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Two Gaspesian firefighters had 
the experience of a lifetime in Australia

job over a longer period. We

prefer doing it year around,”

adds Mr. Audet.

After their arrival in Aus-

tralia, the Quebecers were sta-

tioned in Bright, a village of

2,400 people located in the

northeast part of the state of

Victoria which is situated in

the southeast portion of Aus-

tralia. 

“It is a tourist place. It was

important to open the park

trails. It is their livelihood,”

points out Mr. Leblanc.

The heat was a major fac-

tor when they arrived. “It was

30 degrees when we arrived

and it went as far up as 44,” he

adds. “It went from 30 to 32,

then 38, 40, 42 and 44. It took

us three days to get used to it

but after that, it was all right,”

says Stéphane Leblanc.

He and Benoit Audet are

supervisors in firefighting. It

means that they have between

five and seven team leaders,

and each team leader manages

four firefighters. They are

consequently used to super-

vising between 20 and 25 fire-

NEW RICHMOND: – Two

Gaspesian firefighters, Benoit

Audet and Stéphane Leblanc,

recently returned from a

month in Australia, where

they combatted forest fires

with 21 other Quebecers who

are, like them, employees of

the SOPFEU, the Société de
protection des forêts contre le
feu.

The two men describe their

stay “down under” as the ex-

perience of a lifetime but it

was also very difficult, be-

cause of the time spent away

from home and of the rising

heat that prevailed as time

passed, independently from

the fires.

New Richmond’s Stéphane

Leblanc and Caplan’s Benoit

Audet were initially called to

leave around Christmas but

that departure was postponed,

which was a good thing for

the two fathers. They finally

left on January 18. 

“We had to stop in Quebec

City for physical tests. It is a

Canadian test that we have to

do every year. It is called WX-

Fit. It is very demanding, re-

ally tough. Usually, we know

in advance. This time around,

the notice was short,” explains

Benoit Audet.

“It was not easy. You leave

everything behind. It is win-

tertime and the family stays

here, with the storms and

everything,” he says. “Face-

time is fine but you are far if

something happens,” says

Stéphane Leblanc.

This was not the first time

the two men travelled for a

firefighting mission.

“Every year, we go away

to fight fires outside Quebec,”

adds Stéphane Leblanc who

has gone on missions in West-

ern Canada and in the United

States.

“It is our job. Going out-

side Quebec is a way to do our

small surface. We are used to

those things. It is important to

go as fast as we can, to pre-

vent the fires from spreading,”

they explain.

On occasions, they were

supported by a helicopter re-

leasing water from a bucket it

carries underneath, a tech-

nique also used in Quebec.

“In fact, the helicopter was

owned by a Quebecer, Fred

Carrier. It was a Sikorsky,”

points out Benoit Audet.

They travelled back to

Quebec on February 18. In

retrospect, they were quite im-

pressed by the way the

Aussies considered what they

had done.

“We came back tired and

proud. It was mission accom-

plished. We were greeted in-

credibly well. They (the local

firefighters) wrote us small

letters,” he adds.

“It is something I will re-

member all my life. They ap-

preciated the fact that we

spent 12-14 hours a day at

work,” emphasizes Mr.

Leblanc.

“We were treated like fam-

ily members by the firefight-

ers after two or three days.

Their fire station is a small

one, with 10 firefighters, like

ours in Bonaventure,” notes

his colleague.

“They really had some-

thing special. They often told

us ‘thank you for coming and

helping us’ (…) We saw that

they were grateful,” points out

Stéphane Leblanc. 

Both men were sad to see

the level of destruction sus-

tained by the Australian forest

but they came back with a

consolation.

“When we arrived (in Aus-

tralia), everything was uncon-

trolled. When we left,

everything was contained,”

says Benoit Audet, happy that

the group of Quebecers were

able to contribute a little to

that improvement.

Stephane Leblanc fought the

tough fires of Fort MacMur-

ray in 2016. He also worked in

the states of Idaho and Wash-

ington.

“The topography (in that

part of Australia) is similar (to

the Gaspé Peninsula’s). There

are mountains with steep

slopes and not much water. A

lot of work is done with man-

ual tools,” says Benoit Audet.

“There is a danger of heat-

stroke even for the Aussies. At

one point, we can’t work any-

more,” states Stéphane

Leblanc.

They were housed in

motel rooms, something

they really appreciated, con-

sidering the length of their

stay. “Here, we sleep in

tents. Our stays usually last

two weeks when we are

called for an important fire.

A month is a long mission,”

they both explain.

A lot of the fires they

fought were triggered by

lightning. “They are usually

small fires, detected by a col-

umn of smoke. They cover a

fighters. 

During their first few days

in Bright, the Australian fire-

fighting service asked the

Quebecers to carry out some

basic duties.

“We cut some trees. After a

week-and-a-half, they sent us

to some fires, new fires. It was

for initial attacks,” explains

Benoit Audet.

“It is the wild part of a for-

est firefighter’s job. We were

happy. That is what we are

looking for. We proved (with

the tree-cutting chores) that

we were capable and after

that, they let us work. They

(the local firefighters) had

been there since November 2.

They were tired. The Aussies

were able to spend more time

with their families,” adds Mr.

Leblanc.

Their firefighting in Aus-

tralia was intense. They had a

hard time judging if it was

comparable to some of their

previous interventions.

“The British Columbia

fires were big, two or three

years ago,” says Benoit Audet.

Photo: Courtesy of SOPFEU (Isabelle Gariépy)
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Stéphane Leblanc and Benoit Audet appear in the front row, 
second and third from the left. The photo shows the first of two groups 

of Quebecers that intervened in Australia’s forest fires.

Return of the VIA Rail shuttle
Nelson Sergerie
NEW RICHMOND - The RÉGÎM summer shuttle bus will return this summer. The board of di-
rectors made this decision even if it must use its accumulated surpluses to provide this deficit serv-
ice.

The president, Daniel Côté, considers that this shuttle is part of the Régie intermunicipale
de transport Gaspésie-Îles-de-la-Madeleine’s mandate.

"It represents costs for the organization. On the other hand, our vision is to offer travel
oppor- tunities to citizens here and elsewhere,” says Mr. Côté.

Last summer, 447 passengers used the service to the tune of $35,000, but the RÉGÎM
has not yet set a goal for this year.

VIA Rail pays the portion of the Matapedia-Gaspé ticket to the agency, which finances
half of the operation.

"We have a certain financial surplus which allows us to offer it to the population , but we will
not be able to maintain this service either without funding from Quebec,” says the president.

During the Christmas holidays, 15 shuttles were offered and 169 used the service. That is
19 less passengers compared to 2018 when 187 people used the service. The deficit was
$8,000.
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