
26th April 2020 

 

Mr Tony Pearce 

Inspector General  

Emergency Management Victoria 

 

Dear Mr Pearce 

 

Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian fire season 

 

My submission is aimed to provide opportunities for emergency services to continue 

to improve in their responses.  My submission relates only to the New Year’s Eve fire 

at Mallacoota. The key points I’d like to address are as follows: 

  

• Failure to communicate Community Meeting 30 December 2020 

• Continuing irregularities in the Emergency Management Victoria App 

• Outdated Red Cross paper-based registration forms 

• High level of processed food and plastic waste on HMAS Choules 

 

Failure to communicate Community Meeting 30 December 2020 

 

I was holidaying in Mallacoota at the time of the New Year’s Eve fire.  I am a regular 

visitor to the area and had arrived on 24 December. I was out fishing on Mallacoota 

Inlet at the time the fires started along the Wingan River on Sunday 29 December at 

approximately 3:55pm.  You can see from the time stamp on the top of the screen 

shots, how quickly this situation changed.  Within an hour from that first alert, the 

advice on the App was that if we were in Mallacoota, we were safest to stay.   

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

I’d like to take a step back at this point for context.  I’d been in Mallacoota since 

Christmas Eve.  Later that week a warning came out asking for everyone in East 

Gippsland to leave.  This warning to evacuate East Gippsland did not include 

Mallacoota – (Ref: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-12-29/people-told-to-leave-east-gippsland-

as-bushfire-risk-rises/11831304)  

 

We were not prepared to join a queue of the reported 30,000 holiday makers along 

with the thousands of East Gippsland residents.  Some reports suggested that 

including residents that number was more like 67,000 people, given no advice as to 

where to go to…  Being responsible for our own safety, we assessed that given the 

existing fires burning through East Gippsland, the huge volume of people asked to 

evacuate and Mallacoota being excluded at this point, we stayed put.   

 

On the morning of Monday 30 December 2019 representatives of Department of 

Land Water and Planning (DELWP), Victoria Police (VicPol), Red Cross and Country 

Fire Authority (CFA) convened a community meeting on the football oval in 

Mallacoota for 11am.  It covered vital information for our survival, including what time 

the wind change was expected; what would happen when the fire plume collapsed; 

even down to the size of the burning embers that were expected to rain down on the 

town.   

 

What this group forgot to do was to advertise that the meeting was even on!  

Nothing on the EMV website, app or Facebook page.  No SMS text out to all mobile 

phones in the area, nothing.  Someone in the community thought at 10:56am to post 



it on the Mallacoota Community News Facebook page.  Word of mouth saw about a 

third of the people in town get along.  Many campers from the East Gippsland Shire 

Council’s Foreshore Caravan Park were angry that despite having regular text 

messages about minor caravan park issues, no notification of this vital meeting was 

sent out.   

 

 

How does this basic oversight happen in such a critical time?  The information 

provided was vital.  I felt well informed, scared, but up-to-date with what was about to 

happen in the next 12-24 hours.  Thankfully, the embers were smaller when they hit 

the next morning.  It was the most terrifying day in my life.  The photos were taken 

between sunrise and when the sky went pitch black as the CFA sirens started to 

sound the alarm of the ember attack about to hit. In the afternoon we sheltered in our 

holiday flat, listening to the sounds of gas bottles venting and exploding, while 

watching people’s homes burn to the ground.  



Continuing irregularities in the Emergency Management Victoria App 

 

When the emergency was in full swing, the App continues to fluctuate in the number 

of incidents it shows for a set zone.  This is not a one off.  I’ve been through two 

evacuations now, one for the Yinnar South fire near where I live, and the Mallacoota 

fire.  I’ve also tried to rely on it during the floods on 14th February 2020.  The only 

thing that remains consistent is the flaw.  As you can see from the time stamp on 

these images taken at 10:06pm to 10:07pm the range of incidents for Mallacoota is 

stated to be 39, but when you go to view them, there is only 23 and when you click 

on the list for details, there’s only 11.  Which is it?  Is it 11 or 39?  This leads to 

confusion and panic.  Is there a further 28 incidents in my area I should be 

considering?   

 

 
 

 

I have written to Emergency Management Victoria several times in January 

regarding this issue but still have not had an explanation or response.   

 

To hear Minister Lisa Neville state on the radio that the App is just one of the tools to 

stay informed was infuriating.  Clearly, she hasn’t ever been in an emergency and 

had to rely on the App.  Of course, we listen to ABC Radio.  It’s a lifeline in these 

times, and you know what, they read out what’s on the App, word for word.   

 

Outdated Red Cross paper-based registration forms 

 

Before the fire came through, residents and visitors were encouraged to go to the 

Hall and register with the Red Cross.  On a paper registration form.  If you still had 

phone coverage you could register online but only the Telstra tower remained 

operational after the first day of the power going off.   

 



After the fire had passed and the Navy was called in to evacuate people out of 

Mallacoota by sea, there was a series of meetings held and registrations for 

evacuation opened.  Again, on paper Red Cross forms, which they ran out of.  Being 

that I’ve worked in bushfire recovery for the Hazelwood Mine Fire and have a 

community development background I offered to help with the registrations.  Once 

people registered with the Red Cross, all those paper-based forms needed to be 

transposed onto Navy paper-based forms.  The paper forms with people’s personal 

information were piled into a cardboard box.   

 

There seemed to be no clear understanding of how people would find out if they 

were on the list to go out on the first departure of HMAS Choules.  I asked a Navy 

officer to clarify the process.  People were being asked their mobile phone numbers 

on the Red Cross form and then assumed that this number would be used to advise 

them whether or not they would be going on the HMAS Choulles the next day.  But 

this was not the case.  Right from the outset these registrations could have all been 

put into the Crisisworks platform used by nearly all Victorian councils.  This is where 

all this data ends up… eventually.  Evacuation with the Navy could have simply been 

added as a task and lists printed off in some sort of order, alphabetic or otherwise. 

But no, all 1,117 names were written out by hand, twice. To find out if you were on 

the boat, you had to come back to the hall that night and scour all the 1,117 names 

to find yours. Good thing we weren’t in an emergency, right?   

 

Once on the HMAS Choules, we then had to register again to get off, to let those 

organising the transport at the Port of Hastings know whether we were going to 

Somerville or on to Melbourne.  So those 1,117 names needed to be all written down 

manually again.  But that wasn’t the end of it.  Once we arrived in Hastings, we were 

transported by bus along with our dog, to Somerville Reserve. After over 30 hours on 

the boat, we were desperate to get off and go home.  But no.  We were not allowed 

to depart the bus until we had been greeted at the door of the bus by more Red 

Cross volunteers who needed to give us a wristband, explaining this was another 

part of the registration process!   

 

We get into the Reserve hall and I politely ask a Red Cross volunteer what I need to 

do to complete the registration process and go home.  I’m then offered paper 

brochures.  I don’t need brochures; I just want to go home.  Preferably before I 

completely lose my patience.  I’m then told that no one needs to check my wrist band 

and I’m free to go.  So, what was the point?  Surely, we could have all disembarked 

the bus as soon as possible, so the bus could go back to collect more passengers 

from the ship?  Could they not have counted us like a normal head count when you 

go on a tour anywhere?   

 

  

 

 



High level of processed food and plastic waste on HMAS Choules 

 

 

(Ref: https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jan/01/australian-navy-ship-prepares-to-

evacuate-residents-from-bushfire-hit-victoria-coast) 

 

I was so grateful for the Navy and crew of HMAS Choules for the evacuation.  I 

wasn’t expecting much at short notice.  I felt very lucky to score a bed to sleep on.  

What really surprised me was the high level of processed food and single use 



plastics onboard a ship that’s primary task is humanitarian assistance and/or disaster 

relief.  I think the government dietary guidelines fall way short of encouraging a 

healthy diet but even those guidelines don’t included pies, chips, deep fried crumbed 

fish or processed chicken schnitzels, or sugary cereals like Coco Pops.  That was 

the meal offering.  The only real food was steamed broccoli, carrots and peas.  After 

the first day I decided to fast instead.   

 

All food was served on single use plastic plates with plastic cutlery, except for the 

coffee mugs.  In a crisis caused by climate change it seemed at odds to be bragging 

about serving 11,000 meals using single use plastics.  This just adds to the climate 

change problem as well as adding loads of waste on board the ship.  How do cruise 

ships manage with three and four times the amount of people on board for weeks at 

a time?  Certainly companies like P&O could offer lots of opportunities to refine the 

check-in process as well as how to prepare and provide for thousands of 

passengers.   

 

My biggest concern was not for the evacuaees – it was for the crew if they have to 

eat such nutritionally compromised food day after day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was extraordinary that in the Mallacoota fire that no one died or was seriously 

injured.  This was largely down to the CFA and other emergency services on the 

ground and the lessons learned since Black Saturday.  There is always room to 

improve.  Good luck with your investigations. 

 

Kind Regards 

 

 

 




