
Effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20 fire season. 

There is no question that Victorian state agencies were underequipped to fight a serious 
bushfire in Cann River.  The planned operational response depended heavily on the 
movement of plant and equipment, and personnel, from neighbouring ‘centralized’ 
resource bases.  This plan was seriously impacted by the vulnerability of the roads 
system and by the prioritization of fire fighting activities in larger population centres. 

State evacuation planning and preparedness processes/practices and their effectiveness 
with an emphasis on remote/isolated communities and Victorian peak holiday season 
locations. 

State evacuation planning and preparedness frequently communicated to remote 
community residents that “it is always safest to leave early.”  It appears to have 
completely failed to plan or prepare to answer the questions: “go where, and do what?” 

The warning message to “leave East Gippsland” sent on the 29th of December seems to 
have assumed that all East Gippsland residents would leave towards the West, where 
relief centres were set up in Bairnsdale, Sale, and Morwell.  This did not take into 
account the predictable movement of many Far East Gippsland residents to the East 
across the State border. 

Perhaps because preparedness for evacuation rested with the state, important 
information and relief arrangements were difficult to navigate across the Victorian/NSW 
border, resulting in confusion, distress, and in some cases, increased danger, for 
residents. 

There does not appear to have been any planning devoted to communicating with those 
evacuated.  During three weeks of closed roads preventing the return of residents to 
Cann River, there was not a single attempt on behalf of agencies (that I am aware of) to 
issue communication targeting those residents who had evacuated, nor was there any 
agency support for community efforts to organize this communication themselves. 

The timeliness and effectiveness of activation of Commonwealth assistance, and 
Preparedness ahead of the 2019-20 fire season; including the effectiveness of regional 
emergency management work undertaken to inform and educate the community about the 
coming season, community engagement, impact of lengthening fire seasons, and any 
relevant legislation, policy and practice.  

The Cann River community organized its own Emergency Preparedness Committee in 
late 2018 and spent more than a year working to identify preparedness issues and 
engage agencies to address them.   

Some of the issues identified included: 

• Telecommunications and emergency radio broadcast vulnerabilities – including black spots 

and the vulnerability of infrastructure to bushfire 

• The need for more, and more strategic, fuel reduction management, and the clearing and 

maintenance of access tracks 

• The vulnerability of the main roads in the case of emergency 

• The gap left by the dramatic reduction of CFA brigade numbers and the absence of a local 

brigade captain 

• The need for fire breaks around the township 

• The need for better communication with the community regarding emergency plans  



• Provision for animals (pets, livestock) at the Assembly Area/place of last resort 

• The serious reduction in local plant, staff, and command and control capacity, in our 

community over the past 5 years since the last major fire 

Some of the agencies the group engaged with to address these issues included: local 
DELWP staff, Federal MP Darren Chester, State MP Tim Bull, Mitch Fifield, minister for 
communications, Loretta Willaton, Telstra Countrywide, EGSC emergency managers, CFA 
brigade support staff, the Emergency Management Commissioner, and Minister Neville. 

None of the issues identified were addressed prior to this fire.   

All of the issues identified impacted the operational response to this fire. 

Consider all challenges and implications for bushfire preparedness arising from 
increasingly longer and more severe bushfire seasons as a result of climate change.  

Increasingly longer and more severe bushfire seasons require a year-round skilled 
workforce to manage risks and implement appropriate physical preparedness works, 
especially in light of the ever-narrowing window for ‘burn-off’s caused by the reduction in 
rainfall. 

The challenges and implications for bushfire preparedness arise not only from climate 
change but also from the reduction in funding and centralization of staff and equipment of 
the state agencies tasked with managing it. 

In the context of bushfire preparedness, assess the readiness and responsibilities of 
statutory agencies, Local Government and State Government bodies.  

Despite more than a year’s worth of meetings in which EGSC assured the community 
preparedness group that it was their statutory responsibility to run a relief centre if one 
was required in Cann River, that agency was woefully underprepared in the event. 

On Sunday 29th December I received a phone call from an EGSC officer asking if I (as 
coordinator of a local community organization in Cann River) had a pool of people with 
police checks and working with children’s checks that I could make available to staff a 
relief centre in Cann River.  In all of our planning meetings the chance that this request 
might be made had never been considered.  EGSC had assured us that they would be 
supplying appropriate staff in an event.  EGSC staff did not arrive in Cann River to co-
ordinate relief until the 19th of January. 

Relief centre arrangements in Orbost were similarly underprepared.  There appeared to 
be no EGSC staff present in Orbost at all for a significant period of time; there were 
disputes between agencies as to where to locate a relief centre; and communication to 
the broader community was insufficient.  As outlying communities evacuated from the 
coming front, residents, often with children, pets, and livestock in tow, arrived in Orbost to 
find handwritten notes sticky taped to the doors of community buildings saying there was 
no relief centre available at all. 

Similarly the community emergency preparedness group had been assured repeatedly 
that it was the Red Cross’ role to staff relief centres, provide mental health first aid, and 
keep track of who was there.  In the event, the sole Red Cross volunteer residing in Cann 
River performed these functions, to the best of her ability, entirely unsupported for the 
whole month of the crisis. 



As mentioned above, the active fire fighting response capability of local statutory 
agencies was indisputably not up to the task.  It must be an essential line of questioning 
of this inquiry, to determine exactly what fire fighting assets were present in Cann River 
at the time of the first emergency, and exactly how long it took for additional assets to 
arrive.  I leave it to better informed people than myself to answer these questions.  My 
understanding is that the answers are dismaying. 

Finally it is important to consider the readiness and responsibility of the various agencies 
in light of the utilization of a Neighbourhood Safer Place.  Agencies including EGSC, 
CFA, and VicPol, frequently told the community that they would not, indeed could not, 
invest in equipping a Neighbourhood Safer Place given that official advice in a bushfire 
emergency was to “Leave Early.”  Community members frequently argued that given the 
distances required to travel to “Leave” and the limited resources of many community 
members, it was unlikely that everyone would “leave early” and that many vulnerable 
community members would be sheltering somewhere in Cann River.  Community 
members were told, again and again, that we were not allowed to prepare a 
Neighbourhood Safer Place with shutters and sprinklers etc. to protect these people as 
agencies did not wish to be seen to suggest that they should not “leave.”   

I leave it to the inquirers to seek precise information about exactly how many community 
members sheltered in the Cann River P12 College when the emergency occurred.  This 
is a particularly relevant number but difficult to pin down, as there were no Agency staff 
nor trained volunteers coordinating the refuge.  My understanding is that it is somewhere 
between 40 and 200 people. 

In considering effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20 fire season, 
GEM should particularly consider: 

o effectiveness of the State’s response priorities, including primacy of life 

The State must be congratulated for the low death toll of this emergency. 

o effectiveness of public information and warning systems, including cross-
border coordination and communication 

The public information offered through the VicEmergency app is to be commended 
and should probably be credited for the low death toll.  Particularly useful this 
summer was the new “last refreshed” feature. 

However both pre-existing and emerging telecommunications gaps, as identified by 
the community emergency preparedness group, hampered the effectiveness of this 
system for many East Gippsland residents, and must be addressed as a matter of 
urgency.  

Cross-border coordination and communication was particularly lacking in the public 
information and warning systems.  At one stage I personally was using 4 separate 
mobile phone apps to navigate fires and road closures in the 2 states, as I travelled in 
search of refuge for myself and my family (i.e., VicEmergency, VicTraffic, Fires Near 
Me NSW, and NSW roads). 

As mentioned above, the text message sent on the 29th December to “leave East 
Gippsland” does not seem to have considered the likelihood of large cross-border 
movement ensuing.  From my perspective it certainly would have been useful to add, 
“but don’t go to Southern New South Wales.” 



It is important to consider the role of social media in the public information systems.  
Video updates from ICC were extremely useful and informative.  Meetings held in 
cut-off communities, livestreamed via social media, were an important source of 
informal communication that allowed families and communities separated by the 
emergency to communicate.   

o availability and utilisation of private assets and resources (including plant 
equipment) to support emergency preparedness and response 

It is my understanding that without the private assets and resources of the last two 
remaining timber industry contractors in our community, Cann River would have 
suffered much greater impacts from the fire, including loss of homes and possibly 
lives. 

Given that the timber industry has largely folded in our region, and that these two 
contractors are facing significant challenges to stay in business, it is essential that the 
State Government consider how major fires could be fought in Cann River without 
these private assets and resources.  If, as it appears, they are essential to our 
emergency preparedness and response, the State Government must take 
responsibility for ensuring that they remain in our community.  This will require 
significant public investment in the absence of a functioning private industry. 

o effectiveness of the existing workforce model to support response, relief 
and recovery. 

The existing workforce model has centralized staff into regional hubs and effectively 
de-staffed local agency offices in small remote communities like Cann River.  The 
lack of depth in staffing in remote agencies means that agency responsibility for 
response, relief, and recovery, tends to rest on a single individual.  Cann River has 
one police officer, one permanent nurse, one red cross volunteer, and one CFA 
tanker. 

The lack of paid staff dedicated to co-ordinating place based emergency 
preparedness became a clear issue for the community emergency preparedness 
group.  The group successfully lobbied for a “Community Based Bushfire 
Management” worker to co-ordinate efforts but unfortunately she was engaged only 
months before the emergency.  This role will be critical in assessing ongoing 
workforce needs. 

It is irresponsible for the State government to abandon small remote communities like 
Cann River, surrounded by tens of hundreds of hectares of publicly managed forest 
(either State Forest or National Park), without providing appropriate resources for a 
local workforce to manage that forest. 

• Effectiveness of immediate relief and recovery work and arrangements, including 
at the regional and incident levels. 

Relief 

Immediate relief efforts included DHHS making relief payments available to many of 
the people impacted by the fire.  Unfortunately, this was not made available to those 
who were stuck on the other side of the state border.  Many Cann River residents 
found themselves stranded in Bombala, Cooma, and other southern NSW refuges, 
with no access to financial support, for a period that extended to nearly a month. 



Immediate relief efforts also included DHHS and DHS staff presenting to impacted 
communities like Cann River to offer relief and recovery support.  Unfortunately these 
agencies did not liaise or coordinate with local agencies in the communities they 
were visiting.  Despite Cann River Community Centre being largely funded by DHHS, 
and also funded by DHS to provide a remote Centrelink Agent, there was no 
communication at all by the visiting staff with this agency.   

DHS were generous enough to increase funding for our local Centrelink Agent for the 
first few weeks after the disaster, acknowledging the increased demand on this 
service.  During the period that funding and hours of service were increased, external 
DHS staff continued to present in the community to replicate this service, in a 
completely uncoordinated way.  When our community organization struggled to 
continue to provide service adequately due to the impact of the fire on our staff, we 
were unable to receive any staffing support or assistance from the DHS staff who 
visited that week. 

Early Recovery 

At the time of writing, it is almost exactly 3 months since the bushfire hit Cann River.  
I am aware of a number of meetings that have been held in Bairnsdale, 2 hours west 
of Cann River, regarding recovery arrangements.  These meetings have involved 
DHHS, BRV, and EGSC, among others.  I am aware that recovery arrangements for 
Cann River have been included in the discussions at these meetings. 

To date, there has been no visible effort by any of the agencies involved, to include 
anyone from Cann River in these meetings, or to consult them or report back to them, 
about the arrangements being made. 

My experience working in a locally owned and controlled community organization in 
Cann River over the last three months has been one of receiving conflicting and 
confusing information from different agencies, who often appear to be working at 
cross-purposes.  Contact from recovery agencies is sporadic and often last-minute, 
and does not seem to be progressing from any coordinated strategy. 

 




