern with Amendment No. 3 to the standard was primarily related to the 
introduction of the prescribed generic roofing systems for BAL-FZ construction. This particular 
matter has been addressed by FPA Australia through the establishment of Position Statement 
PS-02 Roof systems for Flame Zone construction in bushfire-prone areas. 

The Association’s Position Statement PS-02 provides comprehensive justification for 
FPA Australia’s decision to not support Amendment No. 3 as well as providing clear reasoning in 
support of the position taken by the Association in regards to roof systems for BAL-FZ 
construction. 

In addition to the inclusion of a prescribed generic roof system for BAL-FZ, Amendment No. 3 
proposed other changes to the standard. Some of these changes were supported by FPA Australia 
and some were not. The following discussion provides an outline of the Association’s view on these 
additional matters for consideration by interested parties. 
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4.0 Issues for future editions and amendments 

When published in March 2009, the preface to AS 3959-2009 (the standard) contained a list of 16 
issues (see below) to be reconsidered in future editions or amendments to the standard.  The 
inclusion of these issues was pivotal in persuading FPA Australia (the Association) to support 
publication of the original edition.  These issues were retained in the standard following the 
incorporation of Amendment No. 1 and Amendment No. 2 and are detailed in the table on the 
following page. 

A number of the issues were discussed in the findings of the 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission (VBRC) which also made recommendations to address some of these issues.  At the 
time of writing this document the majority of the issues originally identified in the standard remain 
unresolved. 

The inclusion of the list of outstanding issues in the standard achieved three outcomes: 

1. It publicly acknowledged that there were a number of contentious issues that had not been 
resolved by the committee at the time of publication.  The publication of the issues and the 
commitment to address them in future amendments or editions, particularly following the 
outcomes of the VBRC was a condition required by FPA Australia to support the 
publication of the standard in March 2009. 

2. It provided clarity to the reader that the standard as published was in need of further review 
and consideration of the issues contained in the list.  Such inclusion provided 
encouragement to those applying the standard that further work would be forthcoming in 
the short to medium term to resolve some of the perceived deficiencies of the standard.  
This gave confidence that alternative methods of assessing some of the acknowledged 
limitations of the standard were likely to have merit. 

3. It helped to inform those reading and applying the standard of the known limitations with 
the standard.  The publication of the list also helped to identify areas of research that 
should be undertaken to improve knowledge and develop a better standard. 

FPA Australia acknowledges that including a list of issues may not be a normal practice for a 
consensus document; however in this instance the Association believes it was appropriate.  
Therefore the Association considers that the list of issues should not have been removed from the 
standard and believes that they should be reintroduced into the preface until such time as they 
have been resolved satisfactorily. 
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Table of issues from the preface to the original edition of AS 3959-2009 

(i) Royal Commission—Standards Australia, with input from the Committee, will be making a submission 
to the Royal Commission, which is undertaking a review into the bushfires experienced in Victoria 
during February 2009. Research from the bushfires will assist the committee in making improvements 
to subsequent editions of this Standard. 

(ii) Refuges—Refuge areas and bunkers as ‘high protection areas’ will be researched and considered as a 
possible addition to this Standard. 

(iii) Flame Zone (10 m setback)—Currently, where the 10 m setback distance cannot be achieved, the 
performance of the elements of building construction that are less than 10 m from the classified 
vegetation is required to comply with AS 1530.8.2. The appropriateness of the test criteria for the risk 
is under consideration. 

(iv) Grassland—The inclusion of unmanaged grassland in the vegetation types and classifications. 

(v) Vegetation fuel loads—Currently, there is one representative value only for fuel loads for each 
vegetation category which may be conservative in some areas and consideration for multiple 
vegetation fuel loads will be given. 

(vi) Steel roofs—Tests to demonstrate the performance of steel roofs in a bushfire. 

(vii) Tiled roofs—The effects of wind on tiled roofs during a bushfire. 

(viii) Aperture size of window mesh and perforated sheeting—Ascertain the appropriate aperture size for 
window mesh and perforated sheeting used to protect windows and doors from ember attack. 

(ix) Subfloors—Requirements for the protection of subfloor spaces against ember attack. This Edition 
provides information concerning storage of combustible materials in the subfloor space. 

(x) Doors—The appropriate type of external door (solid core or glazed) for the varying levels of bushfire 
attack is to be researched. 

(xi) Log construction—The application of log construction as an exterior building element of construction. 

(xii) Straw bale construction—The application of straw bale construction as an exterior building element of 
construction.  

(xiii) Draught excluders—Gaps between the base of a door and the floor require a draught excluder that is 
non-combustible. 

(xiv) Sarking—Consideration is to be given to the effectiveness of sarking under different roof coverings. 

(xv) Glazed elements—The performance characteristics of glazed elements at elevated temperatures. 

(xvi) Fire resistance—Test methods for fire-resisting materials and assemblies, as currently, there is no test 
method available to assess the performance of fire-resisting materials such as plastics. 
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5.0 BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) Construction 

One of the changes included in Amendment No. 3 of AS 3959-2009 (the standard) was the 
removal of the paragraph in the preface of the standard which identified that the FP-020 
Committee was not unanimous in its support of certain aspects related to BAL-FZ (Flame Zone). 

The paragraph was included in the preface to allow publication of the March 2009 edition of the 
standard whilst committing the FP-020 Committee to review the provisions for BAL-FZ (Flame 
Zone) construction in light of the relevant outcomes of the Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission 
(VBRC). 

The VBRC final report made the following recommendations in respect of BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) 
construction: 

Recommendation 48 stated: 

• “The Australian Building Codes Board…amend the Building Code of Australia to 
remove deemed to satisfy provisions for the construction of buildings in BAL-FZ (the 
Flame Zone).” 

Recommendation 49 stated: 

• “The State modify its adoption of the Building Code of Australia for the following 
purposes: 

o to remove deemed to satisfy provisions for the construction of buildings in 
BAL-FZ (the Flame Zone)” 

Amendment No. 3 has: 

• Retained the Deemed-to-Satisfy (DtS) provisions for BAL-FZ despite the 
recommendations of the VBRC and inconsistent with the comments published in 
the original version of the standard in March 2009; and 

• Introduced two new DtS roof solutions, thus increasing the extent of DtS provisions 
in BAL FZ, which is inconsistent with the outcomes of the VBRC. 

FPA Australia (the Association) considers that the high risk nature of building in BAL-FZ (Flame 
Zone) is such that the community should have confidence that an approved system has been 
proven to perform as intended and offer an adequate level of protection. 

Occupants of buildings constructed in BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) are far more reliant on the materials 
and design of the building to protect them from the effects of a bushfire than occupants of 
buildings in lower levels of bushfire attack.  This is because buildings in BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) do 
not have adequate defendable space, an area of land around a building where vegetation is 
modified and managed to reduce the effects of flame contact and radiant heat. 
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The absence of adequate defendable space means the environment outside the building following 
the passage of a bushfire remains untenable for longer periods.  This reduces the opportunity for 
occupants to exit the building to an area of relative safety and therefore increases the reliance on 
the building for protection. 

FPA Australia acknowledges that the inclusion of a statement in regards to unanimity not being 
achieved on aspects related to BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) may not be a normal practice for a consensus 
document. 

However, the Association considers that having accepted the inclusion of a statement on the lack 
of unanimity to allow the original edition of the standard to be published; provides sufficient reason 
for the statement to be retained in subsequent amendments until such time as the issue has been 
resolved satisfactorily. 

It is clear that the final report of the VBRC supported the Association’s concerns in relation to 
aspects of BAL-FZ (Flame Zone) construction.  This demonstrates that the original statement 
remains as valid today as it was when the standard was first published.  On this basis the 
Association considers that the statement should not have been removed from the standard. 

6.0 Other less significant changes 

Amendment No. 3 to AS 3959-2009 (the standard) introduced a number of other changes that 
were supported by the Association’s Technical Committee for Bushfire Safety (TAC/20).  These 
changes represented improvements to the standard and offered more choice for consumers when 
designing buildings.  In summary the following amendments were supported: 

1. Minor variations to specific construction requirements for doors and windows including: 

(a) No longer requiring screening of openable parts of doors if the item passes the test 
criteria without screening; and 

(b) Allowing solid timber doors to include both laminated and reconstituted timber. 

2. Commonality of terminology within Sections 4 to 9. 

3. Changes to the Objective of the standard to align it more appropriately with the known 
mechanisms of bushfire attack. 
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7.0 Recommendations 

FPA Australia recommends that:  

1. You note this activity by TAC/20 and the Association to inform members of the changes 
made to the standard and consider the advice provided in this document. 

2. Bushfire Planning and Design accredited practitioners and other professionals working in 
the bushfire arena consider the concerns identified in this document and take these into 
consideration when 

(a) providing advice to community members; and 

(b) when preparing planning solutions and designs that respond to the assessed 
bushfire risk. 

8.0 References 
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9.0 Disclaimer 
The opinions expressed in this correspondence reflect those of FPA Australia however are subject to change 
based on receipt of further information regarding the subject matter. You should interpret the technical 
opinion or information provided carefully and consider the context of how this opinion / information will be 
used in conjunction with the requirements of regulation (state and/or federal); relevant standards, codes or 
specifications; certification; accreditation; manufacturer’s documentation and advice; and any other relevant 
requirements, instructions or guidelines. FPA Australia does not accept any responsibility or liability for the 
accuracy of the opinion / information provided, nor do they accept either directly or indirectly any liabilities, 
losses and damages arising from the use and application of this opinion / information. 
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