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Building permit process to maximise bushfire rebuild roof material choices 
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Victoria’s building permit process will ensure the fire-testing of roofing materials for use in the Bushfire Attack Level (BAL) FZ zone (the highest level of bushfire risk) does not hamper home owners rebuilding after the February bushfires.

Building Commissioner Tony Arnel said that the Building Commission will allow home owners to submit plans without specific roofing material specifications so manufacturers have time in the next few months to complete their fire testing processes.
“There have been instances where home owners and their builders have found when shopping around for suitable building products to rebuild their homes, that their choice of a new roofing system has not yet been fire-tested,” Mr Arnel said.  

“Materials are available for roofs in the BAL-FZ zone, which represents the most extreme bushfire exposure conditions, but choice is often the issue for owners. Suppliers are bringing new products to market all the time and we know that the choice of materials is expected to expand considerably in coming months.”
“Rather than delay the rebuilding process or limit an owner’s choice of roofing materials because some have not yet been fire-tested, the decision has been taken to offer advice to industry regarding the process.”

Allowing home owners to submit plans without specific roofing material specifications would enable manufacturers to have time to complete their fire-testing processes. Building surveyors and councils are being notified of the process to ensure owners have maximum choice and that the rebuilding process is not hampered. 
Mr Arnel added that the building permit issuing process would not be delayed. 
“The Government introduced the new residential building standard early due to the overwhelming need to better protect our communities,” the Commissioner said.

“Industry and product suppliers are looking at testing new roofing systems, which will adhere to the highest of the Bushfire Attack Levels, BAL-FZ. Both traditional tiled roofing systems and also steel roofing structures will be available to the market in the coming months.”
BlueScope Steel has already completed assessments of commonly used steel construction solutions for compliance with the various BAL zones as defined by AS3959. 

Michael Reay of BlueScope Steel said that based on the fundamental non-combustibility of steel, a multitude of commonly utilised steel building solutions are already compliant with BAL zones up to and including BAL-40.  

“In addition, BlueScope Steel has already actively undertaken a communication program to inform Building Designers of their options in these BAL zones, through communications with and presentations to the Building Designers Association of Victoria in April 2009,” Mr Reay said.
 

“BlueScope Steel is aware of a number of industry-published composite (consisting of steel cladding/glass fibre insulation and/or fibre cement fire panel) walling and roofing/ceiling solutions that achieve FRL 30/30/30 or higher fire ratings and thus could be used in the BAL-FZ zone,” Mr Reay continued. 

“These systems are currently being assessed by BlueScope Steel Technology to confirm their compliance with the Bushfire Standard and their ability to provide viable, certified BAL-FZ steel roof solutions.  

“In addition, BlueScope Steel is preparing to undertake formal testing of steel roof systems against AS 1530.8.2 to further optimise the practicality, constructability and cost effectiveness of steel roofing solutions for the BAL-FZ zone.” 
How the Building Permit process will work

While awaiting the completion of fire-testing of roofing systems – expected to be completed in the coming months – the Building Commission has recommended that the relevant building surveyor of a project facilitate the start of reconstruction by doing one of the following:
· Issue a staged building permit for construction of the building to a stage that excludes the roof system. This will facilitate the start of construction to include footings, frame, installation of windows and doors and the cladding to the point where it will not interfere with the installation of the roofing system; or

· Issue a building permit that includes a condition to the effect that details of a compliant roofing system are provided to and approved by the relevant Building Surveyor prior to the installation of the roofing system. (This is not dissimilar to the industry practice as it relates to roof trusses where the building permit applicant does not have access to the full engineering details of a roof truss system at the time of application for the building permit but will at a later date when the trusses are finally ordered from the particular truss manufacturer.)
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