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State fire authorities have been forced to wait two years for a federal boost in long-
term funding for air tankers to help control raging bushfires , after Canberra rejected 
a $25 million business case to expand the national fleet . 

The nation’s aerial firefighting centre sought the funding commitment in December 
2017 in a document that complained of a “loss in value” in essential federal support 
to deploy large air tankers. 

The request fell on deaf ears and the federal Coalition chose instead to offer “one-off 
” funding a year later, before this summer’s bushfire crisis forced a change in 
approach in recent days. 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison said yesterday he would offer “ongoing ” funding for 
the aerial firefighting fleet in the federal budget in May, in a decision that could end 
years of warnings over the decline in federal support. 

The National Aerial Firefighting Centre, which answers to state and territory fire 
authorities, asked for the increase in guaranteed federal funding from $14.8 million to 
$25.6 million in the business case prepared at the end of 2017. 

The formal request came after a warning the previous year about the need for a 
greater national air tanker capability, reported by The Age on Saturday. 
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The board of the NAFC at the time included NSW Rural Fire Service commissioner 
Shane Fitzsimmons and Victorian Country Fire Authority chief Steve Warrington as 
well as South Australian Country Fire Service chief Greg Nettleton, who chaired the 
centre. 

“Changes in aerial firefighting capability, primarily through using large air tankers that 
are funded solely by states and territories, has resulted in NAFC seeking an increase 
in Commonwealth funding ,” the brief said. 

“NAFC therefore requests that the funding base of the next funding agreement 
accounts for changes in aerial firefighting capability , changes due to inflation , 
foreign exchange, totally an annual increase of $10.774 million above the existing 
$14.8 million.” 
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While the centre also sought a one-off payment of $1.562 million, it emphasised the 
need for a longterm increase in the federal contribution to $25.574 million a year and 
that it be indexed to inflation . 

The Howard government reached an agreement in 2003 to contribute 50 per cent of 
funding yearly. But the federal contribution had fallen to 23 per cent by the time the 
NAFC issued the urgent plea. 

In its brief, the NAFC asked the federal government to acknowledge the “loss in 
value” of the Commonwealth help over time and to boost the funding permanently. 

In a key section, the centre also asked the Commonwealth to “acknowledge that the 
large air tanker and very large air tanker capability provides an enhanced national 
mobility of aerial firefighting resources which requires a Commonwealth contribution” 
to ensure the service would continue. 

Mr Morrison defended the federal funding by pointing to the decision at the weekend 
to deploy four additional air tankers and the commitment of $11 million on December 
12, adding to ongoing funding of $14.8 million. 

“The response that we made was to provide the additional funding last year of $11 
million and this year of $11 million, which brought it up to the level that was being 
sought in those years,’’ he said. “In this year’s budget, that will be provided again on 
an ongoing basis.’’ 

Mr Morrison said the federal government received a request at 8pm on Friday for an 
additional water tanker and moved on Saturday to provide four at the cost of $20 
million. “When you look at that over the scheme over the last couple of years and the 
additional resource that is being provided on top of our standing commitment of $15 
million, it means the resources were delivered. Now we will ensure they are there on 
an ongoing basis.” 

Pilot Dominic James said more federal support was needed to change the way 
Australia improved its national capability without relying on overseas aircraft. 

“In five years’ time, the Americans won’t be coming down in our summer to save us – 
they’ll be busy fighting their own fires ,” he said. 

“We’ve got to be able to look after ourselves. We’re in a fantasy zone.” 
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