
 

No food, no fuel, no phones: Bushfires
showed we're only ever one step from system
collapse

February 7 2020, by Anthony Richardson
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This summer's bushfires were not just devastating events in themselves.
More broadly, they highlighted the immense vulnerability of the systems
which make our contemporary lives possible.

The fires cut road access, which meant towns ran out of fuel and fell low
on food. Power to towns was cut and mobile phone services stopped
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https://www.afr.com/companies/energy/mass-blackouts-hit-eastern-victoria-as-fires-bring-down-lines-20191231-p53nsx


 

working. So too did the ATMs and EFTPOS services the economy needs
to keep running.

In a modern, wealthy nation such as Australia, how could this happen?

In answering this question, it's helpful to adopt "systems thinking." This
approach views problems as part of an overall system, where each part
relates to each other.

In other words, we need to look at the big picture.

Through a systems lens

Systems are everywhere, from the coral ecosystem of the Great Barrier
Reef to the vast technology networks of global financial markets. In a
human sense, social systems range from the small, such as a family, to
large organizations or the national or global population.

The systems I mentioned just now are "complex" systems. This means
they are connected to other systems in many ways. It also means a
change in one part of the system, such as a bushfire in a landscape, can
set off unpredicted changes in connected systems—be they political,
technological, economic or social.

All complex systems have three things in common:

1. they need a constant supply of energy to maintain their
functioning

2. they are interconnected across a range of scales, from the
personal and local to the global and beyond

3. they are fragile when they have no "redundancy," or Plan B.
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https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jan/01/australia-bushfire-towns-supplies-power-houses-the-lot
https://phys.org/tags/complex+systems/


 

The case of East Gippsland

To better understand a complex system collapse, let's examine what
happened in Victoria's East Gippsland region, particularly the coastal
town of Mallacoota, during the recent fires.

This case demonstrates how one trigger (in this case, a bushfire) may
start a cascade of events, but the intrinsic fragility of the system enables
total collapse.

Transport-wise, neither East Gippsland nor Mallacoota itself are
physically well connected. Fires cut both the only transport connection to
East Gippsland, the Princes Highway, and the lone road out of
Mallacoota.

Smoke haze prevented air transport. This meant the only way out was by
sea, in the form of intervention by the Australian Navy.

Second, there were no reserves of food, fuel, water, medical supplies or
communications at hand when the fires had passed. Supplies ran so low
there were reports of a looming "humanitarian crisis".
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-australia-50975266
https://www.msn.com/en-au/news/australia/australia-teeters-on-the-brink-of-a-humanitarian-crisis-as-food-fuel-and-water-run-low-in-bushfire-ravaged-regions-and-the-navy-is-called-in-ahead-of-horror-46c-weather-predicted-for-saturday/ar-BBYwxb4


 

  

Defence and civilian authorities clear a tree blocking a road near Mallacoota in
January. Credit: Aus. Dept Defence

These shortages are no surprise. In Australia, as in most developed
countries, food and fuel distribution systems run on a "just in time"
model. This approach, originally developed by Japanese car
manufacturer Toyota, involves organising supply networks so materials
are ordered and received when they are needed.

Such systems remove the need to store excess goods in warehouses, and
are undoubtedly efficient. But they are also extremely fragile because
there is no redundancy in the system—no Plan B.
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https://www.ifm.eng.cam.ac.uk/research/dstools/jit-just-in-time-manufacturing/


 

Implications for Australia

Australia as a whole is, in many ways, just as fragile as Mallacoota.

We import 90% of our oil—a figure expected to rise to 100% by 2030.
Much of that fuel passes through the Straits of Hormuz and then through
the Indonesian archipelago. We have few alternative routes.

Nor do we maintain sufficient back-up reserves of fuel. Australia is the
only International Energy Agency (IEA) member that does not meet the
obligation to keep 90 days of fuel supplies in reserve.

As East Gippsland and Mallacoota have shown, many other connected
systems, such as food distribution networks, are critically dependent on
this fragile fuel supply.

A close shave

On January 3 this year—the very day HMAS Choules evacuated people
from Mallacoota – the US killed Iranian general Qasem Soleimani by
drone strike.

If Iran had responded by disrupting the flow of oil through the Strait of
Hormuz, throwing global oil supply into turmoil, Australia may have
faced nationwide fuel shortages at the height of the bushfire crisis.

Late last year Australia reportedly had 18 days of petrol, 22 days of
diesel and 23 days of jet fuel in reserve.

A global fuel crisis was avoided only due to restraint by both the US and
Iran. Australia might not be so lucky next time.
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https://www.tai.org.au/content/australia-ill-equipped-fuel-security-crisis-time-solution
https://www.smh.com.au/national/mallacoota-bushfire-evacuations-20200103-h1ksmj.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-50979463
https://www.businessinsider.com.au/strait-of-hormuz-explainer-oil-us-iran-tensions-2019-7?r=US&IR=T
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-09-19/australia-remains-vulnerable-to-running-out-of-fuel/11527492


 

The need for reserves

Our communities, especially in bushfire-prone areas, need more
redundancy to make them resilient to disasters. This might mean towns
storing water, non-perishable food, blankets, medical supplies, a
generator, a satellite phone and possibly fuel, in protected locations.

More broadly, Australia needs a national fuel reserve. This should be in
line with the IEA's 90-day obligations. In December last year, Australia 
reportedly had just 54 days' worth of reserves.

The federal government has recently looked to bolster reserves through
possible deals with the US and Holland. But overseas supplies will not be
very helpful in an immediate crisis.

The implications of the bushfire crisis are clear. At a national and
individual level, we must improve the resilience of the systems that
make our daily life possible.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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