
Thank you for the opportunity to submit to the independent inquiry into the 2019-2020 
Victorian fire season. 
 
My home in Mallacoota was destroyed on New Year’s Eve. I had already fled to Melbourne, so 
did not go through the horror of the fires actually happening, but was of course glued to 
various media for weeks. 
 
I would first of all like to thank all the people who took part in trying to deal with the fire 
season - fighting fires on the ground, managing movement of resources, coordinating efforts, 
making sandwiches, whatever role. It was a terrible time and I am grateful to everyone 
working to help protect life and property, especially the fire fighters, but all the rest as well. 
 
I will address a few of the terms of reference of the inquiry.  
 

• 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 really useful community information/education session happened when CFA personnel 
from out of town visited Mallacoota. They not only provided a great deal of information about 
fire behaviour, but also strategies for surviving the fire front. They also advised that people in 
my circumstances – with health issues which mean my best fire plan is to leave – would need 
to leave town the day before a day of severe fire danger. This is because of Mallacoota’s remote 
location, and the one road out and then the highway in both directions being surrounded by 
forest.  As I don’t drive, and public transport is only available three days a week, this poses a 
considerable problem for me. While most people who attended the meeting were distressed 
by the bald facts presented, it was a timely meeting for people who had been vaguely 
concerned but who avoided thinking about the problem too much. I think many fire plans 
became much better organised after that session. 
 

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

 
It seems there was a failure to consider evacuation processes for Mallacoota, to put it mildly. 
This also links back to the previous term of reference – how well people were informed or 
educated about the coming fire season. 
 
I was amazed to see people arriving in town to spend Christmas with family, bringing small 
children. I suppose that while I’d been paying attention to the drying bush and drying ground, 
watching the NSW fires, checking the BOM projections for the decay of the negative SAM, 
which had kept our temperatures cooler, others had stayed focussed on their own lives going 
along as usual. Of course, this is a survival skill, and to some extent, that’s what I’d been doing 
as well. But by the 23rd of December, with fires already burning at Bruthen and Buchan, and 
with a weekend of hot weather coming and possible thunderstorms, I organised to go to 
Melbourne to stay in a friend’s empty house while they were on holiday. I didn’t predict that 
Mallacoota would burn so soon (or I’d offer you my crystal ball), but thought that the other 
fires could likely increase or others start and the highway get cut off, trapping me in 
Mallacoota for the fires when they eventually reached there. Given the terrible dryness, it 



seemed almost certain that we would burn that season. I left town by bus and train on Boxing 
Day, with a suitcase that soon turned out to hold my only belongings. 
 
We had been warned by the visiting CFA personnel that if/when fires arrived we may well be 
on our own, as it could be too dangerous to try to get fire trucks into town. So it seems to me 
that Mallacoota residents are very lucky those four thousand tourists were in town and that 
the fire threat approached in such a way as to allow so many fire trucks to move in before the 
conflagration. 
 
Evacuating four thousand people from Mallacoota, who would then join the one highway 
which evacuees from all other East Gippsland and Gippsland towns would also have to use 
sounds like a complex process. Does prohibiting travel to Mallacoota and similar locations 
during any bad looking season become the only ‘safe’ option? Mallacoota depends 
economically on tourism. How can you stop people from travelling there any summer it looks 
like we might have fires? Given the protests at restrictions imposed for covid 19, how do you 
think people might respond to prohibitions on travel to places of fire risk? If they continue to 
travel there, how many days in advance would fire threat need to be assessed to allow for safe 
evacuation? How many times might people be evacuated for safety reasons when no actual 
fire eventuates? How did we let ourselves get to a world like this in the first place? (At least I 
can honestly say I’ve been one of the people fighting this wilful ignorance all the way, though 
probably not enough, since the 80s.) 
 
Dealing with tourism is one thing. What about residents like me who might not survive a fire 
(my lungs are damaged and I don’t know if I could have survived the smoke)? How can I make 
effective plans to leave in time when a severe fire danger was not forecast for the day 
Mallacoota actually burnt, at least not by the time I needed to leave? If I need to leave town 
early to be safe, how much time will I have to spend in alternative accommodation given the 
extended fire seasons? I am asking these as rhetorical questions, but ones which, without 
there seeming to be any hope of formulating simple answers, will likely determine my future.  
 

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

 
I wasn’t in Mallacoota when the fire was heading towards them, but still I can’t tell you how 
relieved I was to see that long line of fire trucks and all the personnel in photos on social 
media. A priority for planning must be provision of adequate safety gear for all those fabulous 
people giving their time and effort, whether paid or volunteer. And whatever else is needed to 
ensure their safety and well-being during these extended fire seasons must also be properly 
funded. 
 
Former fire and emergency leaders gave their time and effort to try to speak to the Prime 
Minister about preparations for the fire season, without any luck, and with vested interests 
distorting their efforts, claiming they were saying such stupid things as there’d be no more 
fires if we stopped using fossil fuels. It is very hard for people to speak the truth about the 
relationship of climate change and the more intense, longer fire seasons, not just because of 
Murdoch and other powerful attackers for the sake of vested interests, but because both sides 
of government, in bending their policies and statements to suit either the fossil fuel masters or 
the fossil fuel unions, have fostered the impression that facts are a matter of opinion. 
 
That the Victorian government has initiated this inquiry is a promising sign. But they must 
listen to what fire and emergency leaders, and people with the lived experience of fighting 



these fires have to say and they must act on the best advice given. It will probably mean 
spending huge amounts of money and that will have to be spent.  
 
Education/information campaigns are needed – and some ministers are also in need of them – 
to make the facts of climate change and the dangers we are facing real for the people who 
don’t ‘believe’. The reasons for climate related policies need to be spelt out, and then there 
can’t be a contradictory message sent out to appease this or that union. This really is a matter 
of life and death.  
 

• 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.  

 
I do not have experience or expertise in land management, so I rely on the views of people 
who do. There is a great deal of opinion flowing on these matters, and I try to focus on views 
expressed by people who are likely to have the relevant qualifications and practical 
experience. As such, I want to raise a few questions which seem sensible to me, but stress I’m 
not pretending to have the answers, or even to know for sure if they are the right questions. 
 
As far as I can tell, the amount of fuel load reduction done has been reduced by the conditions 
brought on by climate change, reducing the time when it is safe to do controlled burns. But 
this fact, if indeed it is a fact, has not been clearly explained to people, so Murdoch and other 
vested interests can run misinformation which affects the ways people think. Another fact may 
well be that funding of the relevant departments in each state has been so far reduced as to 
also add to this problem.  
 
At the heart of this seems to be the problem of whether controlled burns are really effective 
when a one-type-fits-all approach is used. Is there some safe way for decisions to undertake 
burns to be made at the local level? Would this help increase the opportunities under drier 
climate-changed conditions to undertake burning? Is there some way of accrediting farmers 
and other land owners who have, or who achieve the necessary skills to undertake safe burns? 
I assume they would have to provide evidence of water content of soil etc to show they are 
justified in burning at that time. Is that feasible? 
 
This links to the related problem of treating various kinds of bush in the same way. After a 
controlled burn some years ago in casuarina dominated forest, for example, the number of 
trees killed seemed to add more fuel load, rather than reduce it.  
 
The descriptions by Indigenous rangers of cultural burning /cool burning practices make a lot 
of sense and I hope this option is fully investigated/supported in future. Perhaps Indigenous 
rangers working to train land owners is also a possibility. 
 
Meanwhile, in Mallacoota, a local group had been trialling mulching as a form of management, 
and that looked hopeful as well. 
 
Whatever the answers to these questions may be, the policies proposed and adopted need to 
be made very clear to the population. At the community level, the intense anger of people who 
believe the fires were caused by ‘greenies’ who somehow stopped controlled burning is 
incredibly toxic, and folk whose response to drama is anger go searching for a scapegoat 
within the community to stand in for these evil powerful greenies. There is a real need for a 



clear, coherent, truthful narrative about land management practices. It’s a complex subject and 
informed differences of opinion will still exist, so creating a clear explanation would take time, 
but it should be done. 
 
Conclusion 
After the Black Saturday fires, when very experienced fire fighters told us that those fires were 
not ‘normal’, that the game had changed, it became clear the disasters of climate change were 
not coming some way off in the distant future.  
 
New modes of fire preparedness are needed for new times, and these must be well funded. 
But the one overriding priority must be action to reduce emissions and, where possible, to 
draw down carbon. While some of us have already had our lives completely disrupted, the rest 
are now in a time when the simple idea of setting off for a summer holiday is vexed by 
questions with no simple answer, and where every ‘win’ for safety will probably involve losses 
of other kinds. This is not a world we needed to enter – we could have acted back in the 80s 
when the threats were articulated and Maggie Thatcher called the world to action. To put our 
heads down now and focus on dealing just with the fact of the fires, and not with climate 
change, would be to allow the situation to get worse and worse. Ever since Black Saturday, my 
imagination has had to accept the possibility of a day of, say, 46 degrees, but maybe more, 
when fires are raging across all of east Gippsland, and what’s left of the forests are deadly dry. 
That is a possibility in the future we’re heading towards, and surely we must try to turn away 
from it?  
 
It seems scandalous to me that this is not the priority of all world governments. In the 
meantime, Australia should not wait for others, but do what we can. Individually, we are 
among the worst, if not the worst, carbon polluters in the world. We must step up to our 
responsibilities. 
 
I believe that our politicians telling a true story plainly is one of the main hopes we have of 
making sure communities prepare effectively each year for the possibilities of fire. It is also 
our best chance of mitigating the effects of the changes we have already made to climate and 
preventing worse to come. People should begin now to talk plain and straight, and keep doing 
that when tries to destroy them. They will be the ones even those who just blame the 
dreaded ‘greenies’ for everything can turn to when the east coast burns again – next year, or 
the year after that, or, if we’re lucky, a few years down the track. Please get on with it. 
 
In the meantime, we are stuck with the increased length and severity of fire seasons. 
Government must listen to our experienced fire fighting and emergency leaders and give them 
the resources they ask for.  
 
Yours sincerely 
Patsy Lisle 
 



Response to the IGEM Fire Season Enquiry 
Submitted by Tom and Sherrie Spielvogel 
Karalta Park 

Morrisons  VIC 3334 
Contact:
 
 
We provide for your consideration our local community experiences of the response and potential 
future responses to the Victorian fire season(s). We provide practical examples as we are practical 
people who have lived through and fought fires – suffering stock and infrastructure losses as well as 
personal injuries for a period of over 60 years, with a family history of the same for over 100 years. 
 

Reduction of CFA actual capacity 
 
TRAINING: CFA training commitments are onerous and do not consider any Recognition of Prior 
Learning (RPL). CFA operational staff are volunteers. Most have either been members for many 
years and many have been trained from childhood for this purpose. To mandate that these members 
need to undertake training modules for such things as “Killer Trees” is degrading and time 
consuming. We live, work and play in a “killer tree” environment every day – not just when trees are 
on fire.  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Typical day driving on regional Victorian roads – every 
week limbs and/or trees come down. 
  
Left: Where I swim with my grandchildren every summer 
along with many other locals. This branch came down 
during some windy weather in summer – no-one was 
injured or killed because even our smallest children are 
taught that trees can be “killers” during windy and/or 
wet, hot/dry or when on fire so… no-one went swimming 
because of the risk! Still we all needed to do the “killer 
tree” CFA training? Note: It would be foolhardy to 
suggest that I would risk spending 20 minutes under a 

tree circling it with tape and painting a yellow K on it as suggested during the training – the biggest 



risk in these circumstances would be to expose yourself for longer than necessary to the risk of a 
falling limb or tree! 
 
 
AGEIST: Some CFA members are over 60 years old and their lifelong experience and skills are 
undervalued and discredited.  
Media articles often focus on this issue – lamenting that many CFA members are aging and inferring 
that their usefulness is diminished. In our local brigades the “aging” members are still working 
fulltime as farmers – undertaking hard, physical work that would daunt many. They are not “gym fit” 
they are a “lifetime of work fit” – try a day’s worth of crutching sheep any you’ll start to get the 
picture… catch, drag, upend and shear the backsides of 400 x 70kg animals a day.  
Just some examples, all outside the CFA, where older members are valued include: 

• Coronavirus – recruiting retired doctors and medical staff to assist 

• Retirement age increased by the Federal Government 

• Bushfire recovery – Grey Army to the rescue again 
 
This undervalued group are all extremely successful “business people” managing million dollar 
enterprises. They are not “country bumpkins” because they are not university educated – they have 
learned their trade by apprenticeship and working with nature all their lives – this apprenticeship 
has included managing fire risk as well as fighting bushfires. It is heartening to see that finally there 
is recognition of our indigenous-orientated “cool burns” – farmers learned and valued this skill 200 
years ago. I point out that during crises it’s the “oldies” yet again who come to the rescue. Here’s a 
recent example:  

• “Twiggy” Forrest secures essential medical supplies during the coronavirus pandemic at the 
request of the Commonwealth. 

A lesson from Linton bushfire of 1998 when five Geelong firefighters lost their lives should have 
been that it was MANDATORY to have an experienced CFA member (even an oldie) along for advice. 
A report outlining the conclusions of the inquest included: 

"The Strike Team Leader of the Geelong Strike Team had not worked in this situation 

previously." 

Training is useful but in such a dangerous environment, as induced by a bushfire, experience should 
be the most valued tool.   
 
RISK MANAGEMENT IS NOT RISK AVOIDANCE 
This important aspect of fire management appears to have escaped the attention of the CFA 
management. Below is just one example of their over-zealous approach to risk management that has 
dire consequences for future bushfire seasons. 

 
HOW THE CFA’s CAPACITY HAS BEEN CUT FOR ROADSIDE/HAZARD REDUCTION BURNS 

PREVIOUS ARRANGEMENTS 
One CFA crew + truck + trainees + private local firefighting equipment burnt the roadsides to reduce 
fire hazards. 

• These were all volunteers 

• This was an excellent training exercise for our future firefighters – learning from doing and 
mentoring from the crew - not from an on-line, theoretical training exercise 

o An apprenticeship rather than an academic exercise 
o These trainees were children of the crew or children of close friends – their safety 

and skills development were the precious priority of all in attendance 

• Simple to organise to ensure maximum attendance 

• Timing to suit volunteer’s normal paid work or family commitments  



 
 

NOW  

• Professional paid-CFA Commander MUST be in attendance and control of the exercise – 
when it suits him and his family commitments 

• SIX (6) volunteer crews and trucks to be in attendance – that’s a lot of volunteers’ (and their 
familiy’s) lives that are disrupted either six (6) times more frequently OR 

• There is a minimum 84% REDUCTION in the number of roadside/hazard reduction burns! 

 

 

 



Topic Previous Current Discussion 

Safety Crew experienced in “live” 
firefighting including 
roadside/hazard reduction burns 
 

Under the command of a 
person who does not have 
“live” firefighting experience 
 

Conditions and weather can change 
unpredictably – refer to the erratic recent 
national bushfires where predictions and 
modelling did not work – there is no 
replacement for “live” fire control experience 

Well established chain of 
command and strong/existing 
working relationships – individual 
strengths and weaknesses are 
known leading to a cohesive and 
effective team 

Chain of command is cloudy – 
obey the unknown 
“professional” commander or 
your crew’s captain or another 
(perhaps also unknown) crew’s 
captain? 

In such a relatively small and controlled 
exercise as roadside burns there is no need 
for a “state-based” command system. 

Trainees are family members; they 
are precious to the crew and the 
community and their safety was 
always first – both during the 
exercise and to ensure they are 
equipped to be safe during their 
future adult firefighting 

No capability for “live” 
firefighting experience to be 
gained by trainees in a 
controlled and mentored 
environment 

Our future volunteer firefighter lives may be 
compromised  

Volunteers were able to plan 
roadside/hazard reduction burns 
at a time when it would not be a 
physical and mental drain.  

The paid professional 
commander is entitled to:  

• 9 weeks annual leave; 

• 99 days personal leave 
(after 2 years’ service); and 

• 5 days community service 
leave. 

This is in recognition of the 
effects of fatigue on 
safety/physical/mental health 
 

CFA volunteers undertakes 40 hours (or more) 
of paid employment or are self-employed. 
After hours or over weekends they voluntarily 
participate in roadside/hazard reduction 
burns. Forcing them to participate at times 
when it is suitable for five other crews and the 
paid professional could lead to fatigue and its 
associated risks. 



Local knowledge of area and 
conditions as all volunteers for a 
one crew operation are drawn 
from local people 
Local knowledge also ensured that 
those adjacent to the proposed 
burn were alerted and prepared (if 
they were not already 
participating). Eg: a paddock 
adjacent to a road might be 
heavily grazed in the week before 
to ensure the roadside burn had 
no fuel outside of the roadside 
itself. 

No local knowledge leads to 
unpredictable and risky 
decisions by the “professional” 
commander 

Road closures, local events leading to 
increased road traffic and large numbers of 
people in the vicinity, trees down, roads 
impassable are just a couple of examples 
where local knowledge is tantamount to a 
successful operation 
 
Locals are unaware and unable to prepare and 
assist during the process – increasing the risk 

Capacity Reduction: 
The fire seasons is 
extending and 
weather systems 
unpredictable 
leading to increased 
bushfire activity. 
More 
roadside/hazard 
reduction burns 
should be occurring 
– not less! 

One crew could conduct a 
roadside/hazard reduction burn 

Six crews (+a professional 
commander) are now required 
to conduct the same 
roadside/reduction burn 

Capacity for roadside/hazard reduction burns 
has reduced by at least 84%. Considering 
volunteer availability for a time that suits a 
plethora of others this reduction is far greater 
than the 84% as crew formation is dependent 
upon their volunteer attendance (some crews 
will need to travel hours to attend). 

Roadside/hazard reduction burns 
were organised within one crew; 
consideration was given to 
volunteers’ paid work and family 
commitments 

Dependent upon the availability 
of the “professional” 
commander at a time that suits 
him and his hours of 
employment and family 
commitments; 
Dependent upon the availability 
of five other volunteer crews 

Planned burns have reduced and will continue 
to do so. Weekend or after-hours roadside 
burns can be problematic for the 
“professional” commander. Volunteers should 
not be expected to participate in 6x more 
roadside/hazard reduction burns to complete 
the number previously conducted 



One crew was able to quickly take 
advantage of the window of 
opportunity (weather, wind, etc) 
to conduct a roadside/hazard 
reduction burn) 

Six crews and one professional 
need to attend – this is far 
more difficult to arrange at 
suitable burning times 

The lack of quick response times will lead to 
less roadside/hazard reduction burns due to 
the inbuilt inflexibility to respond quickly 
during suitable weather conditions coupled 
with the shortened safe burn period each year 

SMALL FIRES CAN BE CONTROLLED – PUT IT OUT IMMEDIATELY 
Experience dictates that small fires can be controlled and put out if 
timely action is taken. Large fires become uncontrollable and 
unmanageable as demonstrated in 2019. In recent years there has 
been a “watch and monitor” approach taken by the CFA 
“controllers”. An example of this is the Scotsburn Fires of 
December 2015. A local CFA first responder called in requesting a 
further six trucks and crews to “put the fire out”. The response was 
that it was being monitored and that modelling forecast that the 
fire was unlikely to be dangerous. This fire went on to destroy 14 
houses, 30 other structures, 4600 ha of farmland, 1000s of stock, 
fencing, yards, etc. Lessons to be learned from this experience 
should have been that: 

• All fires are dangerous. 

• Modelling is a very useful tool but if a fire can be put out it 
should be, no matter how innocuous the fire appears. 

• Local CFA crews are best positioned to respond very quickly, 
and small fires are effectively dealt with while they are still 
in the controllable stage.  

There appears little recognition of the potential lives and property 
saved every single time a “small” fire is put out by CFA members. 
Without an escalation of this strategy the state would see a 
massive increase in the number of catastrophic fires every year. 
  

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE IS NOT VALUED 
 

  
• Road closed – best turn right to access the area beyond… 

• Ooops followed the detour and need to turn left to access 
the area but…. road closed there as well 

•  One route to the area required – 
luckily water has not been released 
from the dam upriver an it is traversable 
but during a bushfire water is released 
and this road becomes impassable. 
How do we get to the fire? Just ask a 
local or follow the local CFA brigades 

 
Repeatedly CFA members are advised that local knowledge is not 
important. I provide the above example as why it is and why it will 
always be important. 



There is bridge work occurring in our local area. The road to our area has a sign stating the 
“Road is closed ahead” and to follow a detour. When the detour is followed the road is 
again closed to our area. According to the roadwork signs there is no route to our area. 
Locals know that there are multiple ways in but one of them is dependent upon a river 
crossing being open. Often during bushfires water is released and this crossing is flooded so 
a local would know not to use that route but one of the alternate routes. This information 
would save precious hours in the event of a fire. I provide photos as evidence of this 
situation – not to criticise the local government or work crews (certain this situation occurs 
all over the state) but merely to point out what is a common situation where local 
knowledge can potentially save time, lives and property. 
 
LANDCARE: is a valuable organisation responsible for the revegetation of roadsides and 
farms. Ensure that in strategic areas (especially roadsides) that less flammable trees are 
planted. Ideally all road verges would be cleared of all trees – engage with Landcare to plan 
future tree plantings on one-side of roads only as windbreaks on farmers’ land instead of 
the verges. This will provide wildlife corridors as well as decent firebreaks at all roads.  
 
CONCLUSION: 
Build CFA Capability by: 

• Valuing experience and utilising this knowledge 

• Acknowledging that training is valuable but recognise prior learning 

• Discrimination based on age as opposed to fitness, knowledge or skills is counter-
productive 

• All fires are potential uncontrollable bushfires - focus on putting fires out when they 
are small – listen to local CFAs 

• Risk management is not risk avoidance. Risk avoidance techniques undermines 
actual CFA capacity 

• Valuing local knowledge – do you know where people are picnicking without phone 
reception during a fire? 
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Submission to the Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season 
From Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute and Melbourne School of Design, 

University of Melbourne 
 
Submission from Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute (MSSI), Melbourne School of 

Design, University of Melbourne. The information is drawn from research undertaken by 

staff at MSSI and broader, in and associated with, the Melbourne School of Design. The 

projects include:  the ARC Linkage project, Building an Integrated System for Australian 

Bushfire Prevention, the Integrated Urban Planning for Natural Hazard Mitigation, funded 

by the Bushfire and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre, and the projects, Wildfire 

Disaster Prevention, Preparedness, Response and Recovery in Coastal Tourist Destinations: 

the Case of Wye River, Australia, and Tourism Development and Local Resilience to 

Disasters: Self-organisation and Community Empowerment Perspectives, funded by the 

Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning and the University of Melbourne, as well as 

doctoral research projects on bushfire. 

The above information illustrates some of the wide-ranging and extensive research in relation 

to bushfire that has been under-taken in MSSI, The Melbourne School of Design and with 

colleagues. These findings are documented in books, articles, research reports, policy 

documents, inquiry reports and public documents. A comprehensive list could be provided, 

but mention is made of two books: 

March, A. & Kornakova, M. (Eds.) (2017) Urban Planning for Disaster Recovery, Elsevier, 

UK, and 

Stanley, J.R., March, A. Ogloff, J., & Thompson, J. (2020) Feeling the Heat: International 

Perspectives on the Prevention of Wildfire, Vernon Press, Delaware, USA. 

This submission is from A/Prof Janet Stanley, Prof Alan March, Dr Jason Thompson, Prof 

Brendan Gleeson, Dr Sangeetha Chandra-Shekeran, Prof Don Henry, Dr Leonardo Nogueira 

de Moraes, Prof John Wiseman, Dr Sebastian Fastenrath, Ms Belinda Young, and Ms Maria 

Constanza Gonzalez Mathiesen.  

 

Please note that we would be pleased to provide further information or directly address the 

Commission about the issues raised in this submission. 

 

Contact: 

Associate Professor Janet Stanley 

Principal Research Fellow, Urban Social Resilience 

Melbourne Sustainable Society Institute, Melbourne School of Design 

Level 3, Architecture Building, The University of Melbourne, Victoria 3010 Australia 

M: 0499 054 248  E: janet.stanley@unimelb.edu.au 

 

The researchers would like to comment on the following Terms of Reference associated with 

Phase 1 of the Inquiry: 

 

• Consider all challenges and implications for bushfire preparedness arising from 

increasingly longer and more severe bushfire seasons as a result of climate change.  

• In the context of bushfire preparedness, assess the readiness and responsibilities of 

statutory agencies, Local Government and State Government bodies.  

• Review of all opportunities and approaches to bushfire preparedness, including different 

methods of fuel and land management (for example ‘cool burning’, mechanical slashing, 
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integrated forest management, traditional fire approaches) to protect life and property as 

well as ecological and cultural values. 

• In considering effectiveness of Victoria’s operational response to the 2019-20 fire season, 

IGEM should particularly consider: 

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

o impact of increasingly longer fire seasons on the ability to prepare, deploy and 

sustain efforts directed towards emergency events in Victoria 

o planning and response mechanisms to protect biodiversity threatened by bushfire 

• Review support available to staff and volunteers in terms of mental health and wellbeing. 

 

Overview of submission and key recommendations 

 

This submission particularly addresses two cross-cutting, but related issues, that arise from 

the Terms of Reference listed above. These can be summarised as the need to greatly expand 

the management of bushfire, also incorporating much greater involvement and coordination 

between Victorian Government sectors, and with other organisations and the community. 

This should involve issues on climate change; the integration of emergency management and 

urban and regional planning; the integration of policy on bushfire and environmental 

management in the light of Australia’s rapid loss of species; and the need to integrate policy 

between bushfires and regional economies, such as around tourism. This expansion should be 

matched by a commensurate increase in resources from the Victorian Government and from 

the Federal Government.  

 

The second issue relates to the need to broader the management of bushfire to include the 

critical first step: preventing the occurrence of fires in the first place. This submission 

strongly argues for a platform of policies around the prevention of bushfire ignition. 

Prevention receives very little attention but has considerable value, potentially leading to a 

reduction in the number of bushfires that occur. Prevention activities will also need to be 

managed through wide involvement of many sectors. This particularly includes an increased 

response to the reduction of GHG emissions. It will also include the coordination of 

emergency services and urban and land use planning, including the respective legislation, as 

well as corrective services and child protection services, to name a few areas.  

 

It is argued in this submission that environmental modification as a tool to reduce the size 

and severity of bushfire urgently requires considerable research in order to understand its 

impact and effectiveness in relation to bushfire, as well as to better understand the adverse 

impacts, such as on health and on biodiversity. The current 70% bushfire risk reduction target 

in Victoria is a very blunt instrument. This submission recommends an alternative approach 

where Cultural Burning, led by Indigenous Australians, should be the major fuel reduction 

approach. This should be strongly supported by a range of other prevention programs that 

address the wide causes of fire ignition and spread. Some suggestions are listed in the extra 

material, below. 

 

Although this will not be addressed further, it is acknowledged that the State’s response 

priority, relating to the primacy of life, has been considerably effective. The issue of longer 

fire seasons will be covered within the discussion on prevention. Given that climate change 

impacts are already present, it should be noted that we believe that considerably more 

resources will be needed to successfully supress bushfires, given the increasing frequency, 

severity, and increased time of occurrence of bushfires in Victoria.  
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Australia’s biodiversity is declining, with some of the highest extinction rates of plants and 

animals of any country. This is in the context of a lack of knowledge of most Australian 

species, their distribution, and numbers. Much of this is due to land-use change, population 

growth, bushfires, environmental modification to reduce fuel, and growth in predators. The 

loss of ecosystem services (for quality of life, agriculture, tourism etc) and the use, option, 

and existence values of the environment, suggest that urgent action is needed in fire 

management to conserve the environment and halt species decline. 

 

Finally, considerably more resources are needed to address the mental health and wellbeing 

of fire-fighters and other people, such as those impacted by the fire and wildlife responders, 

who are closely involved in the fire event. This service should be offered to fire-fighters, 

particularly volunteers, who may have a predisposition to light fires. There needs to be 

greater transparency around this occurrence. This service should also extend to those in the 

community who maliciously light fires, as Victoria offers little treatment intervention to those 

at risk of this behaviour or who have been convicted of this offence.  

 

Thus, this submission makes the following recommendations: 

 
1. Coordination: Up-scaling and coordination of Australia’s approach to bushfires is 

urgently required. This coordination should extend way beyond government, involving a 

wider range of participants than have been traditionally involved in managing fire. Such 

participants include urban and land use planning and the built environment, wildlife 

protection and conservation, and greater involvement of the community in local decision-

making. Local decision-making should be integrated with local advice on Cultural 

Burning. 

 

2. Data coordination: An important part of coordination relates to information and data 

sharing to provide the fundamental knowledge to lead effective action. The current data 

collections around bushfire are siloed, inconsistent between organisations, limited and 

inaccurate at times.     

 

3. Prevention focus: Prevention of ignition of bushfires is an important way to achieve 

resilience in the community, a first step that is commonly overlooked. It is argued that 

action on prevention of ignition will reduce the number of bushfires in Australia. 

 

4. Climate change: Critical to prevention is action on climate change. Climate change 

increases the risk that fires, once ignited, will turn into a bushfire and potentially a 

catastrophic bushfire that risks generating new fires.  

 

5. Build environment and behavioural factors: As well as reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, prevention also addresses the many actions around the human built 

environment and human behaviour that could be taken to minimise the risk of fire. This 

relates to building design, land use planning, and malicious and accidental fire lighting, as 

well as reducing the link between social inequality/disadvantage and the risk of fire 

lighting. 

 

6. Fuel reduction: We urge the Victorian Inquiry to give attention to the current approach to 

fuel reduction that is widely in use around Australia. This approach is rarely evaluated for 

effectiveness and unintended consequences, such as biodiversity loss, air pollution, 
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increasing fire risk through vegetation change and risk of fire escape from a prescribed 

burn.  

 

7. Extinction and threatened species: Australia’s biodiversity extinction rate is said to be the 

highest of all countries, and many of Australia’s iconic animals are under serious threat. 

Thus, the Victorian Inquiry is urged to give attention to the environmental impact of 

environmental modification to mitigate fire risk, and to the prevention of bushfire itself. 

Resources are needed to assess environmental values in fire risk locations and to 

systematically understand the various impacts of fire on threatened species and ecosystem 

services. 

 

8. Cultural Burning: There is a need to listen to, and learn from, the tradition of Cultural 

Burning practiced by Indigenous Australians. This learning must be accompanied by a 

large injection of resources to enable Cultural Burning to be widely adopted, led by local 

elders, or Indigenous people in close association with elders. 

 

9. Mental health and wellbeing: Greater resources are needed to address the mental health 

and wellbeing of people closely involved with fire. This should include services to those 

who are suspected of lighting fires, both within and outside the fire services. At present 

there are few options available to treat and divert those with fire lighting tendencies, to 

prevent them lighting further fires and engage in more socially responsible behaviour. 

Resources are also needed to aide recovery from trauma arising from close association 

bushfire, as a fire-fighter, victim, support service, or animal welfare involvement.  

 

Further information 

 

The next section outlines our views in greater detail, however, please note that it is also a 

very short and selected overview of our research. Considerable research has been undertaken 

on the human, environmental and economic interface with bushfire, such as fire and climate 

change and policy; the role of community and shared responsibility; the reasons for human 

ignition of fire, the corrective response, and the association with disadvantage and child 

abuse; the coordination of the planning and building disciplines with fire services, including 

coordination of legislation; prescribed burning and Cultural Burning; governance 

arrangements and decision-making; regional impacts and tourism; environmental impacts; 

data quality and coordination; and a review of the international approaches to fire prevention 

and management. 

Coordination 

 

We recommend that considerable attention needs to be given to coordinating the response to 

bushfires. There is increasing recognition of the convergence of many serious challenges 

associated with bushfires. This requires new thinking and new solutions that will arise not 

from adjustments to business as usual, but from a new approach. Such major change is often 

described in the context of a transformative approach, rather than an ameliorative approach 

(Prilleltensky & Prilleltensky, 2006). However, coordination is not easy. It needs time, effort, 

emotional energy and dedicated commitment and resourcing; can be unpredictable; requires a 

capacity to tolerate a lack of certainty; external legitimacy with stakeholders; and sustained 

confidence and goodwill to cope with on-going change.  
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A coordinated model around an approach to bushfire is shown in Figure 1. The current 

approach to bushfires leaves out two aspects of this model – the central coordination and the 

first step, which is the prevention of bushfire (discussed later).  

 

Coordination requires vertical integration that seeks to link decision-making through the 

hierarchical management levels, and horizontal integration that links strategies and programs 

across departments, organisations and groups. The vertical decision-making direction 

encompasses strategic, tactical, and operational processes. The decisions about strategic 

directions, including policy, cover the overall vision (such as, where do we want to be in five 

years’ time?), and outcomes and values being sought in the line of work.  

 

The breadth of those implicated (but rarely formally integrated in a governance structure) in 

bushfire issues can be seen in the following partial list of stakeholders: rural and metropolitan 

fire services, police services, law courts, correctional services, parole and rehabilitation 

services, forensic mental health services, schools, federal, state and local functional 

government departments, insurance companies, academic researchers and community 

members. A properly integrated vertical and horizontal decision-making approach should 

result in the coordination of goals, leading to improvements in outcomes and efficiencies in 

the use of resources, as well as handling multiple objectives, trade-offs and uncertainty 

(Misni & Lee, 2017).  

 
Figure 1: An integrated model for bushfire management 

 

 
 
Source: Stanley, J.R., March, A. Ogloff, J., & Thompson, J. (2020) Feeling the Heat: 
International Perspectives on the Prevention of Wildfire, Vernon Press, Delaware, USA 
 
 
Coordination of urban/spatial planning and emergency services 

There is a need for better coordination in the initial stages of strategic settlement planning. 

Our research on integrating urban planning and natural hazard mitigation for disaster risk 

reduction point to integration being multidimensional and requiring high-level principles to 

guide its implementation. These high-level principles can be oriented around three risk 

variables (hazard, exposure and vulnerability) and four types of emergency management 
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arrangements (prevention, preparedness, response and recovery) resulting in five broad 

categories of urban planning treatments of risk (March, Nogueira de Moraes, Riddell, 

Stanley, et al., 2018a), namely: 

• Avoidance of exposure to hazards; 

• Reduction of hazard, or exposure to it; 

• Reduction of vulnerability to hazard or exposure to it, in situ; 

• Improvement of response; 

• Improvement of recovery or build back better. 

It is often the case that growth decisions are made prior to the bushfire hazard/risk 

assessment. The coordination between spatial planning and emergency services for strategic 

planning purposes is not regulated (Victoria at least), so the roles and timeframes are not 

defined, constraining collaborative decision-making. There is a lack of training and 

resourcing in both services that limits their capacity to collaborate. Additionally, there is a 

need to consider climate change trends and identification and land use planning in relation to 

areas particularly vulnerable to bushfire. This should also relate policies that prevent urban 

sprawl into forested and grassland areas, where people may be exposed to bushfire and may 

be not aware of the risk nor have the capacity to adequately respond. The diminished 

infrastructure in new suburbs that promulgates disadvantage, particularly a lack of education 

and employment options for youth, are issues associated with the propensity to light bushfires 

(Stanley 2020). 

 

Our assessment of urban-planning-related recommendations of past inquiries on natural 

hazard events in Australia (March, Nogueira de Moraes, Riddell, Dovers, et al., 2018b) point 

to a concentration of past recommendations targeting the role of urban planning in relation to 

the first three types of treatments listed in the dot points above, with less attention to those 

targeting improvement of response and recovery. However, improvement of recovery can be 

a powerful instrument to deal with legacy risks that should not be re-created during processes 

of recovery and can lead to greater resilience to future threats. 

 
Data coordination 

It is hard to adequately respond to, and prevent, bushfires when there is inadequate, 

incomplete and unco-ordinated data on bushfires, an issue present in Australia and 

internationally. There is an opportunity for Australia to take the lead in improving data 

handling and management, and establishment of recording standards. Such data should 

encompass the causes of bushfire and the broader perspectives in relation to issues such as 

human behaviour, planning, economics, ecology and climate science. It should encompass a 

greater understanding between values and ideology, ‘science’ and lived experience. 

 
Prevention of bushfires 

 

The full range of measures, which could assist in the prevention of bushfires, are currently 

not being utilized in Australia. Few resources are allocated to improve understanding of the 

drivers of bushfire ignition, or for action to prevent ignition, the current approach being 

small, under-resourced, not coordinated, and rarely evaluated. We argue that the range of 

prevention approaches that could be implemented, also need a coordinating structure of itself, 

and one that links with the other components in Figure 1.  
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International trend data suggests that about 85% of bushfires are started by humans, either 

accidentally or purposefully. Without the influence of climate change, most bushfires were 

not that difficult to extinguish. However, with climate change upon us, and worsening, the 

situation has changed. Many bushfires in Australia and internationally are now more extreme, 

being larger, hotter and more difficult to extinguish. The causes of the recent Australian 

bushfires are yet to be understood. However, causes are likely to be a mix of human ignition, 

lightening, and extreme fires creating other fires through the spread of embers. Human 

ignition is exacerbated by population growth extending into bush areas, as well as increasing 

inequality in Australia.  

 

Climate change 

Urgent attention is needed to establish policy to reduce the impact of climate change. The 

science is clear and unequivocal, and evidence is available that climate change now plays a 

role in every extreme heat event. Yet an adequate response to this knowledge is not occurring 

(Lewis & Perkins-Kirkpatrick, 2018). Given the current climate change policies, the world is 

on track to have a temperature rise of 3.1°C to 3.7°C by 2100 (Climate Action Tracker, 

2018). The tragic bushfires that occurred in 2019/20 were in the context of a rise in 

temperature of just over one degree above the pre-industrial baseline (1850-1900) (World 

Meteorological Organization, 2018). Both lightening and the extreme fires are related to 

climate change. The occurrence of lightening and worsening bushfire weather conditions 

(dryness, wind conditions) increase as climate change progresses.   

 

Behavioural, educational and equity based prevention approaches 

There are many other prevention approaches that could be used, in the primary, secondary 

and tertiary prevention areas. The size and complexity of prevention approaches vary, as do 

the time to impact. There is a need for proximate and distal approaches (Weatherburn, 2001). 

Distal programs may address a person’s background pre-dispositions to light fires, while a 

proximate prevention program may put in surveillance in an area where fires are often lit.   

 

Reducing inequality, disadvantage and the risk of child abuse, addresses the known 

connections between malicious fire lighting and disadvantage. Education about bushfire and 

the safe use of fire and machinery should assist in the reduction of accidentally and recklessly 

lit fires. Such information should target hot spot areas and be in a range of community 

languages to inform tourist travelling to forest areas. Some current programs need 

adjustment. For example, the school bushfire education program initiated after the Royal 

Commission into the 2009 Black Saturday bushfires currently focuses structural fires with 

little to no emphasis on bushfire prevention. 

 

Situational crime prevention involves altering the circumstances which are more conducive to 

a crime being committed in a particular location. Examples include preventing access to sites 

vulnerable to fire on high fire danger days, increasing surveillance through the use of cameras 

in places where fires tend to be lit, and removal of dumped cars and dumped rubbish that tend 

to be a target for those who wish to light fires. Some changes are needed about how bushfires 

are presented in the media, to modify aspects that risk creating excitement and glamorise fire-

fighting.  

 

Tertiary prevention approaches include improving the apprehension rate of bushfire 

offenders, which is currently very low. This will require a lot more resources for the police. 

To gain a behaviour change in those arsonists who are caught, there needs to be an associated 
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treatment program and the provision of opportunities to improve their wellbeing and 

employment options. 

 

The community is a large under-utilized resource. There has been talk since the 2009 Royal 

Commission in Victoria, of ‘shared responsibility’ and ‘community engagement’ but this 

approach has rarely been taken up. There are many opportunities for preventative action here, 

which need to be accompanied by the community gaining decision-making capacities, 

resources and power sharing. Anonymous reporting of a suspicion of arson, available through 

Crime Stoppers Victoria, is a valuable prevention approach. An important way of granting 

more responsibility and decision making to the community is through a program such as the 

Gippsland Arson Prevention Program (GAPP). In this place-based model, local business, 

local government and the community collaboratively undertake measures that reduce the 

occurrence of bushfires. These actions particularly relate to community education and 

awareness-raising about malicious and accidental fire lighting, as well as undertaking 

patrolling during high fire-risk days and sharing information and resources between 

organisations. 

 
Fuel reduction 

 

Fuel reduction processes in Australia remain contested, with perspectives often based on 

ideology rather than evidence of effectiveness and consideration of the unintended 

consequences. Externalities include environmental damage and biodiversity loss and change, 

bushfire risk, health impacts associated with smoke, and how local residents view and 

understand their connection with the environment, sense of place and identity. Australian 

biodiversity is significantly under-researched, resulting in the distribution of many species 

and population numbers, even for species considered to be endangered, largely unknown. 

Thus, the impact of fuel burning on the environment is often unable to be adequately 

assessed. A move to Cultural Burning practices would at least partially address many of these 

concerns. 

 

References 

 

Climate Action Tracker (2018), April, https://climateactiontracker.org/coun tries/australia/ 

 

March, A., Nogueira de Moraes, L., Riddell, G., Stanley, J., van Delden, H, Beilin, R., Maier, 

H. (2018a), Practical and Theoretical Issues: Integrating Urban Planning and Emergency 

Management (414), Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC, Victoria. Retrieved from: 

https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/file/8951/download?token=u4pNzrhc 

 

March, A., Nogueira de Moraes, L., Riddell, G., Dovers, S., Stanley, J., Van Delden, H., . . . 

Maier, H. (2018b). Australian Inquiries into Natural Hazard Events: Recommendations 

relating to urban planning for natural hazard mitigation (2009-2017) (544.2020). Bushfire 

and Natural Hazards CRC, Victoria. Retrieved from: 

https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/publications/biblio/bnh-6665 

 

Misni, F. & Lee, L. (2017), ‘A review on Strategic, Tactical and Operational decision 

planning in reverse logistics of green supply chain network design’, Journal of Computer and 

Communications, vol 5, no. 8, pp. 83-104.  

 



 

 9 

Prilleltensky, I & Prilleltensky, O. (2006), Promoting well-being: linking personal, 

organisational and community change, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey.  

 

Stanley, J. (2020) How a failure in social justice is leading to higher risks of bushfire events, 

In A. Lukasiewicz and C. Baldwin, Natural Hazards and Disaster Justice: How Australia 

rises to the challenge of a disaster-laden future, Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

 

Stanley, J.R., March, A. Ogloff, J., & Thompson, J. (2020), Feeling the Heat: International 

Perspectives on the Prevention of Wildfire, Vernon Press, Delaware, USA. 

Weatherburn, D. (2001), ‘What causes crime?’ Crime and Justice Bulletin: contemporary 

issues in crime and justice, no. 54, February, 

https://www.bocsar.nsw.gov.au/Documents/CJB/cjb54.pdf  

World Meteorological Organization (2018), WMO confirms past 4 years were warmest on 

record, https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/wmo- confirms-past-4-years-were-

warmest-record 

 

  

 

 



 
 

 

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: Michelle Connolly  

Email:

Gender: Female  

Age: 35-44 

Privacy preference:  

 

My personal story of the fires: 

Yes although not impacted on this occasion. I'm living surrounded by dry forestland & because 
climate change is not being addressed enough. I'm dreading next year already as I might not be as as 
lucky that I don't have to enact my fire plan. Course I was impacted mentally for all those affected & 
still disgusted at DELWP refusing entry to triage teams to look for injured wildlife.  

 

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: 

It's not rocket science that things are going to get worse. 
Climate change is not going away & clearly the planet is sending us a message loud& clear. Fires 
exacerbated by extreme drought, dry fuels and soils and record-breaking heat thereby increasing 
bushfire risk and making it harder to prepare for challenging conditions. 
In Victoria more than 1.2 million hectares of forest  was burnt, five people tragically died and over 
300 homes were destroyed. 
The biggest single cause of climate change is pollution from burning fossil fuels. To deal with climate 
change and reduce the risk of future catastrophic fires, all new fossil fuel developments (including 
coal, oil and gas) must be stopped and existing fossil fuel facilities phased out over the next two 
decades. 
Many credible scientific bodies, including the CSIRO and the Bureau of Meteorology, have previously 
predicted climate change would increase fire weather risk throughout south-eastern Australia. The 
unprecedented scale and intensity of these fires have shown those predictions to be accurate. 



The State Government MUST commit to more effective climate change targets in line with the 
objectives of the Paris Agreement (to keep warming well below two degrees and pursue efforts to 
keep warming to 1.5 degrees). 
The issues I've highlighted must be addressed or your simply playing Russian roulette with Australia 
& all its populous. You are paving a death sentence for each & everyone of us. Climate change is 
holding us to random because of bad choices. We need to respond.  

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”: 

The 2019-20 bushfire season has had an catastrophic impact on Victoria’s biodiversity. 
Foolishly the Victorian government has not prioritised biodiversity conservation. They are on a 
heartbreaking uphill battle now !! 
They were adapting to excessive habitat loss due to other industries now the impact of these fires!! 
Salvage logging should not be allowed in fire impacted regions. This will disturb forests during the 
critical recovery stage of vegetation. native forest logging across the state should be halted until we 
can assess what habitat remains and how biodiversity can be protected. 
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.  
Significant biodiversity recovery work is needed, and this could help stimulate regional economies 
during and after the COVID-19 lockdown. 
 

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 clearly not enough to protect us 
from catastrophic fires. 
state. Take for example The Gippsland region of Victoria where large planned burns took part. I'm 
sure you have the figures to hand. 
If you examine the extent of the bushfires that occurred in these areas, there are questions around 
the effectiveness of planned burns in reducing bushfire risk on days of severe fire danger.  
Planned burns and other fuel reduction processes (such as slashing) should be directed to where 
they are most effective: close to assets such as towns in need of protection.  
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.  
As a matter of utmost importance we must act to protect the biodiversity of our landscape. The 
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.  They are masters of the land their insights are invaluable & paramount.  

I would like to add the following: 

The time is now. Things are only going to get worse & worse unless you take climate change 
seriously. You owe it to each & every individual you meet, family members, future generations. This 



is the planet telling us we have abused it. Fossil fuel, agriculture bad choices.. the list is endless. The 
fire season will be back let's be ready with strategies to reduce carbon footprints  

I would like to make the following recommendations: 

Yours sincerely, 

Michelle  Connolly  

Woodend 3442 

 
Sent from my iPhone 
 



 
 

 

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: Anthony Owen 

Email:

Gender: male 

Age: 25-34 

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

 

My personal story of the fires: 

I spent Christmas holidays glued to the Vic emergency App. I couldnt believe how the little Wingan 
River fire got so out of hand. I cant understand how we let so much burn. I expect the low priority of 
environmental regard illustrated by pitifiul funding and management of environmental agencies is 
part of the story. 

 

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: 

The solutions to the combined climate and ecological crises are known. It's critical that the State get 
out of native forest clearfell and rapidly transition away from fossil fuel energy supply. Mitigating 
more widespread societal habitat destructiveness falls within the realm of increasing appreciation, 
priority, and education about our place in nature. Ignorance is our major challenge. 

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”: 

Again the writings on the wall. Without an elevated appreciation and priority given to "outside" -
apart from extraction- our states actions and inactions contribute inevitably to the crises we witness. 



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: 

I believe Parks Vic, DELWP and local government are hamstrung due to inadequate priorities, 
funding and expertise. 
Increasing weediness and over-shrubby native regrowth conditions need far more attention to 
recover systems to a more stable old-growth condition. Most outdoor systems need far more 
attention to sympathetic maintenance, as the traditional locals would have had it: "country needs 
people." 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Anthony Owen 

Warrandyte 3113 

 
--  
Best regards, 
Ant 

 



 
 

 

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: Greg Elms 

Email:

Gender: Male 

Age: Prefer not to answer 

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

 

My personal story of the fires: 

Our family was severely impacted by smoke haze during summer from the fires - my son has a 
breathing condition and it significantly exacerbated his symptoms. 

 
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”: 
Please consider the cessation of all logging of remaining native forests to allow recovery of habitat. 
 
Regards, 
Greg  
                            
 

 

 

 



Jim Walker sub to IGEM Inquiry, 30 April 2020 
 

To: igem@igem.vic.gov.au  

 

I am responding to six issues (in bold) extracted directly from the IGEM inquiry Terms of 

Reference. 

 

I have attached some images abstracted from the Guardian newspaper which illustrate the 

inability of fire agencies to eradicate fire when it was potentially containable, indicating the 

need for better and more fire-fighting equipment and more staff, and perhaps better tactics. 

 

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

 

Notification of the fire situation has improved, but in many remote places, where mobile 

communication was non-existent or had dropped out, no communication was possible during 

the recent fires. 

Providing UHF radios, or allowing local residents to use them so they can communicate with 

fire and emergency units could be useful. 

More and better fire suppression equipment based locally would be useful. 

Training communities in the use of fire suppression equipment would augment use of the 

equipment. 

Having a good local water supply is essential 

Official post-fire analysis and maps with description of tactics and use of equipment, and the 

effectiveness of these would be useful to the public if made available 

 

State evacuation planning and preparedness processes/practices and their 

effectiveness with an emphasis on remote/isolated communities and Victorian 

peak holiday season locations. 
 

Victoria’s remote communities generally evolved without due planning consideration given 

to risk of wildfire.  

 

All communities should be educated in fire risk and fire preparedness from primary school 

on, including practical experience. This would allow them to understand the issues and take 

control. 

 

Stay and defend should be the aim, with a retreat plan as backup. 

 

Evacuations should start early by giving ample warning, and requiring frail, sick and perhaps 

young children to leave, and go to a safe destination. 

 

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 

 

The current approach to bushfire preparedness is not working well, as indicated by the loss of 

lives and property, and adverse impacts on indigenous flora and fauna.  

 

Environmental management should be funded on the same scale as public health, as healthy 

environment is directly linked to human health, and economic viability. The environment is 

not incidental to life it is essential to life, and the human economy. 



 

Mown or grazed lands around towns including treed areas could be a useful risk reduction 

measure.  

 

Remove logging from public forests, as logging increases fire risk substantially. 

 

Fighting fires more at night, when generally the air is cooler, could have advantages. 

 

Cool burns (groundlayer and some understory only) should be conducted where necessary to 

protect indigenous flora and fauna. 

 

impact of increasingly longer fire seasons on the ability to prepare, deploy and sustain 

efforts directed towards emergency events in Victoria 

 

The consensus is that no amount of planned burning will stop wildfire on extreme fire danger 

days. Given that, only cool burning (ground layer and perhaps shrubs) should be practiced.  

 

One size does not fit all, so large scale planned burns should be avoided, and the areas burnt 

tailored to weather conditions, vegetation types and terrain. 

 

Wildfire on extreme fire danger days can be impossible to control. 

 

Extreme fire danger days are predicted to increase and the fire season to extend as global 

temperatures continue to rise.  

 

For the above reasons all planning must take into consideration the worst possible outcomes 

 

planning and response mechanisms to protect biodiversity threatened by bushfire 

 

Fires increased dramatically in Victoria after the arrival of Europeans, who had burnt 

landscapes in Britain and Scotland for example to increase grazing for sheep, or to provide 

habitat for Grouse. Europeans in Australia also used fire to clear land and provide green pick 

for cattle in forests.  

 

Many of the small and medium sized native mammals have been exterminated from 

Victorian landscapes by foxes and cats. This original mammal fauna burrowed and dug over 

the soil, thus making it more permeable and water absorbent, and also spreading fungi which 

decomposed ground litter and wood. These changes may have increased fire risk by allowing 

build-up of combustible material. 

 

The practice of ‘burning out’ unburnt patches of a fire ground should be avoided as these 

unburnt areas are refuges for wildlife. 

 

Likewise the practice of removal of “hazardous” trees from the perimeter of a planned burn 

should cease. Old growth trees and stags are essential habitat for some fauna so should be 

protected from fire during planned burns (raking around, damping down).  

 

Removal of trees increases carbon in the atmosphere, which is one cause of increasing global 

temperatures. 

 



Planned burns should not be done by lighting up around the perimeter by helicopter and 

allowing the fire to burn in, as this increases the intensity of the fire, and prevents some fauna 

from escaping the fire.  

 

Clearing for firebreaks is also questionable, as they are no obstacle to a catastrophic fire. 

 

Clearing of roadsides is idiocy. Convenient, and a bounty for loggers, but idiocy. The trees 

cannot possibly all be hazardous. Removal of genuinely hazardous trees would be acceptable. 

Unfortunately, Regional Roads Victoria under the Roads Act 2004 can do whatever it likes 

with roadside vegetation, but what DELWP does is another matter.   

 

National Parks and other lands reserved for native flora and fauna should get special 

treatment and protection. But fire will have to be used in conjunction with elimination of feral 

species, and restoration of habitat and species where possible.  

 

Scientific Reference Areas should be protected from fire otherwise they serve no purpose, 

although most of them have already been deliberately burnt at least once. 

 

Some species can only survive in long-unburnt areas e.g. rainforest, mallee fowl and some 

other birds, and some mammals and lizards, so these areas should be identified and protected 

from fire as far as possible 

 

Increasing temperatures and drought periods will make catastrophic fires inevitable, so we 

can only work to minimise them  

 

 

Consideration of the adequacy of existing administrative and funding mechanisms in 

place at a state level to support the operational response efforts 

 

There is a severe lack of funding for fire prevention including for planned burns, and policy 

towards controlling wildfires is muddled, partly on account of the complexities. 

 

In rural areas there is often strong pressure from farmers for planned burning, but this need 

only go back a little way from property boundaries. 

 

Many people employed in the various fire agencies, appear to be pyromaniacs, or perhaps just 

maniacs, who regard the natural environment as a kind of war zone. The bigger the fire the 

more thrilling it can be. And the more overtime that can be earned.  

 

It would be interesting to have a history of the Mueller Road wildfire of December 2017, 

because from what I have been able to glean, the fire began with a lightning strike in a tree in 

a swamp and could have been extinguished within 24 hours, but turned into a major fire. 

Apparently, a crew was sent to investigate the burning tree, but decided it was not likely to 

spread fire, and left it unattended overnight.  It is impossible to get any official information in 

the public arena about these kinds of events, even though the fire agencies must have a lot of 

data.  

 

Overall, what I am suggesting is that it might be cheaper and easier to prevent or reduce fire 

than to deal with the consequences of wildfires.  
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Mr Tony Pearce  
Inspector-General for Emergency Management  
 

Independent investigation into the 2019-2020 Victorian fire season 
 
Lighter Footprints Inc welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the independent inquiry 
that you are conducting on behalf of the Victorian State Government into the 2019-2020 
Victorian fire season and Victoria’s preparedness for and response to recent fires. 
 
We see your inquiry as an important chance to acknowledge that climate change is 
integral to understanding the threat of the recent fires, and the way emergency 
management measures respond to this threat.  This requires a longer-term view, not 
just a short term response when the fires are actually upon us.   
 
We see local government as a fundamental part of this response. The State 
Government has a major role in ensuring that local councils can step up to the 
challenge of meeting an emergency such as a bushfire as well as mitigating against 
future fire events.  Now is the time to make strong links between the three levels of 
government so that our communities are resilient and strong in the face of growing 
climate change emergencies 
 
We would welcome the chance to speak further to you about our views.  In the first 
instance, please contact me by phone at 0411 115 186. 
 
Carolyn Ingvarson 
Convenor 
Lighter Footprints Inc 
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Who is Lighter Footprints?  
This submission is by Lighter Footprints Inc, a community based environmental group 
that has a large and active membership and supporter base in the Boroondara and 
Whitehorse municipalities.  We were formed in 2006 to raise awareness of the growing 
threat of climate change to our environment and to encourage decision makers at all 
levels of government to respond to a crisis which has now become an emergency.    
 

Our Position 
We regard the recent devastating bushfires as a manifestation of the climate change 
crisis we are facing.  We recognise that all three levels of government have a duty to 
manage this crisis.  At the same time, we point to the central role local government has 
in responding to this crisis, especially within the framework of their Emergency 
Management Plans and through their relationships with emergency services. 
 
In a world threatened by climate change, emergency management planning must be a 
continuing and constant priority for governments at all levels.  We cannot be distracted 
by thinking that such emergencies are rare and unusual events or that the impact of 
climate change can be handled within existing structures and resources.  This crisis 
requires long term, coordinated and cooperative arrangements.   
 
This submission focuses on major structural actions that must be taken in planning and 
managing responses to the emergencies that climate change will throw at us in the 
future.  It does not cover the range of actions that must be taken to address the 
underlying problem of climate change. It assumes the State and Federal governments 
will be working to reduce green-house gas emissions of all kinds through a diverse 
range of policies.  
 
The bushfire emergency and the coronavirus pandemic have demonstrated what 
happens when Governments allow their emergency management planning to be 
neglected or spasmodic.  In contrast to State Governments, it became clear that the 
Commonwealth has no overarching emergency management legislation but relies on 
administrative arrangements.  As a consequence, valuable opportunities to work 
together and establish timely and best practice responses were lost as communication 
broke down and lines of responsibility fractured.   
 
Local Government plays an indispensable role in responding to and managing an 
emergency.  It is generally the agency in closest proximity to the event, with the most 
precise and up to date information of the population affected and having the strongest 
links to the agencies with the physical resources to respond to the emergency.  It is 
essential, therefore that this strength and capability is recognised by and supported by 
the other levels of government.   
 
The stark reality of climate change as an existential threat to all life has created a whole 
new paradigm for emergency management planners.  We believe that responses must 
be designed in recognition that: 
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• emergency management planning is a shared and continuing responsibility 
between all levels of government; 

• the primary role of Local Councils for managing the physical response to an 
emergency requires adequate administrative and financial support from the other 
levels of government;  

• State Government plays an indispensable role in ensuring that planning is done 
jointly between the various agencies, so that the resources they bring to the table 
can be applied in a cooperative and coordinated manner; 

• the Commonwealth Government has a duty to provide policy certainty and 
predictability in Australia’s response to the climate emergency and thereby 
provide the basis for sustainable and long term emergency management 
planning.  Its failure to provide this leadership for more than a decade has 
produced a huge gap in government responses to the climate emergency. 

 

State Government initiatives to support Local Government Emergency 
Management Planning 
Disasters such fires and floods have traditionally been treated as having an identifiable 
beginning and end.  In recognition of the link these events have with climate change, we 
must cast off this view and see the climate emergency is an ever present and growing 
threat to our community.   
 
The emergency around climate change can easily go unnoticed because of its insidious 
and dispersed impact and its diverse manifestations over time.  It can simply slip off the 
political agenda as has occurred with the current preoccupation with the Covid-19 
pandemic.  Disastrous events such as fire and flood can no longer be seen as one-off 
issues to be handled in the traditional manner but within the context of the on-going and 
expanding threat of climate change1. 
 
This change in the focus of emergency planning will have significant implications to the 
content of plans and their development.  No longer can we rely on policy being 
developed by a central body and commented on by people in the field.  Nor can we rely 
on the old ways for creating and sharing the necessary resources, ensuring responders 
are appropriately trained or that communities are kept adequately informed and alert to 
the danger. 
 
We consider new approaches are needed to ensure that emergency planning reflects 
the intensity and frequency of emergencies caused by climate change.  These 
measures must be creative, innovative, flexible and evidence based to enable a timely 
and effective response to this crisis.   
 
We see Local Government as a major player in this response but are concerned that, at 
present, they often lack the capacity, capability and expertise to undertake this role as 
effectively as is necessary. 
 

 
1 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/not-normal-climate-change-bushfire-web/ 
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Changes that we recommend to the process of emergency planning management on 
the part of the State Government include the following: 
 

1. Establish mechanisms to facilitate cooperative and continuous 
discussion between State Government agencies and local councils 
throughout Victoria on how to mitigate and adapt to these emergencies. 

 
This approach would establish and maintain an exchange of information between the 
two levels of government about the impact of climate change in a region.  It could 
involve the establishment of permanent working groups to facilitate policy and program 
development.  It will require the provision of support and training by State Government 
to the local council so that they have adequate, skilled resources to undertake this task.  
It will also require well functioning, two way communication channels. 
 

2. Acknowledgement by the State Government that current resource sharing 
arrangements are no longer workable given that climate change has 
caused fire seasons to overlap and be longer lasting and more 
destructive.   

 
This need for scarce and expensive equipment readily available to handle an 
emergency could be addressed by the State Government investing in resources that are 
too expensive for local authorities to purchase.  This equipment should be accessible to 
wherever there is a need for specific items and supported by training in its use.  The 
Commonwealth should provide funds for larger, more specialised items such as aircraft. 
 
To increase the availability of resources, the State Government should also work with 
local councils to identify and establish new and diverse partnerships including a shift 
towards a more whole-of-community focus backed by better communication and 
linkages.   
 

3. Encourage greater cooperation and coordination between local councils 
and emergency services. 

 
Fires and floods do not respect boundaries.  It is essential that adjoining local councils 
are aware of the policies, plans and resources of their neighbouring councils so that 
they work together to handle an emergency.  The State Government has a role in 
ensuring that this communication takes place on a continuous basis and that it 
adequately covers all necessary issues.   
 

4. Provide clearer pathways for training of local emergency service 
managers and workers. 

 
As emergencies become more complex and the equipment available to fight them 
becomes more sophisticated, it is essential that the State Government provides training 
of sufficient quality and consistency to ensure all people involved in the emergency 
response are adequately prepared and capable of acting quickly and effectively. 
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5. Support high quality research and the better integration of research 

findings into policy and planning. 
 
The 2019/20 fire season has forcefully demonstrated how climate change is creating a 
totally different scenario to that which previously applied.  Fires burn more intensely, in 
areas previously untouched by fire and for much longer periods.  Mitigation techniques 
such as fuel reduction burning that worked in the past are no longer applicable.   
 
Policy makers and planners are facing huge gaps in their knowledge and need evidence 
based research as well as better techniques to integrate these research findings into 
their work.  Recognition needs to be given to the well-demonstrated wisdom and 
effectiveness of Indigenous burning practices based on a long time understanding of 
our country, and the need to actively involve informed Indigenous people. 
 

6. Contribute to building resilient communities 
 
A resilient community is one that works together to fight the challenges it confronts, and 
help its members recover.  Building resilience requires communities, government, 
agencies, community service organisations, business and industry to work in 
partnership, and to recognise that every person and organisation has a part to play.   
 
This is a long term, time and energy consuming process that requires all parties to work 
together consistently and innovatively.  In many cases, it will require resources which 
can be beyond the reach of a local community.  The State Government has an 
important role in facilitating this process through funding of projects, training of 
facilitators, and the provision of knowledge and expertise. 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
We acknowledge the work of Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities 
Council Limited (AFAC), the peak body for public sector fire, land management and 
emergency service organisations in Australia and New Zealand.  We refer you to the 
research they have undertaken2 to explore the current situation for fire and emergency 
services in Australia and New Zealand regarding climate change adaptation and 
mitigation. 
 
We also refer to work done by the Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) regarding the 
role of local government in emergency management3.  The MAV has pointed out that: 
 Councils play an important role in Victoria’s emergency management 

arrangements. They facilitate emergency management planning at the local level 
and are responsible for coordinating relief and recovery support for affected 
communities. They also have a long-established role in providing support to 
response agencies. 

 
2 https://files-em.em.vic.gov.au/public/EMV-web/AFAC-Climate-Change-Discussion-3July2018FINAL.pdf 
3 http://www.mav.asn.au/what-we-do/policy-advocacy/emergency-management 
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We point to the work done by Local Government Victoria through its Councils and 
Emergencies project4 to ‘…enhance the emergency management capability and 
capacity of local governments to meet their obligations in the management of 
emergencies’.  The project has demonstrated the need for reform in the emergency 
management sector.  
 
We are pleased that we have been able to contribute to this review and would welcome 
the opportunity to participate in any further consultations you may conduct. 
 
Carolyn Ingvarson  
Convenor Lighter Footprints Inc 
 
Joy Mettam 
Member Lighter Footprints Inc 
 
29 April 2020 

 
4 https://www.localgovernment.vic.gov.au/resilience-and-emergency-management/councils-and-
emergencies-project 
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          29/4/2020 
Dear Inspector General, 
 
Re: Feedback into 2019-2020 Victorian Bushfires Inquiry 
 
I write to you as the CEO of Outdoors Victoria, which is the recognised peak body for the Outdoor 
sector in Victoria. Outdoors Victoria supports and advocates for: 

• the industries connected to outdoor learning in kindergartens, schools and the outdoor 
provider businesses that facilitate students and the wider community participating in 
outdoor adventure activities 

• the activity-specific State peaks 
• nature based tourism businesses 
• bush adventure therapists 

The Outdoors in Victoria contributes $6.2 Billion p.a. and 71,000 jobs to the Victorian economy 
(Marsden Jacob report 2016, Victoria’s Nature-based Outdoor Economy), so is a substantial 
contributor to the community’s health and well-being, as well as the economy.  
 
Our four major items outlined via the Zoom conference link up with you and the Inquiry team last 
week, for your consideration are: 

1: The Outdoors sector would like to see more resources allocated to overcoming the air 
quality measuring and forecasting issue  across Victoria - poor air quality information and 
forecasting cost millions of dollars in lost income to nature based outdoor activity providers 
this Summer 

2: More actively encouraging/incentivising schools and community groups to embrace the 
idea of engaging in outdoor activities, excursions and camps across more months of the 
year, so spreading the high activity levels in February and March across into the lower fire 
danger months of April, May and June. 

3: In our direct discussions with Parks Victoria and DELWP, we are suggesting a standing 
workforce through the 500+ LTO’s for DELWP and Parks Victoria to call on to assist in re-
opening activities in parks and reserves post-natural disasters. This was done with success 
after the Black Saturday bushfires. 

4: Exploring the expansion of DELWP’s Forest Fire workforce, offering relief to around half 
of the Parks Victoria staff who engage in fighting fires across the State for an ever-extending 
fire season, rather than focussing in maintaining resources of the parks and reserve that 
remain open. 

Outdoors Victoria applauds the work of the Inquiry and looks forward to supporting the 
Inquiry team with any further information.    

                             Andrew Knight CEO Outdoors Victoria                                                                                                         



Oh where to start....it's been such a long journey but probably best if I start at the beginning.  
We live in Tonimbuk, West Gippsland, Victoria on 34 hectares and were victims of the Bunyip 
Complex fires which started with lightning strikes around 3.30pm on Friday March 1st. It was what 
you would call a little bit breezy on that day but certainly  the wind strength was nothing like what 
we all experienced on Black Saturday. As a consequence the fire was progressing steadily but quite 
slowly. We received notification via Vic Emergency two hours after the lightning strikes that said, "it 
is too late to leave". 
 
Unfortunately this notification turned out to be quite premature as our house did not burn until 
more than two days later.  
 
After receiving this notification, I panicked and, although my husband is very calm in a crisis, with no-
one on site to assist us, we both felt that we should leave as soon as possible. We left our 1,000 litre 
tank with fire-fighting pump in the driveway. Our 70,000 litre pool, situated behind our house was 
accessible and two other tanks totalling over 100,000 litres were also available. However, with no-
one here to use the water for fire protection, the property remained defenceless against the 
onslaught that followed.  
 
When we left, we drove each of our cars, took the dog and a change of underwear and went to our 
daughter's house in Beaconsfield, never thinking that we wouldn't be able to return to set ourselves 
up more effectively in preparation for the fire. In hindsight, we could have done things very 
differently. We should have moved machinery and hay out of our shed, moved gas bottles, taken our 
photos and other priceless momentos and generally have been better prepared than we were. We 
left our cattle and  horses behind and opened gates. 
 
We live in a 'tunnel' road, with a tall tree canopy. There is no exit access at the end of the road, 
although our property and our house are very clear of vegetation, particularly eucalypts. One of the 
Royal Commission recommendations following the 2009 fires urged that tunnel roads in Victoria be 
managed better by being maintained more effectively and frequently to reduce the fuel load. The 
Bunyip fire travelled along roadside verges which acted as wicks for its transmission. The CFA did not 
attend the property, nor was it water-bombed, yet it is considered to be one of the most defendable 
properties in the district.  
 
Early on Saturday morning, my husband tried to return to our property but was refused entry. So 
began the long wait that resulted in us seeing our destroyed house on Channel 7 News. We were 
also told that our shed and all machinery, all contents, 3 kms fencing, pasture, all horse equipment 
and menage were destroyed as well. Our livestock were distressed but had survived. With no fences 
to contain them a friend came and transported them to his property where they were agisted  for 3 
months after which they were transported to another friend's property for a further 2 months.  
We moved from our daughter's house to our friend's house in Warragul, where we stayed for six 
weeks.  
 
After several more moves we finally settled into a granny flat, offered to us by other very generous 
friends and  which we first renovated to make habitable. We stayed for six months while we 
converted the only shed empty and left standing on the property to accommodation which would 
enable us to eventually be on site during our re-build. Dealing with the event is only one aspect of 
this life-changing experience. The aftermath demands another unprecedented level of energy and 
resilience. Nothing could prepare us for the challenges and demands of the recovery process. The 
days and months that followed were dominated by feverishly attempting to clean up, rebuild and 
build.  The glacial pace of the recovery and the government's response to the disaster created 
significant delays to both our physical and mental recovery. 



Out of the thirty one homes destroyed at present only four families have commenced re-building. 
The additional costs imposed to comply with offset regulations and the extra building requirements 
have provided a significant source of stress and obstacles to progress for many in our community. 
Displaced people are living in rental accommodation for which insurance has now expired.   
 
Considerably more fire-affected people are still overwhelmed and paralysed by the enormity of the 
clean-up task. Our recovery has also been affected by the inequity in assistance that has been 
offered to us. We were told by politicians that all Australians who suffer from disasters such as this 
are treated equally. This has not been our truth or reality. Three weeks later we organised two 
community meetings to navigate a way forward. 
 
Four months after the fires we set up a Community Recovery Committee to advocate on behalf of 
our community of fire-affected residents.  
 
A significant part of the bushfire recovery process has centred around the community's capacity to 
self-heal and attend to our mental well-being or, conversely, ignore our own mental health and push 
forward in a desperate attempt to restore some kind of normality to our lives. While the fire event 
was horrific for most of us, it has had an unexpected consequence, in that our community has 
emerged from the disaster as a stronger, more resilient and a more connected group than we were 
previously. An unfortunate by-product of the pandemic has been an interruption in our opportunity 
to easily maintain those connections. This has been forced upon us by the cessation of our 
community dinners and the closure of the local Recovery Centre which was a place of healing 
through the sharing of similar experiences and the companionship that we discovered there. 
 
After the disaster, we were privileged to meet many kind and generous volunteers who helped and 
guided us through the ensuing, dreadful time when we were all so traumatized. Our families also 
played a pivotal role in assisting us to recover.  Unfortunately, although many of us are still in the 
rebuilding and recovery phase, our connections to those support networks have been reduced 
significantly. However, although the world appears to have moved on as the virus consumes our 
days, we know we are not alone and hope that our plight, as a fire-affected community, has not 
been forgotten. We believe that the friendships we have forged over the last twelve months will 
once again be there when we emerge from the black hole that we, and the rest of the world, find 
ourselves immersed in.  
 
Vanessa, this is a very shortened version of a very long story. My sincere wish and that of our 
community is that we learn from the mistakes of the past and don't repeat them in the future. We 
all need to play a very active role in the prevention process and implement recommendations that 
will make a difference. A final focus of our Community Recovery Committee is on seeing the practice 
of Cool Cultural Burns introduced across all vulnerable areas of Victoria and hopefully Australia. We 
need to take advice from knowledgeable practitioners so that in an increasingly vulnerable future, 
we may avoid disasters such as this, as opposed to devoting large chunks of our lives and millions of 
dollars in resources into a lengthy and debilitating recovery process.  
 
You may publish this and our names. We would like to keep in contact.  
Kind regards 
Sue McMahon 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Name: Sue McMahon 
Phone:
 
My husband David and I lost everything in the South East fires (Bunyip 
Complex) in March 2019. We would be happy to give feedback at any time.  
 
Regards 
Sue 
Sent from my iPad 
 



 

 

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: Marianne Conn 

Email:

Gender: female 

Age: 65-74 

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

 

My personal story of the fires: 

My extended family in NSW were affected. My feelings were that I was very sad for 
the areas that I had previously lived in and near, those being near Dorrigo and 
Corryong (Tallangatta, old and new). 

 

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: 

In the 2008 Ross Garnaut in a Climate Change Review, which examined the 
scientific evidence around the impacts of climate change on Australia and its 
economy, he predicted that without adequate action, the nation would face a more 
frequent and intense fire season by 2020. Why wasn't he listened to? 
Leave fossil fuels in the ground!! Yes, stop the use of coal, oil and gas to help the 
lowering effect of Climate Change. Definitely aim at 1.5 degrees to reduce global 
warming. 

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”: 



Please encourage the IGEM to definitely control, that the burnt areas be protected 
from ‘burning out’ by fire crews and that savage logging be banned. We do not want 
burning and logging of these natural refuge areas increasing the ecological impacts 
of wildfire and inhibiting the recovery of plants and wildlife. 
Use the significant biodiversity recovery work that is needed to stimulate regional 
economies during and after the COVID-19 lockdown. 

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: 

 It is ‘cool burning’, mechanical slashing, integrated forest management and 
traditional fire that are the best methods. Why were Parks and Gardens staff reduced 
when this was the best method? However, even their best efforts of preparation may 
not have stopped the total devastation of the Climate change effects exacerbated 
through drought but at least would have helped to limit it somewhat. 

I would like to add the following: 

Many more people are now realising that we need to limit our personal effects to 
control Climate Change! Thank goodness. 

I would like to make the following recommendations: 

Please be very convincing to the Government. 

Yours sincerely, 

Marianne Conn 

Nunawading 3131 

 



 

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: Bryce Watts-Parker 

Email: 

Gender: Male 

Age: 18-24 

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

 

My personal story of the fires: 

I lost my home, dad and I tried to stay and save our home. But it became too dangerous and we had 
to leave. when we returned just our shed was on fire, we could do nothing to save our house which 
went up in flames. We managed to save four other houses. It was the most terrifying experience of 
my life, nothing could have prepared anyone for what happned. 

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: 

In Victoria more than 1.2 million hectares of forest was burnt, five people tragically died and over 
300 homes were destroyed. 

Climate change is exacerbating the extreme drought, dry fuels and soils and record-breaking heat 
that is increasing bushfire risk and makes it harder to prepare for challenging conditions. 

Many credible scientific bodies, including the CSIRO and the Bureau of Meteorology, have previously 
predicted climate change would increase fire weather risk throughout south-eastern Australia. The 
unprecedented scale and intensity of these fires have shown those predictions to be accurate. 

The biggest single cause of climate change is pollution from burning fossil fuels. To deal with climate 
change and reduce the risk of future catastrophic fires, all new fossil fuel developments (including 
coal, oil and gas) must be stopped and existing fossil fuel facilities phased out over the next two 
decades. 

Climate change is also reducing the window of time available for effective and safe hazard reduction 
burning. 



To minimise the impacts of future projections of climate change on bushfire weather, the State 
Government should commit to more effective climate change mitigation strategies and targets in 
line with the objectives of the Paris Agreement (to keep warming well below two degrees and 
pursue efforts to keep warming to 1.5 degrees). 

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”: 

The 2019-20 bushfire season has had an enormous impact on Victoria’s biodiversity. 

The Victorian government has not prioritised biodiversity conservation in recent years, weakening 
the starting position of many species now impacted by fires. 

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 lockdown. 

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) 

Given the extent of the bushfires that occurred in these areas, there are questions around the 
effectiveness of planned burns in reducing bushfire risk on days of severe fire danger. 

Planned burns and other fuel reduction processes (such as slashing) should be directed to where 
they are most effective: close to assets such as towns in need of protection. 



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 make the following recommendations: 

We must act on climate change, the bush is getting drier, fuel reduction does not work with massive 
fires. We also need to increase our fire fighting capabilities, more planes, choppers and trucks. The 
firefighting crews were amazing, but did not have the knowledge of the local area. They did not 
know where peoples houses were or the fire hydrants. This lack of local knowledge resulted in 
people (including myself) losing their homes.        

Yours sincerely, 

Bryce Watts-Parker 

Mallacoota 3892 
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The Australian Environment Foundation (AEF) welcomes the opportunity to make this submission 

to the Independent Inquiry into 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season 

 

Preface 

The Australian Environment Foundation (AEF) is a non-profit, membership-based organisation that 

has no political affiliations. It is dedicated to informing and educating Australians about 

environmental issues and advocating solutions to environmental problems that enhance the well-

being of all Australians, and preserve the rule of law, property rights, and the freedom of the 

individual.  

 

While it may be true that "We are all environmentalists now", the great majority of Australians have 

little or no say in the environmental policies being put to governments – federal, state or 

local.  These policies are almost exclusively the domain of a tight network of ideologically driven 

environmental groups ensuring one view, and one view only, is put forward.    

 

The AEF is a different kind of environment group, taking a non-ideological, evidence-based and 

solution-focussed approach to supposed environmental problems, recognising that human beings are 

part of the environment, and that human prosperity is necessary to preserve and enhance the 

environment. 

 

 

Constitutional background 

Prevention and mitigation of bushfires is essentially a matter of land management which, under the 

constitution is generally a matter reserved to the States, although the Commonwealth has a seat at 

the table by virtue of its ultimate power over the ACT and the NT, who are by no means immune 

from bushfires, under s. 122 Constitution. Preponderantly, however, land management and bushfire 

prevention and suppression are State matters.  They are very expensive to carry out adequately and 

vital measures to reduce the frequency and intensity of bushfires are opposed, particularly by 

ideologically-driven environmental bodies and their followers. In short, State governments garner 

votes by creating the National and State parks, but find that there are no votes in incurring the 

substantial cost of those vital measures, making those parks wombes, as it were, for catastrophic 

bushfires because of inadequate implementation of those vital measures. 

 

The 2019-20 bushfires in SE Australia showed that assistance by the Commonwealth, in particular 

through the ADF, can be valuable, if not essential, in the face of catastrophic bushfires; but it must 

be kept in mind that bushfires become catastrophic only if a State fails to carry out tried and tested 

bushfire prevention and suppression measures, and that the cost of the ADF’s assistance is met by 

the Commonwealth and Australian taxpayers generally, which can be seen as a form of cost shifting 

by the relevant State. Commonwealth assistance can thus create moral hazard. 
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What should be done? 

AEF can do no better that to quote the concluding section of the article in the April 2020 issue of 

Quadrant by the retired forester, Mark Poynter, who has written extensively on forestry and bushfire 

prevention and suppression as follows: 

 

Drawing upon the successes of the past, the royal commission into the 2019-20 bushfires should be asking 

just how committed today’s state governments are to dealing with the bushfire threat when: 

# they elevate advice from eco-activist groups and academic ecologists—neither group with any practical 

fire management experience—above the advice of forest fire management practitioners and bushfire 

science specialists? 

# they consequently lack enthusiasm for fuel reduction burning and are prone to using national park 

declarations as a political mechanism to close timber industries that have always been integral to ground-

based forest fire-fighting through provision of equipment and experienced bush operators? 

# they do not adequately resource land management agencies to maintain numbers of field officers 

engaged in forest management? 

# their land management agencies have centralised organisational structures that micro-manage fire 

from cities or large regional centres remote from the field, thereby fostering a decline of local bush and 

fire knowledge and informed on-the-spot decision making? 

# their land management agencies no longer insist on fire-fighting as a condition of employment and there 

are no restrictions on key personnel taking annual leave during the fire season? 

#  thereby counter-productively allowing more fires to grow larger with exponentially increased risks to 

firefighters and the broader community? 

While there is a real danger that the royal commission will be overwhelmed by climate change concerns, 

the past shows that the answers to the bushfire problem are primarily rooted in human factors that 

determine the effectiveness of land and fire management in enabling quick control of fires while they are 

small. Unless we learn from the past when fire-fighting was primarily ground-based, more initially 
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aggressive, and consequently more effective; the Australian landscape will be doomed to regular repeats of 

what has occurred this season. 

AEF submits that Mark Poynter’s questions should be central to the Independent Inquiry. 

The sentence following Mark Poynter’s questions is an oblique reference to the increasing use of 

aircraft in attempting to control bushfires. Politically, the attraction of aerial water bombing of 

bushfires is that it provides an outward and visible sign the relevant government is doing something 

about them. It could also be seen as an application of what one can call the Humphrey Appleby 

syllogism directing political action: something must be done; this is something; therefore, this must be 

done. 

Mark Poynter in the same article quotes with agreement the internationally acclaimed US wildfire 

analyst Stephen Pyne as arguing that the domination of this aircraft-based emergency response had 

arisen because of a need to protect burgeoning US suburbs, towns and other assets that were increasingly 

abutting flammable forests. But while this justified the approach, he contended that it was failing to 

improve wildfire outcomes because: (1) it is focused on treating the symptoms rather than addressing the 

factors that underpin fire risk; (2) massive expenditure on aircraft reduces the budgetary resources for off-

season fire mitigation activities such as fuel hazard reduction and maintaining forest access that is 

integral to containing fires while they are small; (3) aerial water-bombing, while effective at saving houses 

and other community assets, is relatively ineffective in controlling most forest fires; and (4) an over-

reliance on aerial water-bombing was partly displacing ground-based fire-fighting which, although 

carrying a higher degree of firefighter risk, is integral to containing wildfires. 

Mark Poynter goes on to say: 

According to Pyne, these consequences of a dominant focus on an aircraft-based emergency response 

foster a self-sustaining cycle of massive wildfires which is regularly reinforced as each big fire increases 

community and political demands to further expand the fleet of fire-fighting aircraft. Recent research in 

Mediterranean countries refers to this phenomenon as the “fire-fighting trap” because nowhere in the 

world has increasing the numbers of fire-fighting aircraft ever reduced the incidence and extent of large 

forest fires. 
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In AEF’s view, Stephen Pyne’s observations apply as much to Australia as to the US and elsewhere, 

particularly countries who have established large eucalyptus forest imported originally from Australia. 

Eucalypts are inherently highly incendiary, as is the detritus which they shed incessantly to the forest 

floor, summer, autumn, winter and spring, providing the fuel that generates the ferocity of eucalypt 

forest fires. 

Climate change 

The Indepenent Inquiry can expect to be inundated by submissions to the effect that the severity and 

extent of the 2019-20 bushfires were caused by anthropogenic global warming. Bearing in mind that 

Australia’s average temperature has increased by   at most 1deg.C over the last 100 years, common 

sense suggests that is a stretch. Victoria has seen even more extensive and calamitous bushfires in 

January 1939 and even more so in 1851. Mark Poynter’s article includes a comparison of the 

comparable East Gippsland fires in 1983 and those in 2019-20, which shows that fire fighting was more 

effective then than now.  

In June 2019, Professor Andrew Pitman, Director, ARC Centre of Excellence for Climate Extremes, was 

quoted by the Sydney Environment Institute at the University of Sydney as saying: 

“…this may not be what you expect to hear. but as far as the climate scientists know there is no 
link between climate change and drought. 

That may not be what you read in the newspapers and sometimes hear commented, but there is no 
reason a priori why climate change should [have] made the landscape more arid. 

If you look at the Bureau of Meteorology data over the whole of the last one hundred years there’s 
no trend in data. There is no drying trend.  There’s been a trend in the last twenty years, but 
there’s been no trend in the last hundred years, and that’s an expression on how variable 
Australian rainfall climate is. 

Moreover, Australia’s Chief Scientist, Dr. Alan Finkel AO, acknowledged in 2018 that no amount of 

reduction of CO2 emissions by Australia, which accounts for a mere 1.5% of anthropogenic 

emissions of CO2 would have any effect on the world’s, and Australia’s, climate. 

Nevertheless, the States and the ideological environmental bodies may be expected to raise this 

furphy, the former to extract more from the Commonwealth or to justify inadequate fire prevention 

and control measures, and the latter to continue their long-maintained resistance to such measures, 

no matter how much destruction unconstrained bushfires bring to the fauna and flora that those 

bodies purport to protect. 

Commonwealth-State collaboration on natural disasters 
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AEF notes that the Commonwealth, presumably at the request of the NSW and Victorian State 

governments, contributed very usefully through the ADF to mitigating the damage caused by the 

bushfires. The Commonwealth seems to have established its Royal Commission to investigate, 

among other things, formalising arrangements between the Commonwealth and the States for 

dealing with national disasters, rather than leaving them to be worked out ad hoc, as with the 

recent fires. AEF sees the very disparate issues which arise with all the possible kinds of natural 

disasters contemplated by the terms of reference for the Commonwealth Royal Commission  present 

a formidable obstacle to finding a workable formulationcovering all, and recommends that, as and 

when natural disasters occur, the Commonwealth and the relevant State(s) work out between 

themselves as sovereign governments their respective roles in the light of the nature of the relevant 

natural disaster and the circumstances surrounding it. 

The Replication Crisis in Science 

Success in designing and implementing measures to address the management of bushfires and other 

natural disasters and of the consequences of such disasters when they occur critically depends on the 

quality and quantity of the formalised body of knowledge that they are able to draw upon for this 

purpose.  

 

With the advancement of science, much of this knowledge is now routinely provided by researchers 

in the environmental sciences. 

 

One aim of this submission is to draw the Independent Inquiry’s attention to the fact that it is by no 

means clear that the research findings upon which much environmental policy in Australia have 

relied upon to date are rigorous, transparent, and reproducible.  

 

These shortcomings are a direct consequence of the replication crisis that has engulfed scientific 

disciplines around the world, including the environmental sciences.  

 

One of the key consequences of this crisis is that Australian Governments need to take concrete steps 

to ensure that:  

 

• the research methods used in such research have been independently and professionally 
checked and verified as rigorous and transparent; and  
 

• the research results obtained with those methods have been replicated to an acceptable 
standard.   

 

The crisis refers to the persistent failure of independent attempts to replicate the results of previous 

scientific research, including that published in peer-reviewed journals.  

 

As replication is considered to be the gold standard for measuring scientific progress, the number 

and the source of the failures that have accumulated across the scientific literature suggest the crisis 

is serious and no scientific discipline is immune to the crisis, including the environmental sciences.  

 

As it is very likely that the Independent Inquiry will be referred to scientific papers, studies and other 

material, AEF accompanies this submission with a submission on AEF’s behalf on the replication 

crisis by one of its Directors, Jeffrey Rae. 
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The Replication Crisis in Science  

 

Jeffrey Rae – Director, Australian Environment Foundation 

 

The Australian Environment Foundation (AEF) is a non-profit, membership-based organisation with 

no political affiliations.  

 

AEF is dedicated to informing and educating Australians about environmental issues and advocating 

solutions to environmental problems that enhance the well-being of all Australians, while preserving 

the rule of law, property rights, and the freedom of the individual.  

 

While it may be true that "we are all environmentalists now", the great majority of Australians have 

little or no say in the environmental policy measures that are pressed on Commonwealth, State and 

local governments. They almost exclusively emerge from a tight network of ideologically driven 

environmental activists that aims to ensure that one view, and one view only, is put forward on any 

issue.    

 

AEF is a completely different kind of environment group. It takes a non-ideological, evidence-based 

and solution-focussed approach to environmental problems. It recognises that human beings are a 

part of the environment, and human prosperity is necessary to preserve and enhance it. 

 

Introduction 
 

Success in designing and implementing measures to address the management of bushfires and other 

natural disasters and of the consequences of such disasters when they occur critically depends on the 

quality and quantity of the formalised body of knowledge that they are able to draw upon for this 

purpose.  

 

With the advancement of science, much of this knowledge is now routinely provided by researchers 

in the environmental sciences. 

 

The aim of this submission is to draw the Independent Inquiry’s attention to the fact that it is by no 

means clear that the research findings upon which much environmental policy in Australia have 

relied upon to date are rigorous, transparent, and reproducible.  

 

These shortcomings are a direct consequence of the replication crisis that has engulfed scientific 

disciplines around the world, including the environmental sciences.  
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One of the key consequences of this crisis is that Australian Governments need to take concrete steps 

to ensure that:  

 

• the research methods used in such research have been independently and professionally 
checked and verified as rigorous and transparent; and  
 

• the research results obtained with those methods have been replicated to an acceptable 
standard.   

 

 

The Replication Crisis in Science 
 

The crisis refers to the persistent failure of independent attempts to replicate the results of previous 

scientific research, including that published in peer-reviewed journals.  

 

As replication is considered to be the gold standard for measuring scientific progress, the number 

and the source of the failures that have accumulated across the scientific literature suggest the crisis 

is serious and no scientific discipline is immune to the crisis, including the environmental sciences.  

 

In 2005 Professor John Ioannidis — then Head of the Medical School at the University of Ioannina 

in Greece — sounded the alarm (Freedman 2010 & Bailey 2016).  

 

Ioannidis was extremely well-qualified to do so. He holds chairs in medicine, statistics and 

biomedical statistics at Stanford University and is a Co-Director of Stanford’s Meta-Research 

Innovation Centre, which undertakes scientific research into how scientific research is carried out 

and interpreted.  

 

Ioannidis published one of these articles in PLoS Medicine and the other in the Journal of the 

American Medical Association. Both journals are highly regarded by researchers.  

 

His first paper demonstrated mathematically that researchers will come up with wrong findings most 

of the time, assuming modest levels of researcher bias, typically imperfect research techniques, and 

the well-known tendency to focus on exciting rather than highly plausible theories. Moreover, in 

many research fields, the claimed findings may simply reflect the extent of the prevailing bias, rather 

than the weight of the supporting evidence. 

 

His second paper examined the intellectual history of 49 of the most highly regarded research 

findings in medicine over the preceding 13 years. They had been published in the most widely cited 

articles in the most widely cited journals.   

 

Forty-five of the articles in question claimed to have found an effective medical treatment. After 34 

of these claims were retested, 41 per cent were found to be wrong or significantly exaggerated.  

 

The two papers caused a sensation.  
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Initially, some researchers claimed Ioannidis had exaggerated the extent of non-replication. As 

researchers continued to examine the issue, however, they continued to find replication failures 

wherever they looked. 

 

In 2011 researchers at Bayer Healthcare reported that they had been able to replicate in-house the 

results of only 24 — or 36 per cent — of 67 preclinical studies they had tested, from those 

published in the peer-reviewed literature (Prinz et al 2011). The company had planned to use the 

original results to develop new medical treatments and diagnostic products.  

 

In 2012 researchers from the Amagen pharmaceutical company reported that they had been able to 

replicate the findings of only six out of 53 — or 11 percent — landmark preclinical cancer studies 

that had been previously published in the peer-reviewed literature (Begley & Ellis 2012). A 

preclinical study tests the safety and potential efficacy of a prospective medical treatment on 

animals before it can be trialled on people.  

 

In 2015 a group of researchers attempted to replicate a hundred studies that had been published in 

three high ranking psychology journals (Open Science Collaboration 2015). They found that two-

thirds of their attempts could not reproduce the ‘statistically significant’ effects estimated by the 

original studies. 

 

Ioannidis has subsequently estimated that, in the biomedical sciences, non-replication rates range 

from more than 90 percent for observational studies to between 70 and 90 percent for preclinical 

research (Bailey 2016). 

 

Before investing in a biomedical start-up, Venture capital firms typically hedge against "academic 

risk" by hiring contract research organizations to vet the science on which a prospective investment 

is based. The journal, Science-Business eXchange, has reported that 50 percent of published 

academic studies have been unable to be replicated by prospective venture capitalists (Bailey 2016).  

 

In 2015 a symposium was held in the UK on the state of reproducibility and reliability in biomedical 

research. The discussion was off-the-record as it was conducted under Chatham House rules. The 

editor of the journal, The Lancet, was in attendance and publicly summarised the results of the 

symposium in the following terms:  

 

“The case against science is straightforward: much of the scientific literature, perhaps half, 

may simply be untrue. Afflicted by studies with small sample sizes, tiny effects, invalid 

exploratory analyses, and flagrant conflicts of interest, together with an obsession for 

pursuing fashionable trends of dubious importance, science has taken a turn towards 

darkness.” (Horton 2015) 

 

The headlines of the media coverage of this issue leave little doubt about the nature and scale of the 

crisis: “Scientific regress” (First Things); “Academic publishing is broken” (The Scientist); 

“Science's big scandal” (Slate); “Lies, damned lies, and medical science” (The Atlantic); “Broken 

science” (Reason); “Science has lost its way” (Los Angeles Times); and “How science goes wrong” 

(The Economist). 
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Views of Researchers  
 

In 2016 Nature — one of the world's leading scientific journals — conducted an online survey to 

gauge the views of research scientists around the world on the ‘reproducibility crisis’ (Baker 2016).   

 

The Nature survey received a total of 1,576 responses. They were drawn from all the major scientific 

disciplines, including biology (703 respondents), and the earth and environmental sciences (95 

respondents). 

 

Over 70 per cent of the survey respondents had tried but failed to reproduce another scientist's 

experiments, while more than half of the respondents had failed to reproduce their own work. 

 

Some 52 per cent of survey respondents agreed there is a significant reproducibility crisis in their 

field.   

By this measure, the survey respondents from biology, and the earth and environmental sciences did 

not rate replicability in their discipline as highly as those from physics and chemistry had.   

 

In what was a major surprise for Nature, less than 31 per cent of respondents agreed with the idea 

that irreproducibility means the published result is probably wrong.  Given the weight of the 

empirical evidence, this is almost certainly a case of wishful thinking.  

 

The Editor commented that empirical data on how much of the scientific literature is reproducible 

are "rare and generally bleak"; the best-known examples being psychology and cancer biology with 

reproducibility rates of only 40 per cent and 10 percent respectively.   

 

The Nature survey respondents were more optimistic. Some 73 per cent thought at least half of the 

papers in their field could be trusted; with the physicists and chemists generally having the greatest 

confidence. 

 

Nature asked their respondents about what contributed to reproducibility problems. Over 60 per cent 

said a combination of pressure to publish and selective reporting were always or often involved. 

More than half also pointed to insufficient replication in the laboratory, poor oversight, or low 

statistical power of the research methodology.  

 

As the survey respondents were self-selected, their views are not necessarily representative of all the 

scientists in their field. Nevertheless, the survey suggests that scientists would be prepared to 

cooperate with journals, research funders, and research institutions in addressing reproducibility; 

about 80 per cent of respondents believed funders and publishers should do more to improve 

reproducibility. 

 

Poor Statistics: A Key Contributor to the Crisis 
 

Poor statistical analysis is a key contributor to the number of research findings that cannot be 

reproduced.  Statistical analysis is extensively used in the biological and environmental sciences due 

to the dynamic and stochastic nature of ecosystems and the animal and plant populations that live 

within them.   
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The Nobel-winning economist, Ronald Coase, once quipped: "If you torture the data long enough, 

nature will confess to anything." The torture can take several forms. They include p-hacking, 

HARKing, and choosing research methods that are lacking in statistical power. 

 

P-hacking abuses the statistical test — called the p-value — that is used to determine whether an 

experiment's results were due to chance. The chosen p-value — the p stands for probability — can 

range from 0 to 1. In the environmental sciences, researchers generally test to see if there is a 20 per 

cent chance — a p-value of 0.05 — that their results could have occurred by accident. (This is also 

known as testing for statistical significance.)  

 

P-hacking involves running multiple tests on a dataset, looking for a result that exceeds the threshold 

chosen for statistical significance, and reporting only that result.  

 

The American Statistical Association (ASA) has warned about the misuse of the p-value 

(Wasserstein & Lazar 2016).  For example, it has confirmed that the test cannot determine whether a 

hypothesis is true or whether the results obtained are important.  The group has taken the unusual 

step of issuing principles to guide use of the p-value. 

 

HARKing — "hypothesizing after the results are known" — is a fall-back strategy that is often used 

when the original hypothesis fails the statistical tests set for it. The researchers then hunt through the 

data looking for the "best" result they can extract, which they present as the original research aim.  

 

Unfortunately, HARKing increases the risk of finding false positives and makes the results seem 

stronger than they really are. 

 

Many published studies use research methods that are lacking in statistically power. Statistical power 

may be thought of as the likelihood a study will detect an effect when there is one there to be found. 

detected. Other things being equal, the bigger the effect, the easier it is to find; and the larger the 

sample size used in the analysis, the easier it is to detect a more subtle effect.  

 

Many studies use sample sizes that are too small to accurately detect the effects they are looking for. 

In large part this reflects the fact that larger sample sizes are more expensive and take longer for 

researchers to collect. 

 

How Should Governments Respond to Crisis 
 

In 2018 the National Association of Scholars (NAS) in the US published a report entitled The 

Irreproducibility Crisis of Modern Science: Causes, Consequences, and the Road to Reform 

(Randall & Welser 2018).  

 

The NAS is a network of scholars and citizens who promote academic freedom, disinterested 

scholarship, and excellence in US higher education.  

 

The NAS report concludes that many factors have contributed to the replication crisis. The include: 
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• the improper use of statistics; 
  

• the arbitrary choice of research techniques; 
 

• a lack of accountability by researchers; 
 

• political groupthink among researchers; and  
 

• a scientific culture that is biased towards the production of positive and eye-catching 
results. 

 

The consequences of the crisis have been profound and far-reaching.  

 

Non-reproducible research is also distorting public policy and public expenditure in many areas 

including public health, climate science, and the environment. The US alone is spending about $28 

billion a year on irreproducible preclinical research into new drug treatments.  

Perhaps the gravest consequence is that science and scientific experts are losing the authority they 

once held in the eyes of the public, both in the US and Australia.  

 

The good news is that individual scientists, journal editors and publishers, foundations, and 

governments around the world have begun to take concrete steps to address the crisis. However, 

there is still much more to be done. 

 

An effective and durable long-term solution will need to address each and every aspect of the 

replication crisis — the technical competence of scientific researchers, the institutional practices of 

scientific research organizations, and their professional culture. The NAS report proposes 40 reforms 

that systematically address each of these contributors. 

 

Most importantly, the NAS report includes recommendations for fundamental reforms to public 

policy. In particular, it proposes that governments should: 

 
• fund public efforts to replicate previous research;  

 
• require all new regulations to be based on research that meets strict reproducibility 

standards; 
 

• review all existing regulations to ensure they are based on reproducible research and repeal 
those that do not; and 
 

• require all government agencies to adopt strict reproducibility standards. 
 

While these recommendations have been specifically directed at governments in the US, they are 

equally applicable to governments outside the US.  

 

With this in mind, the AEF urges the Independent Inquiry to commend each of the recommendations 

to the Victorian Government in its Reports.  
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