
Phase 1 - Community and sector preparedness for and response to the 
2019-20 summer season. 
 
To	the	Inspector	General	for	Emergency	Management.		
The	following	is	our	submission	to	the	Independent	Enquiry	into	the	2019-2010	Victorian	Fire	
Season.		
 
On behalf of my husband and myself we are addressing the following six 
terms of reference as listed: 

1. Effectiveness of emergency command and control   
2. Control and accountability arrangements.(In Victoria) 
3. Preparedness ahead of the 2019-20 fire season 
4. Effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20-

fire season. 
5. The effectiveness of regional emergency management work undertaken 

to inform and educate the community about the coming season. 
6. Community engagement. 

	
Our	Details:	
Mary	&	Dennis	Gilbert	

	
Preamble:		
The	following	is	information	about	my	husband	and	myself,	to	give	you	a	perspective	and	to	make	
relevant	our	point	of	view.	
We	were	severely	impacted	by	the	bushfire	on	the	night	of	December	30th.		
Our	family	home,	at Old	Basin	Road,	was	completely	annihilated.	We	lost,	completely,	our	family	
home	of	30+years:	a	bespoke	home,	and	infrastructure	(shedding,	carports,	workshop	areas,	garden,	
glass	house,	chook	house	and	chooks,	garden	pond	and	goldfish,	and	fencing	etc.).		
As	well,	at 	Old	Basin	Road	we	lost,	completely,	our	farm,	farmhouse,	and	infrastructure		
(shedding,	fencing,	cattle	yards,	hay	shed,	shearing	shed,	workshops,	storage	sheds,	stables	and	
machinery,	etc.,).	This	was	our	livelihood.	
	
This	is	our	Fire	Story	/	Background.	[As	prepared	for	a	Press	Report	Report,	January	2020]	
Miracle	Buchan	Survival		
For	Mary	and	Dennis	Gilbert,	the	heartbreak	of	losing	their	beloved,	hand	built	home	of	three	decades	is	still	
raw.	But	the	Buchan	couple	know	their	escape	from	the	fire	that	raged	through	their	property	on	December	30	
is	nothing	short	of	a	miracle.	
	
In	the	weeks	leading	up	to	their	home	being	impacted,	fires	sparked	by	dry	lightning	started	in	the	Gelantipy	
and	W-Tree	areas.	Mary,	67,	and	Dennis,	70,	watched	as	strike	teams	and	firefighters	regularly	passed	by	their	
property,	and	heard	the	constant	drone	of	water	bombing	choppers.	
	
“We	were	very	prepared	throughout	those	weeks,”	Mary	explained.	“We	had	extra	water	reserves,	a	20,000	
gallon	tank,	a	5000	litre	tank,	numerous	IBC	1000	litre	water	tanks,	buckets,	wheelbarrows,	watering	cans	and	
mopping	bags	placed	in	strategic	positions	around	the	family	home	and	shedding	ready	for	‘mopping	up’	after	
the	front	had	passed.		
	
“We	also	had	firefighting	pumps	and	hoses	at	the	ready.	In	early	spring,	Dennis	had	whipper	snipped	and	
poisoned	weeds	along	the	entire	fence	lines	to	keep	them	safe	from	burning.	And	excess	trees	were	cleared	as	
well.	We	were	well	aware	of	the	weather	conditions	and	always	kept	an	eye	on	the	prevailing	winds	to	know	
where	and	when	the	fire	was	active	or	on	the	move.”	
	
Eventually,	in	the	final	days	of	2019,	the	fire	began	licking	at	their	doorstep,	and	despite	all	the	preparations,	it	
moved	frighteningly	fast.	
	



“It	all	happened	too	quickly	to	‘feel’	anything.	I	didn’t	feel	scared	or	shaky	or	nervous,	I	guess	adrenalin	kicked	
in	and	we	just	did	what	we	had	to	do.	It	did	seem	to	take	forever	for	the	front	to	pass.	There	were	embers	
everywhere	and	the	roaring,	thundering	sound.	I	kept	saying	‘please	pass,	please	pass!’”	
	
	“I	could	feel	my	airways	closing	over	and	the	taste	of	smoke	in	my	mouth.	We	took	shelter	in	our	rock-walled	
shed.	The	walls	were	two	feet	thick!	Luckily,	I	had	packed	heaps	of	woolen	blankets	-	the	old	classic	
Onkaparinga	heirloom	ones.	I	had	them	wrapped	around	me	from	the	start,	plus	I	had	a	helmet	and	mask.	With	
fire	engulfing	the	property,	the	couple	knew	they	could	no	longer	shelter	in	their	shed.	We	realized	we	had	to	
move	once	we	noticed	the	heat	and	suffocating	atmosphere.	And	the	fire	was	not	letting	up	but	was	in	fact	
getting	worse!”	
	
The	couple	sprinted	from	the	shed	to	their	car,	drove	through	the	ember-studded	darkness,	with	the	incredible	
roar	of	flames	in	their	ears	and	made	their	way	to	shelter	at	their	farm	dam	wall,	(this	being	part	of	their	
emergency	plan).	Dennis	and	Mary	could	do	little	but	watch	as	the	monstrous	blaze	annihilated	their	property.	
	
“The	night	was	very	long,	very	hot	and	quite	emotional.	We	were	very	hot	and	thirsty.	Our	supplies	were	in	
Dennis’	car,	which	we	couldn’t	use	as	it	had	caught	alight	and	my	supplies	were	left	in	the	shed.	I	had	a	face	
washer,	which	we	doused	in	the	dam	and	used	for	moisture,	sucking	on	it	then	spitting	out.		
	
“During	the	night	we	had	a	swim	in	the	dam	to	cool	off.	But	the	water	was	so	icy	cold.	I	guess	that’s	because	we	
were	so	hot	from	the	intense	heat	all	around.”	
	
As	they	waited	out	the	firestorm	the	couple	feared	for	their	beloved	family	pets,	their	dog	Coco	and	cat	Pebbles.	
“We	in	fact	were	very	relieved	to	find	Pebbles	two	days	later.	Having	taken	shelter	in	the	pizza	oven,	he	was	
severely	traumatized	and	injured	with	third	degree	burns.	Now	with	constant	vet	attention	he	is	recovering.”	
	
The	couple	was	also	injured	during	the	fire.	“Dennis	received	very	bad	burns	to	his	hands.	The	blisters	were	
about	two	to	three	centimeters	in	height	and	width.	During	the	night	he	kept	dunking	them	in	the	dam	for	relief	
from	the	pain,	and	I	hugged	into	his	wet	gloves	for	relief	from	the	heat!	I	had	a	small	burn	to	my	arm	caused	
from	the	heat	of	my	silver	bangle,”	Mary	said.	
	
Several	weeks	later,	the	enormity	of	what	they’ve	lost	has	hit	the	Gilbert	family.		
	
“We	spent	the	night	watching	the	fires	burn	all	around	us	and	our	beloved	Buchan	Farmhouse	Accommodation	
home.	For	15	years	we	had	operated	a	very	popular	holiday	accommodation	venue	for	farmstays.	We	enjoyed	
guests	both	nationally	and	internationally,	from	all	walks	of	life,	occupations	and	backgrounds.	Everyone	found	
the	farmhouse	and	its	surrounds	simply	serene	and	blissful.	Children	loved	the	farm	animals	and	their	
experiences	here.”	
	
But,	like	many	in	the	region,	the	family	is	now	into	the	process	of	rebuilding.		
	
“Thanks	to	our	son	and	daughter,	their	partners	Madi	and	Luke,	and	their	many	Tradie	friends	and	contacts	we	
are	managing	to	get	back	on	track	for	the	time	being.	Dennis	and	our	son	Garth	and	friends	have	helped	with	
caring	for	our	livestock,	with	hay	cartage,	building	electric	fences	and	maintaining	suitable	temporary	electric	
fencing	for	our	livestock.	Meanwhile	my	daughter	Hannah,	and	her	partner,	has	helped	with	doing	all	the	
associated	paper	work	(applying/	registering	for	grants,	insurance,	replacing	lost	cards	etc.).	
	
“We’ve	been	so	busy	we	haven’t	had	much	time	to	think	long	term	plans	but	do	expect	to	rebuild	a	‘new	‘	dream	
home	of	course.”	
	
The	couple	admits	however,	the	emotional	scars	will	take	much	longer	to	heal.		
	
“This	will	be	an	everlasting	effect	and	a	there	will	be	forever	on-going	task	of	rebuilding,	re-	establishing	our	
businesses,	lives	and	livelihoods.	The	utter	catastrophes	of	this	bushfire	will	not	only	have	a	permanent	impact	
on	our	psyche	and	our	lives	but	there	will	also	be	an	indelible	impact	on	the	natural	environment	in	which	we	
live.		
	
“The	landscape	as	we	knew	it	is	changed	and	many	aspects	are	lost.	The	many	stunning	century-old	eucalypt	
trees,	which	lined	the	roadways,	are	gone;	the	natural	landmarks	of	streams,	gullies	and	rocky	outcrops	have	



been	exposed	and	will	suffer	further	erosion.	And	sadly,	for	our	area,	the	beautiful,	historic	and	unique	100-
year	old	Howe	Trestle	Bridge	over	the	Murrindal	River,	which	we	passed	daily,	has	been	totally	annihilated.	For	
me	this	is	a	most	sad	impact.”	
	
Our	Response	to	the	Terms	of	Reference. 
    
1.Effectiveness of Emergency Management Command and Control. 

• Why did the fire take so long to control? 
Without knowing the logistics of the management command of this fire 
event it is hard to be fully positive about its effectiveness.  
  
There may have been a high level of emergency management command at 
times however we don’t feel it was as effective as it could have 
been…otherwise why did the fire reach such a catastrophic level?  
Apart from the obvious contributing reason of extremely high amounts of 
combustible fuel that had been allowed to accumulate over decades on the 
forest floor, combined with the prevailing weather conditions? 
  
This fire should have been brought under control much earlier on in the 
piece. In our view in those earlier stages it seemed that the fire ‘was 
allowed to burn’ as it was not presenting a threat to assets (apart from 
the forest itself) and was doing the ‘burn-off’ work of what should have 
been done in prior stages and years by the DWELP / FFMV authorities.    
 
The fire began on Friday Nov 21st.from dry lightning strikes. In our view 
it seemed to be allowed to continue to burn for far too long before 
specific and effective action was taken. And then, to further compound 
the disastrous fire situation, in the final days before the apocalyptic 
event, such a huge number of fire-fighting personnel, contractors and 
contracted equipment was pulled out and sent to other areas of 
Gippsland; which were also experiencing a demand for emergency help. 
This left a minimal ‘skeleton’ staff /number of fire- fighting personnel 
to deal with the problem on our (i.e. “Buchan’s”) doorstep.  
Why wasn’t further emergency action taken at that stage (or earlier for 
that matter?) to bulk up the fire-fighting numbers by bringing in the 
troops?  
Note: The State of Emergency Declaration was made on January 3rd ….many 
days after the fire lead-up, and even following that catastrophic event 
which struck us, and our area on Monday 30TH December.  
 
In the immediate few days leading up to that catastrophic night of 
December 30th we, as a community, were really left in the lurch…deserted 
in fact: by those with the authority and knowledge to do better for our 
community.  
 

• No communication, by those in command, with private landowners 
outside of the Buchan township re preparations being made for the 
2019-2020-fire season. Very minimal public meetings for 
disseminating information at a firsthand level.  

As far as we were concerned, in the lead up to this fire season, in the 
eyes of local CFA and DELWP, FFMV, ‘we were on our own’. There was no 
consideration given to asset protection in our immediate vicinity, no 
assistance with bare earth lines, no use of fire retardant to protect 
farming assets, and definitely there was no personal / firsthand 
communications or advice given from any person or group in authority 
regarding our singular position. There was no physical presence by any 
persons ‘in command’ at all in our region of East Buchan / The Basin, 



nor near our property. AND, we live less that 5kms from the centre of 
the township, as the crow flies! 
All asset protection and concern was given to the township of Buchan. 
But we are residents of ‘Buchan’; our children went to the Buchan 
Primary School, our home postcode and postal location is 3885, Buchan. 
We have worked in Buchan. We pay our Rates, our Fire Levy and are 
Primary Producers, whilst also operating a successful Accommodation 
Business for over fifteen years. As Primary producers and business 
operators we have greatly contributed to the local economy and yet where 
was the consideration for us as fellow community members? 
 
For many weeks, from the initial days of the fires beginning in 
November, we had hundreds of CFA, DELWP and FFMV personnel, fire strike 
teams, contractors, and official people passing by our property not to 
mention the helicopters, water-bombing aircraft, and numerous 
reconnaissance aircraft which passed overhead constantly. But not once 
did any personnel stop by to communicate with us, or check on our well- 
being.  
Where was their ‘Duty of Care’; or sense of responsibility to fellow 
humans, as persons in the know? 
We did glean relevant information from family contacts that were working 
with contractors in the area and from ABC broadcasts but there was 
nothing from official channels coming forth.        
 

• Why did it take so long for search and rescue parties to be 
activated? 

On the night my husband and I took refuge below the dam wall, on our 
farming property. This was Part C of our 3-Part Safety Plan. We 
miraculously had survived the night and knew we were safe there. However 
it seemed to take forever for emergency people to come to our rescue. We 
knew our son and daughter would have alerted the authorities re our 
plight and disappearance during the course of the previous evening and 
knew it would be only a matter of time before help would arrive. However 
it was not until late morning (11.45 am) of the following day that we 
were sighted by people in a red helicopter doing reconnaissance 
following the fires. We flashed the car headlights and flagged them 
down.   
By chance our good neighbours were on the lookout for us and located us 
at the same time. 
 
 
2.Control and accountability arrangements. (In Victoria) 

• Accountability arrangements.  
For many years prior to this season (2019-2020) there was in our 
community the procedure and practise set up whereby if residents were to 
leave or ‘evacuate’ the district in times of emergency then a register 
was kept.  
We had made the decision that we would stay at, and defend, our property 
and therefore had not signed any such register. In view of this one 
would surmise that in times of emergency such as what happened on Monday 
December 30th that those in authority would naturally do a check on that 
list to ascertain who was in the community and who wasn’t. We were still 
at our property.  
Days after this event we heard that fire fighting crews were pulled out 
of the fireline /forest on that Monday morning by those in control and 
returned to the township in view of the impending disastrous winds which 
were to strike and which made fighting the fire impossible and unsafe. 



Why then, weren’t we alerted at this stage (ie Monday morning / mid day 
/ early afternoon of the impending worsening conditions? Why wasn’t a 
check made on us, and others in our neighbourhood, still at their 
properties, of the utter worsening conditions? Where was any duty of 
care enacted for us local members of the community?  
 
During that fateful day I was tuned into ABC radio and do recall hearing 
a warning for Nowa Nowa residents to enact their evacuation plans 
because “the fire was heading southwards from Waiwera”. I remember 
thinking to myself “oh that’s good at least it is to the south of us” 
and felt relatively safe at that stage. 
We feel that there should have been better accountability taken in this 
instance by those in authority and those who were in-the-know. 
 

• Accountability through communications. 1.The Phone Tree 
The phone tree set up for this district was in essence a successful idea 
and diligently operated by a conscientious group of locals: myself 
included; however at the crucial time when it was needed there seemed to 
be a massive flaw in that it was not enacted at all on the days prior to 
the event in Buchan. This was an integral part of the local safety plan, 
and way of disseminating information from the centre of the township 
directly to the locals in the outlying areas of Buchan. There was no 
forewarning through this procedure of what was in store for us, 
particularly in the last few days leading up to and including Monday 
December 30th. 

• Accountability through communications. 2.Telstra Communications 
Back up power source for the Telstra Tower ineffective. It is understood 
there were inefficiencies in maintaining maintenance of supply and 
maintenance of the backup batteries, which power the tower in times of 
outages.  
 
   
3.Preparedness ahead of the 2019-20 fire season. 
In our view, the 2019-2020-fire season was a catastrophe waiting to 
happen. Historically there are a number of reasons for this point of 
view.   

• Insufficient Burn Off Programs, in prior years, to minimise build 
up of combustible fuel on the forest floor. 

In some areas there was a fuel load of over 40+ years’ (and in others of 
60+ years’) accumulation of forest litter on the forest floor. 
In more recent years, following the bushfires of 2014 in the Snowy River 
National Park, when the fire crossed the river and came to within a few 
kilometres of our property, I visited the Nowa Nowa Office of DNRE (now 
DELWP?). I went there to speak with representatives re our concern for 
the considerably overgrown amount of vegetation along Balley Hooley 
Road, which passes through the Snowy River State Forest and which 
borders the eastern portion our farming property.  
We were very concerned that there was a real fire hazard here, which 
could impact onto our property. I raised this issue with them. A few 
weeks later two fellows came 
from that Office to speak with Dennis and myself about planned burns for 
our district. They had maps with them and pointed out areas on the map 
to the north and east of our property, among other areas. At this 
instance they stated that reduction burns in our immediate vicinity were 
planned for three to four years hence!  
Imagine our dismay and irritation, when hearing that? Not only could no 
immediate action be taken but also we would have to abide the threat of 



bush fires in our immediate vicinity for at least another 3-4 years!!!!! 
Where is the concern, or any sense of responsibility / accountability on 
the part of DELWP or FFMV Authorities, particularly for the concerns of 
the locals and for local assets?  
 
That visit was in 2014, six years ago, and to our knowledge those 
specific and requested burns in the forest, to the north and east of our 
home and farm property vicinity, did not take place as planned. 
Balley Hooley Road was cleared in part (but not near our property) by 
bulldozer work, in the course of fighting that fire in 2014, but no 
follow up controlled reduction burn-off ever occurred in that area 
bordering our boundary with the Snowy River State Forest, nor to the 
south east of our property which is also a Snowy River State Forest 
buffer zone.  The bush, undergrowth, road verges and river frontages 
were left to grow and thicken. 

 
In past years we have always done all in our power to be prepared to 
face a fire but not to face a fire of this immensity which was caused, 
we believe, by the combination of the build up of an over abundance of 
fuel on the forest floor and the many years of neglectful management by 
the authorities, with their reluctance to conduct appropriate burn-offs 
and to undertake more efficient forest management practises. This can be 
evidenced by firsthand knowledge and stories by seventy–year old plus 
locals and neighbours who were born and bred here in Buchan and who well 
recall areas of State Forest and bush that have never being burnt. (See 

My husband has lived in this area since the early 1980’s and I have been 
here since the mid ‘80’s. In those earlier days some parts of the sky 
would be filled with burn-off smoke from afar; but not in areas close to 
where we lived. That was forty years ago. Our son remembers his Primary 
School holiday times being “spoilt’ by the smoke–filled skies. My 
husband worked for the Forestry Department in those earlier years and at 
a time when the workers were in fact encouraged by their seniors in 
charge to ‘light up the bush’…knowing full well that that was what was 
needed to keep the fuel load on the forest floor at a minimal and the 
environment safe from bushfires. They were able to use their discretion 
and accumulated knowledge to go ahead, without the encumbering ‘wait for 
permission from those-sitting-at-office-desks-in the-city … away from 
the ground zero’. And it worked! We did not have the devastating 
bushfires then like the multiple destructive bushfires we have had in 
more recent years. 2002-3,2006-7,2009,2019-2020. 
If proper and effective planned burns had been carried out by the DELWP 
/ FFMV personnel in the forests to the north, east and southeast areas 
of our properties the devastation of this 2019-2020 fire catastrophe may 
never have occurred. 
 

• Red tape restrictions and impositions by city-centric managers.  
In more recent years there has been way too much red tape and 
intimidation of penalties for rural people using their discretion when 
it comes to their own land management, and even collection of firewood. 
Penalties, implied by DWELP and FFMV, would include the likes of 
confiscation of chainsaws, machinery, and vehicles; as well as heavy 
monetary fines.  The amount of regulations and scare factors imposed on 
local knowledgeable people who wish to carry out safety burns on their 
properties and boundary lines are restrictive.  

 



From experience, the procedures imposed for cutting up fallen trees 
outside the boundary lines and on road reserves have been limiting, 
leading to a build up of fuel along roadways and fence lines.     
There was a time when local, experienced and knowledgeable landowners 
were able to maintain their properties to a safe state by initiating 
their own burn offs; locals could collect firewood and harvest fallen 
trees freely along roadsides and verges; farmers could cull trees etc. 
But nowadays the introduction of heavy fines and restrictions of short 
burn-off periods has led to an abundance of combustible fuel on the 
ground.  
In particular, local landowners have been impeded in keeping their 
properties fire-safe by not being able to maintain safe fence lines and 
road reserves along their boundary fences. The resultant build up of 
fuel over recent years has resulted in the spread of wildfire from the 
forests to areas along boundary fence lines, with the resultant heavy 
destruction and extensive loss of integral farm infrastructure. 
It was common practise for landowners to carry out reduction cool 
burning of bush and grasses on their properties however in recent 
decades this preventative action by the landowner was not allowed by the 
government, as it was considered a risk for fire to escape into the 
state forests.  
What we experienced on December 30th was an intense wildfire that had 
escaped from the forests onto our properties. 
 
We feel that people in the city who make the rules controlling our 
management practises are not realizing the proper and full implications 
of their decisions and their effect on people in rural areas. It seems 
their ideas are based on academic knowledge and not “real-life” ‘on-the-
ground’ situations in which the farmer and landowner operates and runs 
his primary production business. There is too much governance from so-
called ‘city experts’. Local people with first-hand lifetime, 
generational experiences and knowledge need to given more credence. 
   

• Local and forest access roads and river courses have not being 
maintained to a sufficient level for fire safety.  

Local roads and road verges in our area in particular have been 
overgrown for years and very hazardous in times of fires.  
We noticed in past years, when there was logging activity in our area, 
the roads would be maintained regularly to a high degree, especially in 
view of the heavy vehicular traffic, logging trucks and transports etc. 
using the roads. In recent years however local roads such as Basin Road, 
Old Basin Road, Basin Creek Rd, Balley Hooley Rd, Snowy River Rd, 
Tulloch Ard Rd, etc. would only be attended to maybe once every 18-24 
months and then only in specific areas perhaps where tourists may drive. 
Roadsides and road verges would be cut back or trimmed to a mere 1.5 
metres from the road edge and beyond that pure, thick, fire-prone bush 
would be left to flourish!  
 
Unfortunately the road reserve adjacent to the historic Howe Trestle 
Bridge over the Murrindal River was one example.  
This area was perennially overgrown with wattle and gumtree saplings, 
wild shrubbery, undergrowth, and blackberry build up. My husband would 
go there periodically to clear up blackberries and unwanted undergrowth 
and fill in the potholes. The local Shire workers rarely attended to 
this area in and around the bridge. Its’ neglectful state was not only 
sad to see, but an eyesore. 



As long time residents of this area we have observed over the years 
massive build ups of excessive undergrowth, weeds, and forest litter on 
river frontage land along the river courses in our area…namely the 
Buchan River, (even in the township of Buchan); The Murrindal River 
course as mentioned above, and the Snowy River, particularly around the 
junction of the Buchan and the Snowy Rivers at the Balley Hooley camping 
reserve. 
In past years we leased the river frontage of our property along the 
Murrindal River and kept it in a fairly pristine park-like manner, with 
no blackberries, weeds or fire-prone debris. However for financial 
reasons we stopped our leasing arrangement, fenced the boundary of our 
property and relinquished the river frontage back to the Shire /local 
River Catchment Authority. Since we relinquished our lease years ago 
there has never being any presence by representatives of those from the 
relevant authority / authorities to take action to maintain this river 
course in a responsible manner, let alone a fire-safe manner.    
 
  
4.Effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20 fire 
season. 
If Victoria’s operational response had been more expedient in the 
earlier days of the ‘lightning-strike-fire’ we may not have had the 
resultant catastrophic wildfires and such utter destruction of assets in 
our area. 
We have the following concerns. 

• Reaction time: Why did it take so long to control the fire outbreak 
in the early days of the fire? 

• Number of personnel involved: Why weren’t more fire strike teams 
involved in the beginning days?  

• Why were decisions to deploy the Armed Forces / Reserves not taken 
at an earlier stage when more positive activity would have seen 
better results and not caused us the catastrophe of having lost 
everything, with its inherent economic value, to the fires?  

• Why was the “State of Emergency’ not enacted sooner than January 3rd 
2020? 

• Why was the bulk of the fire-fighting contingency withdrawn from 
the Buchan area at a time when it was still desperately needed? 
(i.e. pre December 30th?) 

 
 
5.The effectiveness of regional emergency management work undertaken to   
inform and educate the community about the coming season.  

• Very few public meetings were set to inform about the coming 
season.  

In mid December … during the season… at the Buchan Recreation Ground, I 
attended a meeting where a community tea was provided.  We were given 
the opportunity to list our concerns on pieces of butcher’s paper 
presented around the room. I wrote my concerns on a few of these but 
they were not addressed at that meeting and there was no acknowledgement 
or avenue of follow-up given for addressing these at a later date. The 
time restraints on this meeting were restrictive to proper discussion. 
I don’t recall any other meetings being offered to the public.  

• Inefficient use of email system for disseminating information 
Contact email address details were given at this meeting but these were 
not used as a point of contact… there were no emails sent to us as 
follow up either.  



• Very little direct communication with people who lived away from 
town / who could not make it to the public meetings. 

We had the Vic Emergency app but this gave confusing information, was 
often a generalised set of information, (not specific enough to some 
particular areas) and was ‘very cloggy’ to upload. Guests at out 
farmhouse, who were very tech-savvy, had told me (previous to Christmas 
time) that the programming used on this App was in fact out-dated and 
obsolete.   
On many occasions, the information given on the App was very repetitive 
in its nature…giving one the impression that all alerts were repeats 
only. Like the story of Peter and the Wolf… it was quite an irritating 
and frustrating exercise to check on these alerts!   
 

    
6.Community engagement. 

• There was no engagement with regional or local authorities with us 
as landowners. 

There was no direct action taken by any authorities to assess or to      
inform us of the fires burning to the north and the east of our 
property; which also bordered State Forest to the east and south–east. 
We felt offended that every day multitudes of traffic was passing our 
property and not once did anyone stop to inform us of the actual fire 
conditions.  
We did have access to information at times as was available at the 
Buchan Neighbourhood House and through some social contact with others 
but surely someone could have come to us personally to give relevant up 
to the day information. Where was their ‘Duty of Care’? 

 
• Asset Protection not available to farming properties. 

Our property is less than 5kms as the crow flies / and ten kilometres 
from the township of Buchan. We are Buchan locals, having lived here in 
this community for almost forty years, and yet no consideration was 
given to our family’s asset protection, that of the farming property or 
that of our Accommodation Business…. All of which contribute to the 
economy of the local community of Buchan. In particular our Farmhouse 
Accommodation business contributed not only to the economy of the local 
community but also to that of the region, and ultimately of the State 
for its contribution of tourism-generated dollars.   
  
One would think that giving asset protection in the form of protective 
measures such as creating bare-earth-lines around boundary fences, 
reduction burn-backs along road verges in close proximity to farming 
properties, use of fire retardant surrounding farm homes and 
infrastructure on properties and removal of fire-dangerous trees before 
a fire hits would be a more obvious and sensible way to prepare for a 
bushfire. 
And perhaps proactive steps such as these before the onslaught of a 
bushfire would be more economically advantageous than dealing with its 
aftermath, financially speaking?   

• No action was taken prior to the fire escaping from the State 
forest and control lines to assist asset protection of our 
property. 

There was no assistance or offer to provide bare-earth-lines along the 
farming and State Forest boundaries, no use of fire retardant in the 
area. None was even used to protect the historic Howe Trestle Bridge 
over the Murrindal River, which was soon to celebrate its 100-year 
history!  



Surely a higher level of ‘proactive action to protect’, rather than a 
‘concerted reaction to fight’ (when it is somewhat too late), is 
required in such a fire event?  
Why wait for the horse to bolt? Why protect the forest with $millions of 
fire fighting funds when people’s lives and livelihoods are at stake? 
Surely that is where the effort needs to be put? Closer to where all the 
people who make up the community live, whether that is in the immediate 
town situation or in outlying areas? As was mentioned earlier…we all pay 
taxes, including the fire levy, and we all contribute in one way or 
another to the overall community.  
More prior and proactive action is needed to protect all community and 
taxpayer assets.  

 
 

Thank you for giving consideration to this, our submission, 
Sincerely  
Mary & Dennis Gilbert 

 

 
 
 
	
	
	
	
	




