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We live in the town of Mallacoota in Far East Gippsland and lost our house in the recent bushfires. 

Our concerns mainly relate to the pre-fire preparations as we evacuated on the day prior to the fire 

and were not able to return for two weeks. Many things went wrong in the lead up to the bushfire 

and it is amazing that no lives were lost in Mallacoota.  We strongly support this Enquiry and hope it 

results in changes to the way our community prepares and manages a fire emergency in the future.   

Preparedness of the town for a catastrophic bushfire 

The first and most important thing to acknowledge and address is climate change and the difficulties 

this poses for bushfire mitigation such as fuel-reduction burns, the intensity of fire events, the 

likelihood of extended fire seasons, the effects of long term drought, more frequent fire events, and 

the lack of opportunity for fuel reduction burning.  Reducing carbon emissions must be a priority. 

Fuel management is a major part of preparing for bushfires. Large areas of forest in East Gippsland 

and elsewhere in Victoria are subject to fuel reduction burning but while it is more difficult, priority 

should be given to fuel reduction management that protects towns and communities. 

In 2019 work was begun to address the issues listed above with the formation of the Mallacoota 

Township Bushfire Fuel Management Plan.  This group, made up of all agencies involved in fuel 

management and community members met and planned for community consultations and setting a 

timeframe for implementation of a best-practice fuel reduction plan to protect the town.  The 

timeframe was measured in years because of limitations on resources funding and staffing.  The 

allocation of resources underpins much of what hasn’t happened. 

Mallacoota Local Incident Management Plan (LIMP)  

Mallacoota does not have a fire plan which is owned and understood by the community and 

communicated effectively to the community.  More community consultation needs to take place.   

In October 2018 concerned residents  of the area where we live which is five km from the main 

township wrote to Shane Turner, Emergency Management Coordinator for East Gippsland Shire 

Council, requesting the installation of a fire siren and that a safer place be designated for the 

Karbeethong area for purposes of evacuation should there be a fire.  Shane Turner wrote back in 

early 2019 to confirm this would happen and that Karbeethong Jetty area would be added to the 

Mallacoota local area fire plan.  As of 12th December 2019 this had not happened.  In fact the 

Mallacoota LIMP document on the Shire’s website had not been updated since December 2014!  

When this was drawn to the Shire’s attention it was immediately added, 10 days prior to the 

catastrophic fire which impacted this area.  There was no siren.  

Fire Fighting  

We are not experts in fire management or firefighting but we are concerned that the fire which 

started at Wingan Inlet was not contained more quickly given the possibility of it burning through 

difficult to access terrain.  Effective aerial control at the point of ignition, particularly in this remote 



location may well have prevented these disastrous fires.  There is a need for increased funding and 

access to fire-fighting aircraft in remote areas.  Questions that need addressing include the criteria 

for using firefighting aircraft and how decisions are made. 

East Gippsland Shire Council responsibilities and lack of preparedness.   

Mallacoota is 240 km from Bairnsdale where East Gippsland Shire is based.  There is a small work 

crew with a supervisor based in Mallacoota who do maintenance work.  Their work largely involves 

mowing, pruning of trees and bushes and maintenance of the large Shire-owned Foreshore Caravan 

Park.  When clearing bushes and trees from Shire managed coastal reserves and pathways they tend 

to leave the prunings lying alongside the paths rather than treating them as a fire hazard and 

removing them. Prior to the fire their work was not focused on fire preparation, but largely 

cosmetic.   

A prime example of misplaced priorities is that the community recreation hall which was used to 

shelter hundreds of people as the fire swept through Mallacoota had not had the gutters cleared out 

in preparation for the summer fire season.  This hall is not fire safe, in fact we do not have a 

designated safer place in Mallacoota, and despite approaches from Mallacoota residents over many 

years to provide a safer place to shelter, little or no effort has been made to make improvements.  

On the night and morning of the fire, fire trucks continually sprayed water on the building to keep 

people safe.   

Community Safer Places 

We do not have designated safer places in Mallacoota.  Establishing such buildings is a priority in the 

aftermath of the fires as part of the recovery process.  This could involve replacing the Recreation 

Hall and/or retrofitting existing buildings. 

Communication Difficulties 

We evacuated to Eden at 1 pm on the 30th December, the day before the fire hit Mallacoota.  There 

were mixed messages about the fire situation and whether it was safe to evacuate. 

The local radio station is designated as an emergency broadcaster and was doing a great job in 

providing information for the local community, including reading out the Vic Emergency warnings 

which were stating that it was too late to leave Mallacoota.   

The police called a public meeting at 11 am when people attending were advised of the fire threat 

and encouraged to leave while the road was still open.  They advised that the road to Genoa and 

Eden would close by about 3 pm. People had to be at the meeting to hear this information as there 

was no other way of it being communicated other than word of mouth.  Based on this information 

we decided to leave. 

Many people do not access news reports and emergency apps.  There needs to be an alternative 

means of informing people that they are in danger. While many residents were concerned about the 

fire risk and making plans, holidaymakers we spoke to the day before the fire were not aware there 

were dangerous fires nearby despite the smoke.  If people will not take personal responsibility for 

their safety then authorities need to make the decision to force them to leave.   

We expected to be part of a mass evacuation but on the 23 km trip out to Genoa we saw one other 

car heading out, but a number of vehicles with trailers and campervans heading towards Mallacoota.  

At Genoa the police were blocking the Princes Highway towards Cann River, but the road to Eden 

was open.  They were not stopping people coming into Mallacoota.  On our way to Eden we passed 



about 40 cars, caravans, campervans and trailers heading towards Cann River and Mallacoota.  There 

were no signs leaving Eden towards the Victorian border to advise people the highway was closed at 

Genoa and of the dangers posed in Mallacoota.   

There is a need for cross- border coordination and communication for a community such as 

Mallacoota, especially when this is our evacuation route.  Emergency apps need to cover the whole 

area, not be state based.  Information needs to be available in both places – it was extremely 

difficult to get assistance and information in Eden and Canberra.  Services such as Red Cross were 

mainly focused on NSW residents. 

Emergency Evacuation Planning for Visitors 

Comprehensive evacuation plans need to be developed at both the state and local government 

levels.  These plans are particular necessary for isolated and vulnerable communities and for 

summer holiday periods when thousands of people migrate to fire-prone areas.   

Over Christmas and New Year Mallacoota has many thousands of extra people holidaying in town, 

many of them in the caravan parks which include the very large East Gippsland Shire Foreshore 

Caravan Park.  We understand that at a time when the Victorian government was encouraging all 

holiday makers in East Gippsland to leave, people were not getting the message in Mallacoota.   

On the day before the fire we observed most people staying put, continuing their holiday, picnicking 

at the beach and generally not appearing to be overly concerned with the fire risk.  The Shire’s 

Caravan Park was still booking people in.  Was there any process in place to warn people and 

request that they leave while it was safe to do so?  

Caravan parks south of Eden were closed and people evacuated to Eden when the fires were 

progressing up the south coast. We were in Eden on the 2nd January when the police closed caravan 

parks and made non-residents leave for Canberra.  Do the police in Victoria have the authority to 

close caravan parks and make people move when they are in danger, such as moving people from 

the camp park on 29th or 30th January?  Did the East Gippsland Shire have a responsibility to close 

the park in time for people to evacuate safely? 

Biodiversity and protection of flora and fauna 

Post fire there has been an angry response from some residents about the lack of bushland clearing 

and fuel reduction burning.  People are calling for large scale vegetation removal and are very critical 

of Parks Victoria and DELWP for not doing enough.  People need someone to blame.   

Many residents live in Mallacoota because of the natural environment and the flora and fauna.  

Nature-based tourism is an important part of the local community as well.   

While our environment is extremely damaged at the moment, it is vitally important that the local 

biodiversity is protected from wholesale clearing of vegetation and logging. Regulation of hazardous 

tree removal needs to be introduced.  Large numbers of trees are being cleared from roadsides and 

reserves well beyond the requirements for public safety and protection of assets.   

A trip along the Princes Highway between Cann River and Orbost provides evidence of salvage 

logging coupes and wide stretches of clearing on the roadsides.  The remnant forest through East 

Gippsland needs to be protected from logging under the Regional Forest Agreement at all costs.   

 



There is a need to protect unburned critical habitat in fire ravaged areas as islands for surviving 

fauna.  The issues of post-fire ‘burn-out’ and salvage logging in the aftermath of the fire need 

addressing to protect habitat and biodiversity.  For example, in the weeks after the main fire front 

Howe Flat and the Nadgee Wilderness on the Victoria/New South Wales border continued to burn, 

endangering the habitat of the critically endangered Eastern Bristlebird.  It was not until this fire was 

out of control that water bombing aircraft were concentrated in the area.  

Extra resources should be allocated urgently to the restoration of bushland, including addressing 

invasive weeds and feral predators.   

We thank you for the opportunity to put forward our interpretation of the events of this summer 

and we look forward to the recommendations of your enquiry and hope they address these 

important issues. 

 

Rosemary and Kieran Martin 

 




