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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 




