
 

Dear Inspector-General of Emergency Management Tony Pearce, 

I would like to make a submission to the Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian fire season. My personal 
details are below: 

Name: Lauren Burns 

Email

Gender: Female 

Age: 35-44 

Privacy preference: I would like the Inspector-General to make my submission publicly available 

My personal story of the fires: 

My name is Lauren Burns. I grew up in Melbourne and recently moved to the coastal community of 
Inverloch, Victoria. I works as an aeronautical engineering consultant and am 36 years old. I’m 
writing a submission to the bushfires inquiry because the places I love and the way of life I value are 
fast disappearing in Victoria. 

As I was growing up summer meant time spent outdoors with family and friends, camping, relaxing 
and enjoying the beach. This summer of 2019/20 was different. Tragically, around Australia more 
than 12 million hectares were incinerated (an area twice the size of Tasmania), 33 people were 
killed, 2,800 homes destroyed, tens of thousands of sheep and cattle and an estimated 1 billion 
native creatives died in the bushfires. Many species have been pushed to the brink of extinction.  

I’m making this submission because I feel a responsibility to protect Victoria's unique and beautiful 
places for future generations. We need to act now to turn things around because we’ve run out of 
time to defer action. The deteriorating state of our environment is impacting me personally. Last 
summer I watched in horror as places I love—where I’ve spent the most memorable and joyful 
summers of my life—burned. The coastal wilderness around Mallacoota was turned into a hellish 
inferno as the defence force was called in to evacuate terrified residents.  

I spent days of helpless anxiety constantly checking the RFS website as just over the border a fire 
crept closer to my beloved coastal family farm at Wapengo, south of Bermagui, NSW. My cousin sent 
me photos of a day that was black as night as ash rained down. I was relieved to hear that he 
evacuated, but the property caretakers stayed behind to care for a pregnant horse. I 
was so fearful for their safety as the fire front was less than 10 km away. Fortunately, they survived. 

I was visiting my mother in Melbourne when the smoke arrived. At nighttime, as it settled low and 
thick I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I imagine it was much worse for people with asthma and other 



respiratory illness. I started seeing ads pop up in my social media feeds for P2.5 masks designed for 
children. This isn’t right.  

The smoke was followed by a severe storm. Huge hailstorms rained down, and the deluge caused 
flash flooding in my mother’s house. After dealing with this damage a few days later the topsoil from 
the Mallee arrived in a massive dust storm, and the next rain fell as thick, red sludge.  

Part of my grief from the recent bushfires is that so many priceless, special places have burned, and I 
don’t know if they’ll ever recover. I also don’t know if the next generation will ever know the 
carefree summers of camping that I’ve known. I can’t comprehend the number of native and farm 
animals that have died horrible deaths. I volunteer with various environmental NGOs and want to 
feel hopeful, but to be honest, after reading the scientific literature on climate change, fires and 
outlook for critical resources such as water I’m really scared for our collective future. 

I find hope in knowing these events are the result of our decisions, and collectively we can act 
differently and protect Victoria's unique and beautiful environment. That is why I’m writing this 
submission. My hope is that someone is listening and you will act. 

My response to term of reference: Consider all challenges and implications for bushfire 
preparedness arising from increasingly longer and more severe bushfire seasons as a result of 
climate change: 

As outlined in ANU’s Australia’s Environment Summary Report 2019 was the hottest year on record 
in Australia. Temperatures were 1.52°C above the 1961-1990 average. The number of days 
exceeding 35°C was the highest on record. Nationally there was an average 106 hot days: 36% more 
than the 2000–2018 average.  

Wednesday 18th December was the hottest day ever recorded in Australia, with an average 
maximum of 41.9°C. On this day I happened to be camping with my partner Gerard in the remote 
town of Yulara, near Uluru and can personally attest that parts of central Australia are becoming 
uninhabitable due to the extreme summer heat. This spills over into social issues. Climate change is 
having a terrible impact on remote indigenous communities, who are suffering from extreme 
drought, heat and the lack of a reliable water supply. 

Water is a critical natural resource for Australians who live on the driest inhabited continent. In 2019 
rainfall was extremely low across most of Australia. Quality and quantity of water is tied to forest 
health, particularly in water catchments. Bushfires that destroy major areas of forest are threatening 
our water security. 

Scientists have long predicted that a hotter, drier climate leads to dry soil and forests—prime 
conditions for the unprecedented scale of the recent bushfires which in 2019 burned more than 8% 
of closed forests (not including forest burnt in 2020).  

Longer and more intense bushfires seasons are having a fundamental impact on our way of life. Last 
summer wasn’t carefree. It was harrowing. This had huge impacts on many sectors including 
agriculture and tourism. Farmer were left with the devastating task of shooting animals who were 
severely burnt and in terrible pain. 

Millions of urban Australians, including myself, were impacted by dust and smoke which caused 
major air quality problems. In December 2019 and January 2020 air pollution reached unhealthy 
levels for up to 30 days, with negative impacts on human health and well being. People took to 



wearing facemasks when they went outside. As it turns out, this wouldn’t be the only time in 2020 
that people would need facemasks to leave their home. 

Australia is failing to take sufficient action on climate change to meet our Paris targets and do our 
part to ensure a stable climate. Burning fossil fuels, land use practices and many other parts of our 
economy have released greenhouse gases that have resulted in this hotter and drier climate that in 
turn primed the conditions for catastrophic bushfires. 

The only way to prevent an even hotter, drier climate leading inevitably to even more severe and 
deadly bushfires is to work with the rest of the world to cut carbon emissions and sequester carbon 
so that atmospheric greenhouses gases stabilise and begin to fall. We don't need to be afraid of this 
path, indeed it offers myriad health and economic benefits, such as clean air and jobs. As the 
government looks for large infrastructure projects and other stimulus spending to help kickstart 
employment and the economy after COVID-19 we need to think of a recovery plan that works for 
people, climate and nature. 

The 2019/20 bushfires demonstrated that the Victorian and Australian governments are failing their 
own citizens and violating generational equity by denying future generations their right to our 
natural heritage. Australia is also failing to meet international obligations as World Heritage places 
are not being protected. This loss will not be taken lightly by current and future generations. 

My response to term of reference: In considering effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response 
to the 2019-20 fire season, IGEM should particularly consider, “planning and response mechanisms 
to protect biodiversity threatened by bushfire”: 

In 2019 Australia National University published its annual Australia’s Environment summary report 
which evaluated the overall state of Australia’s environment. Part of the reason Australia received 
the shockingly low score of 0.8/10 is because threatened species and ecological communities are in 
decline and not being protected.  

In 2019 another 40 species were added to Threatened Species List, a 36% increase from 2000. A 
total of 1890 species is now listed. Australia has one of the worst rates of mammal extinction in the 
world. These extinctions are driven by habitat destruction. According to WWF Australia is a global 
deforestation hotspot - alongside New Guinea, Indonesia, Congo and Brazil – and the only developed 
country on the list.  

After millions of hectares of forest are burnt, the priority must be conserving intact forest and 
putting in place recovery plans for threatened species and ecological communities. Islands of 
unburnt vegetation within burnt areas must be protected from ‘burning out’ by fire crews, whenever 
possible. The burning of these natural refuge areas increases the ecological impacts of wildfire and 
inhibits the recovery of plants and wildlife.  

'Salvage logging’ compounds the impacts of both fire and logging, disturbing forests during the 
critical recovery stage of vegetation. Salvage logging should not be allowed in fire impacted regions. 

Given the extraordinary destruction of habitat, native forest logging across the state should be 
halted until we can assess what habitat remains and how biodiversity can be protected. 

Significant biodiversity recovery work is needed, and this could help stimulate regional economies 
during and after the COVID-19 lock down. This work includes managing Australia's forest estate 
through flora and fauna surveys, restoration planting, weed, pest control and other activities. 



My response to term of reference: Review of all opportunities and approaches to bushfire 
preparedness, including different methods of fuel and land management (for example ‘cool 
burning’, mechanical slashing, integrated forest management, traditional fire approaches) to 
protect life and property as well as ecological and cultural values: 

 Hazard reduction is an important tool for reducing fire risk but it’s not enough to protect us from 
catastrophic fires. It has less effect under severe or extreme fire conditions. Climate change and the 
lengthening of the Australian fire season means that the window for hazard reduction burns to take 
place safely has been severely reduced. There are fewer cool, still days with the right weather. 

Between 2003–04 and 2016–17, just over 2 million hectares of native vegetation was burnt in 
planned fires in Victoria, much of them concentrated in the eastern part of the state. The Gippsland 
region of Victoria accounted for the largest area of planned burns during the period, with 829,000 
hectares or 39% of the total planned-burning area. (Source: 2018 State of the Environment report). 

To reduce the flammability of the landscape, Victoria needs to set targets to protect and promote 
the growth of older vegetation in those forest types where older growth is historically less 
flammable than younger post-fire growth.  

Broad-scale planned burning can reduce the abundance of critical wildlife habitat features, such as 
tree hollows and hollows in logs. A strategic planned burning program that minimises ineffective and 
counterproductive burns is critical for biodiversity protection. 

Regarding cultural burning, government should provide ongoing support to the expansion of existing 
and new Aboriginal groups specialising in a range of fire management activities, planning, 
preparation, response and recovery activities, on Country.  

I would like to add the following: 

This is a critical time for Victoria. After a summer of record-breaking bushfires and an autumn of 
global pandemic it’s been an annus horribilis for people, public health, nature, climate and the 
economy. We are facing the triple threats of high unemployment, climate change and ecological 
breakdown.  

Environmental, human and economic health are all connected. By allowing Victoria's environmental 
health to suffer - with fires and logging causing habitat loss that reduces biodiversity and leaving 
runaway climate breakdown unchecked - we are accelerating our extinction crises and increasing the 
risk of future pandemics. Conversely, a resilient environment with clean air and water and a stable 
climate is a strong platform for future human health and well being and economic prosperity.  

I would like to make the following recommendations: 

I have a vision in which all Victorians to have fulfilling, sustainable jobs, local businesses are resilient 
and our children and grandchildren to have a secure future. Together we can solve the challenges 
we face and attain this vision through government, business and the community working together to 
implement a recovery plan that rebuilds jobs, industries and social well being via the principle of 
economic recovery that works for people, nature and climate. This means new markets and jobs in 
clean industries and rural renewal restoring ecosystems and industries destroyed by fire. 

• Create new markets and thousands of jobs in clean industries to lower electricity prices, cuts air 
and climate pollution, and bounce Australia forward to get to net zero emissions by 2050. Invest in 



rural communities such as the Latrobe Valley to become a clean energy, export and heavy industry 
hub. 

• Fund rural renewal. Cease native forest logging and instead allocate significant money towards 
rural and regional community regeneration to restore habitat, ecosystems and industries destroyed 
in the bushfires. Incentivise our farmers to store carbon in soil and communities to plant forests. Fix 
the damage this summer’s bushfires have done to the natural assets on which many communities 
rely, attracting tourism and boosting agricultural production.  

Yours sincerely, 

Lauren Burns 

Inverloch 3996 

 




