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Community preparation 

There were a couple of token meetings were the agencies and the East Gippsland Shire Council more 

or less made it clear that they had no money or resources and we were on our own. 

We had started a committee to try and manage a fuel reduction program but it became clear that 

the agencies had been so stripped of resources by constant governmental funding cuts that there 

was little effective action they could take. 

We had cleared our property of as much debris as we could but it was thickly treed which made it 

unlikely to survive should a major fire event occur. 

The token meeting we had put forward strategies that could and should be implemented.  these 

were not implemented and individuals and small groups made their own arangements 

 

Victorian Government and emergency services preparation 

Because the agencies were so stared of funds coordinated meaningful action was impossible.  There 

were some experiments in mulching around the town.  our committee identified areas that needed 

clearing but we were told constantly that there was no resources to do this..   

The towns LIMP was a joke.  The Shire Council had done nothing to our halls to make them less fire 

prone or resourced them to be effective refuges or relief centers.  the notion that the foreshore 

packed with tents, caravans boats and tourist could be the towns 'safer place' was utterly ludicrous 

and an abandonment by the shire council of any pretenses for duty of care. 

The Shire main aim was to maximize profits from tourists and environmental issues were deemed 

irrelevant if they threatened any income stream. 

 

Community response 

The Emergency app was very useful and went over the border.  the NSW app stopped at the NSW 

border and was much less useful.  in the aftermath of the fires there seemed to be poor cooperation 

between NSW emergency services and Vic emergency services. There were almost no Code red days 

and the fire that took our community did it in weather that was not extreme. 

Because Mallacoota is at the end of a very long single road into Victoria and messages about its 

status were mixed,  many people escaped into NSW and were refugees across the border. 

My family got out just before the road closed.  

When the fire came by an emergency meeting on the oval informed the community that when all 

the emergency vehicles sounded their sirens everyone should head for the Caravan Park or adjacent 

wharf - that was the plan. 

We had thousand of terrified tourists because despite extensive lobbying from the community for 

the shire Council to close the Caravan Park they did not. So local agencies had thousands of 

displaced tourists to manage.  The locals response to the fire was to create informal groups to put 



out spot fires and reduce the spread of larger fires with domestic resources.. It is hard to estimate 

how many houses were saved in this manner but there were many.  the CFA was primarily 

concerned with defending the town center and our major infra structure at which they were 

reasonably successful.  Power was gone for weeks and eventually restored temporarily by importing 

generators.  There was a great deal of confusion and mixed messages during the actual fire front 

event. .  many people were given contradictory instructions.. It was only a matter of pure luck that 

the Caravan Park/Foreshore area was not a scene of horrific carnage with many deaths and 

casualties, only a change of wind at the last minute saved hundreds of lives. 

 

Victorian Government and emergency services response 

The setting up of the Caravan park Foreshore as a 'safer place' and the shire council failure to close 

the Park when the fire broke out at Wingan showed a complete disregard for human life  and profit 

was the only consideration. 

There were no supplies of PPE in Mallacoota, there were no plans or protocols for the establishment 

of refuge/relief centers and no upgrading or resourcing of our venues in the face of the greatly 

increased fire danger. 

After the fire event we were rescued resource wise by Mindaroo Foundation who sent us much 

needed emergency equipment and supplies.  We did not get equivalent supplies and equipment 

from the local government or the state government till about four weeks after the event. 

Once the fire had gone through  and after a week or so agencies started to arrive and help us out.  

.They were all incredibly helpful.  the Red Cross volunteers  was tireless but suffered from not being 

posted so the exiting group could brief the incoming group.. i had nothing but admiration for the 

police and other agencies on the ground they were all tirelessly helpful and constantly being fouled 

up by ineptitude further up the line. 

From day one i was coordinator of our relief center.  I had a team of volunteers made up in the 

beginning by tourists and later by locals.  The volunteers did an amazing job.  We had no training and 

little expert help.  We had to make it up as we went along. 

It was weeks before the roads opened we were supplied by the ADF who did an extraordinary job.  

they took off our tourists nd shipped them back to melbourne.  After that things got a bit easier.   

We were inundated with Food bank boxes of food full of random food.  the boxes all had to be 

unpacked, sorted and repacked into useful care packages.  We did this to over a thousand boxes.  

My request for WiFi for the Hall was ignored and in the end I contacted a friend who was in I.T. in a 

Victorian Government Department who helicoptered me a 4g modem.  this was central to refugees 

communicating with their loved ones and agencies communicating further up the line. 

We got totally sick of being asked 'How are you' by an endless horde of chaplains.  In the end it 

became very difficult to be polite.  We had lost houses, were working 16 hour days in difficult 

conditions.  How do you think we felt for heavens sake! 

 

 

 



Relief activities 

Food Bank boxes were ludicrously packed, often time expired and full of inappropriate merchandise.  

We resorted over a thousand boxes and found one packet of powdered milk, about a hundred tins 

of pate, a pallet of chocolate bullets and half a pallet of time expired pepper. 

The ICC was so disorganized that at times were were supplying Cann River with food and water that 

required a dangerous drive through fire over the Drummer when roads to Cann River were clear 

from Orbost. 

Later in the process we were deluged with inappropriate often soiled and damaged good that had 

been 'donated'. At times it seemed we spent more time dealing with mountains of rubbish than 

helping our fellow human beings.  

Our whole relief operation was coordinated by volunteers who managed the needs and activities of 

the agencies.. 

 

Recovery activities 

At the start was had daily community meeting in which the various agencies gave us information and 

took questions.  in the beginning this was very useful.  as time progressed it was clear that our 

agencies on the ground were not getting much support from up the line and were trying to protect 

our community from their ineptitude.. 

Quite quickly i was part of a small group that began to establish a recovery association.  At this time 

we are just about to close nominations for a Committee of Management.  our experience so far is 

that our contact with BRV has found a bunch of public servants who are more interested in saving 

their own arses than being useful and are seriously short on creativity and adaptability.  They have 

hired the wrong people in the wrong way.  they should have gone to the communities and hired 

people there to work within those communities not impose career public servants on communities 

and individuals who actually know what is need and are capable of doing it. 

Our recovery process has largely been derailed by the virus crisis. we are currently regrouping. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Would you like your submission to be made publicly 
available?  
  

Yes 

Would you like your name (or your business or organisation's 
name) published with your submission?  
  

Yes 

During the 2019-20 fire season, were you in an area where 
fires occurred?  
  

Yes 

Where were you impacted by fires?  
  

Yes, my house burnt down 

How would you describe your connection to the area?  
  

Resident 

Were you involved in responding to the fires in that area?  
  

Yes 

How would you best describe your involvement in responding 
to the fires?  
  

I both stayed to defend and 

afterwards worked in a 

coordinating role as a 

volunteer.  i am still doing 

that as i am in the organizing 

group establishing a recovery 

association.     

Were you (or do you continue to be) involved in supporting 
individuals or communities affected by the fires?  
  

Yes 

How would you best describe your involvement following the 
fires?  

I am involved in community 

relief and recovery working 

in a volunteer role outside of 

the emergency services. 

What is the main reason for your submission?  
  

 

What is your Local Government Area (council)?  
  

East Gippsland Shire 

What is your postcode or town?  
  

3892 

What age group are you in?  
  

6 

What gender do you identify as?  
  

Male 

Other ways to be involved in the Inquiry  
  

Yes 

    

Full name  Donald Ellis Ashby 

Phone number  

Email  

What types of activities would you be interested in hearing 
about?  
  

1,2,3,4 

Preferred method of contact  
  

Email 

 



My name is Donald Ashby.  I am 69 years old and have lived in Mallacoota for 25 years.  My email 

address is My phone number is

That a fire was coming was a well-accepted fact in the Mallacoota Community.  For a decade or so 

the bushland has been relentlessly drying out.  In the last few years rapidly so.  This problem is a 

direct result of serial Australian Federal and State government’s failure to come to grips with the 

problem of carbon emissions and the Climate Emergency. Fundamentally the cause of the 2020 fire 

lies there.  

Lack of governance and relentless funding cuts (caused using tax cuts to garner voting support rather 

than the presentation of coordinated policy making) caused cuts to agencies in person-power and 

resources.  Tracks have not been maintained, adequate forest management has been impossible, 

and morale is at rock bottom. 

There have been numerous attempts to establish credible emergency protocols for this community.  

These have all foundered on a combination of a dysfunctional local CFA, poor coordination between 

the various agencies and most significantly an utterly inept response from The East Gippsland Shire 

Council. 

The local CFA tribal attitude amongst the ‘old boys’ and a systemic substance abuse problem was at 

the core of the CFA problem.  The other agencies also suffered from acute tribalism and a jockeying 

amongst the senior figure for position and influence.  For as long as I can remember the local East 

Gippsland Shire Council has had a reputation for insularity and incompetence.   

Our local shire council is widely regarded inside the state of Victoria as the most incompetent 

municipal body we have. Upper middle and senior management are terrified of review and 

constantly move around the workers and lower middle management so no one can get a picture of 

the state of play or significantly question the status quo.  Competent workers soon get tired of 

constant interdepartmental restructures and moves, changes in protocols and bosses, and leave,  To 

exacerbate the problem further one particular local community member constantly bombards 

various shire department with incoherent  complaints, mostly based on misinformation and fantasy, 

to the point where any mention of Mallacoota amongst shire employees resulted in raised eyebrows 

and ridicule. 

Mallacoota presents a special case in relationship to the shire because the Municipal Caravan Park 

represents an income stream of an estimated two million dollars per annum.  Persistently the 

wellbeing of the community has always been put behind the need to maintain and increase this 

income.  This has caused a cynical and oppositional attitude within large sectors of the community.  

The ramming through of a boat-ramp, that was broadly opposed by the community and has 

subsequently proved to be an expensive operational failure, caused deep community division that 

remain to this day.  It is endangering the recovery of our community from recent multiple 

catastrophe. 

As President of the Mallacoota Community Precinct Committee of Management (tasked by The Shire 

with the management and upkeep of our local halls and reserve) I (and my coworkers) have 

repeatedly requested that the Main Hall be rendered more proof against wildfire and resourced 

suitably as a refuge/relief center.  

Request for an independent power supply resulted in the installation of an input point for a 

generator, but no generator and fitted out with an input that fitted no generators in town.  Request 



for an independent water supply resulted in the installation of two water tanks fed from the roof but 

no way of accessing them until a member of the CFA fitted an ‘unofficial’ outlet that was accessible 

to firetrucks but not to users of the hall.  It was not used during the fires, as far as I know, despite 

water shortages. Requests for the lining of the wooden eaves with cement sheet was ignored.  In 

order to get our fire hose malfunction repaired we had to resort to guerilla repairs that presented 

the shire with a fait accompli after many attempts to get if fixed through proper channels.  The hall 

contained no emergency equipment or supplies of any sort (except statutory fire control measures). 

When some years ago the Shires declaration that the ‘Safer Place’ was the foreshore of the Caravan 

Park was viewed with deep skepticism and disbelief.  The fire season is also the tourist season when 

the caravan park is packed with tourists.  Some how all the tourists and the all the community 

members were supposed to ’shelter’ in the open, surrounded by highly inflammable caravan, tents, 

(containing gas bottles) cars and boats (with fuel tanks). They would be directly exposed to ember 

attack.  Some token community meetings were held in late 2019 and this dire situation was 

constantly pointed out to no avail. 

A week or so before the fires arrived in Mallacoota myself and several other members of the 

community emailed shire councilors and employees to immediately close the Shire Caravan Park.  

The emails were not acknowledged until a month after the fire event with a form letter that did not 

engage with the issue. 

The day before the forefront came through many fire tanker arrived in Mallacoota, they were 

enroute elsewhere but could not get through because the roads were closed.  If they had not been 

in our community then I believe our town would have been a total loss and the carnage in the ‘Safer 

Place’ would have resulted in mass deaths and injuries. 

During the initial attack of the fire-front I was defending property.  My house was burnt.  As soon as 

it was appropriate to do so I arrived at The Main Hall.  The last thing I did before abandoning my 

house was to load my car with all the equipment, I thought would be necessary to kit out a relief 

center.  As president of the committee tasked with halls management, I knew no resources were 

situated at the halls.  I bought a generator and fuel, mobile phone charge points CB radios, 

emergency lighting, extension cords, power-board, first aid kits, public address, load hailer etc.  On 

my arrival, I and mostly tourist volunteers set up a relief coordination area in The Main Hall.  

Lighting, PA and phone recharge.  Cost cutting by Shire Council around the replacement of the hall 

roof a few years ago resulted in the covering of all the sky lights which meant the large hall was a 

cave with little natural light and reduced ventilation and because of the power outage no artificial 

lighting,  As mentioned there was no way to connect a generator to the hall (even if one had been 

available) as the input was incompatible with local generators.  The generator and the PA we 

supplied made possible the numerous community meetings that occurred in the following weeks. 

On the second day after the fire windstorms started to shower the hall with embers.  We discovered 

that recent building work at the rear of the building had disconnected all the external standpipes 

around the Main Hall.  Fortunately, we were able to get enough hoses together to run a hose from 

the nearby kindergarten.  At this point we discovered that the gutters on the kindergarten side of 

the building contained considerable leaf debris.  This despite being cleared a month before.  It 

became clear that the stand of Eucalypt trees adjacent to the building had been shedding huge 

quantities of leaves as a result of the drought.  We cleared the gutters. 

The hall was powered by my own generator and I had to buy fuel for it for about the first week or so 

before fuel was made available. 



The Relief Center was staffed by volunteers on a 24-hour basis.  Initially the volunteers working with 

me were sheltering tourists.  By the end of the first week or so the tourist had be evacuated and 

locals had come on board and we had established a stable local team of half a dozen who stuck with 

the center until it was no longer needed.  

I would like to pay tribute to those volunteers whose selfless devotion and hard work greatly 

reduced the stress on our beleaguered community.  I would like to pay tribute to Eva Grunden who 

as Shire Person-On-The-Spot was efficient, tireless, always cheerful and cooperative.  She was able 

to (as much as possible) smooth the running of the Center and reduce the effect of the often 

uninformed and inappropriate decisions of her superiors.  The Rev Jude Benton, and her team of 

Opshop volunteers (especially Jackie Wilson and Leanne Wicks) made the church and opshop 

available for public/family use.  The Rev Benton has been tireless up to this moment in her care for 

our community.  She deserves public recognition. 

When agencies (particularly the volunteer Red Cross) began to arrive, we were much relieved and 

impressed by their professionalism.  The main problem was that the drafts of volunteers often did 

not cross over so there was no opportunity to hand-over and it was up to us local volunteers to brief 

the new arrivals. Local Red Cross were not much in evidence at that time. 

Andrew Forrester and his Minderoo Foundation were key to the early functioning of the center.  

They requested a list of what we needed, and this was dispatched with alacrity and it arrived a few 

days later.  The items included generators, phone recharge packs and points, extension cords, power 

boards, battery radios, lanterns, torches, gas stoves, tote boxes.  I offer my heartfelt thanks to 

Andrew and his team.   The Shire finally supplied us with these emergency items about a month 

after the fire came through. 

The relief center volunteers groups roll was to coordinate logistics, food and other resources for the 

general public, supplying communication and other resources to agencies. 

A considerable problem that was faced was the constant arrival of inappropriate donations.  Second 

hand broken and soiled clothing.  Broken tools and home goods.  We filled multiple skips with 

material that was impossible to distribute. More work for our tired volunteers. There are still sheds 

around Mallacoota full of rubbish that no one wants.  One individual and supporters encouraged 

these donations to the public detriment. Where donations were targeted, they were very helpful. 

One thing, we at the center, were concerned with was the wholesale distribution of stuff that could 

be supplied by local business.  What is needed is a ban on individuals supplying donated goods and a 

coordinated government supply of new and useful good and direct person voucher systems so that 

goods can be supplied by local business.  Stockpiles need to be established in remote communities 

of emergency supplies. 

Food and water started to roll in, so we made soup for all who needed it.  Food was supplied by the 

local bakery who worked around the clock to keep us fed with sandwiches and rolls – thank you.  

Hundreds of boxes of Food Bank food boxes began to arrive.  We quickly discovered that the food in 

the boxes was random, often time expired and often inappropriate.  A pallet load of chocolate 

bullets and half a pallet of pepper come to mind.  We were set the task of repacking all the boxes to 

create useful packs that could be taken away by those who needed them.  We did this to over a 

thousand boxes.  We also established a ‘supermarket’ for people to select their own supplies.  The 

water and food boxes were loaded onto transport by us and other volunteers and distributed by the 

CFA, SES and other agencies to surrounding communities and needy locals who could not make it to 

the center. 



My request for Wi-Fi for the center went unacknowledged and so I contacted a friend of mine in the 

Victorian Dept of Transport who had a 4G modem helicoptered to me.  This became central to 

communication for the agencies and refugees based in The Main Hall. 

At one-point word came through that the Cann River community, who we thought were being 

supplied by Orbost as they had open roads, were not being supplied and they had no food and little 

potable water.   We loaded three tankers with food and water, and they made the dangerous 

journey through the fires escorted by the ADF over The Drummer.  Clearly the Orbost ICC had lost 

the plot.  Cann River Community were badly served during this emergency. 

A new storage facility that was completed just before the fires was used to store a great deal of the 

unsorted food boxes.  Imagine our horror when we discovered that the roof plumbing had been 

incompetently completed and the roof leaked all over the boxes, causing the stacks to collapse into 

a stinking mess.  We long-suffering volunteers had to clean this up. The contractor who completed 

the job has been the subject of numerous complaints over time but is still employed by the East 

Gippsland Shire Council. 

I would like to pay tribute to Regional ABC and our local radio station 3MGB who during the 

emergency kept us informed.   I would also like to offer severe criticism at our local Facebook 

Community Page that failed to adequately moderate the content and resulted in a great deal of 

misinformation, damaging comment and all the usual deranged garbage that populates Facebook.   

Finally, I would like to bring to your attention the weird situation that I and my fellow volunteers 

found ourselves.  We were coordinating a relief center supplying the needs of a large community of 

locals and tourists. We did this with no actual authority.  We made often quite significant decisions 

on the run, often based on incomplete or inaccurate information.  The cause of this situation; like 

much else that afflicted us over this time was our community isolation.  One line supplies us with 

electricity, one road connects us with the rest of the world.  A dysfunctional boat ramp is our sea 

access.  Our administrative center is 3 hours away.  Our Shire operated built resources are woefully 

unsupported and out of date.  We have no supplies or equipment to supply numbers of disaster 

refugees. During natural disasters the first thing to go is the road and the power.  As President of the 

committee of management responsible for our halls and reserve I have been all to aware how we 

are typically left out of the loop of shire decisions concerning the area for which we are responsible.  

The Shire rarely cares to consider local input.  During the emergency I was not once contacted by 

senior shire representatives.  I was in constant communication with other agencies at a quite senior 

level. 

CONCLUSION. 

• Government failure to control carbon emissions both domestically and in terms of our 

national exports were the proximate cause of the fires. 

• Inadequate funding of Parks Victoria, SES, and CFA reduced significantly the response to the 

disaster. 

• Lack of funds and State government emphasis on tree harvesting rather than forest 

management led to totally inadequate forest management strategies. 

• Where it not for the accidental arrival of fire trucks the local disaster would have been 

considerable.  

• It was sheer luck that there was not a massive death and injury toll in the ‘safer place’.  Had 

embers caught on tents or caravans the result would have been horrific. 



• Rivalry and poor communications prior to and during the event reduced the effectiveness of 

our local agencies.  

• The CFA is in part a dysfunction organization.  

• East Gippsland Shire Council is an inept dysfunction organization. 

• Mallacoota and local communities need to be self-sufficient in power supply. 

• The great intensive heroic work of local agency volunteers over the disaster period was not 

sufficiently supported by local, state and federal government. 

• Eva Grunden was the key figure in coordinating local community interactions during the 

event and deserves our huge thanks and public recognition. 

• VICPOL, The ADF Parks Vic were very efficient and invaluable professional contributors to 

the recovery effort. 

• Local CFA, SES, Red Cross worked tirelessly and as efficiently as they could to deliver our 

community from the worst pangs of the disaster.   

• Relief Center volunteers who were not part of any agencies need to be recognized during 

disaster events for access to resources like food. 

• Stockpiles of emergency food, water and other resources need to be established in 

communities that are remote or easily isolated. 

• A voucher method needs to be established that can be bought into action very quickly 

during major disasters that supplies vouchers, so victims are able to be resourced through 

local business. 
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