
 

 

Dear Inspector-General Pearce, 

Re: Monash University Disaster Resilience Initiative Submission to the Independent Inquiry 

into the 2019-2020 Victorian Fire Season – A Potpourri of Reflections 

Introduction 

We extend our personal greetings and appreciate the opportunity to provide this submission.  

Specifically we address the following Term of Reference:  

“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”.  

A potpourri of reflections 

MUDRI believes that empowering ‘community-led’ activities is the last frontier of the 

successfully evolving national program under the banner of the 2011 National Disaster 

Resilience Strategy. We offer a Potpourri of reflections for the consideration of the IGEM 

Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season.  

We offer or reflections under the themes of; 

 Community Resilience Committees 

 Not-for-profit organisations 

 Neighbourhood Houses, and the community development model 

 Landcare as a model 
 Community engagement / empowerment / led 

 Community leadership 

 Commendations for consideration 

 Willing to assist 

 

Community Resilience Committees 

The Review of the 2010–11 Flood Warnings & Response Final Report (Comrie, 2011) included a 

chapter on Community Resilience (Chapter 8) concluding with Recommendation 93:  

“The VFR recommends that:  



93.      the state comprehensively pursue the objective of achieving (where possible) the 

priority outcomes of the National Strategy for Disaster Resilience and the imperative of 

shared responsibility, in particular by: •  

 requiring that local knowledge is considered as a critical component of all phases of 

emergency management  

 involving local communities in the development and ownership of community 

resilience plans based on an ‘all hazards’ approach and tailored for the specific needs 

of each community  

 encouraging local communities to form resilience committees to develop and 

administer community resilience plans  (emphasis added) 

 nominating Victoria Police as the lead agency in initiating the strategy to develop 

community resilience committees; and  

 requiring emergency service agencies to consult and engage with local community 

resilience committees in the preparation, planning, response and recovery phases of 

emergency management.” 

http://www.floodsreview.vic.gov.au/images/stories/documents/review_20101011_flood_warn

ings_and_response.pdf   

This is one of the few, maybe the only, recommendation in his Final Report which has not 

eventuated.  

3 years later, the same author, Neil Comrie AO APM, authored a chapter “Risk Responses, 

Emergency Management and Community Resilience in the Aftermath of the Recent Victorian 

Natural Disasters” in a multi-authored book entitled  ‘In Future-Proofing the State: Managing 
Risks, Responding to Crises and Building Resilience,’ edited by Jonathan Boston, John Wanna, 

Vic Lipski and Justin Pritchard, ANU Press, The Australian National University, Canberra, 

Australia (2014) available at  https://press-

files.anu.edu.au/downloads/press/p283571/pdf/book.pdf in which he re-iterates his 2011 

recommendations: 

“I have argued strongly that I do not think we need to create a whole 
new separate community structure to achieve this, because in every 
country town in Victoria there are pre-existing community service 
organisations looking for opportunities to serve their community. 
Lions clubs, Rotary clubs and Country Women’s Association branches 
are among a wide range of organisations which, if appropriately 
engaged, would be a powerful force in building this community 
resilience. We need to facilitate the education of communities so we 
can empower them. We need to work in conjunction with them, rather 
than directing them when disasters strike. We need to encourage 
communities to discover their own learning about resilience in 
preparation for natural disasters. Moreover, local governments must 
play a much more active role in emergency management than they 
have in the past—this is certainly the lesson from the Victorian natural 
disasters.” (Comrie, 2014) 

MUDRI has previously presented the following graphics to advance this concept of Comrie. 

The first graphic is an actual photo of community signage in Berwick. Similar signage is 

observable in many town across Victoria. 



 

 

 

The second graphic (below) is a MUDRI adaptation of above the signage to reflect the potential 

of Comrie’s recommendation, including the addition of the Berwick Neighbourhood House. 

There are over 300 Neighbourhood Houses across Victoria providing core functions of 

‘Community Development’ https://www.nhvic.org.au/ 

 

 

 



We believe that the informal structure is already in place in many communities across the 

state to trial the concept of Community Resilience Committees. 

 

Not-for-profit organisations 

Fiona Roberts reinforced Comrie’s recommendation of 2011, re-iterated in 2014, but not yet 

demonstrable, in the findings of her MUDRI PhD studies completed in 2019 - “We Just Want to 

Help”: 

“Findings summary 

Not-for-profit organisations do not operate for member profit, but function 
to achieve the organisation’s purpose. Organisations such as the Lions Club, 
Rotary Club and Neighbourhood Houses Victoria have long histories of local 
community involvement, with missions focused on service to their 
community by volunteer members. While not established to respond to 
disasters, they have been heavily involved in communities recovering from 
disaster events and their actions, detailed in the cases, demonstrate 
potential to help communities. However, the literature identified in this study 
did not indicate much involvement by these groups in emergency 
management planning nor resilience-building exercises.  

The study results illustrated that not-for-profit organisations contribute 
significantly to local communities during and after disasters. Actions include 
providing quick access to local assets (machinery ownership or skills, 
community kitchens), providing physical assistance (water, toilets, food, 
clean-up or shelter) through to contributing long-term recovery actions 
lasting years (establishing and funding Mens’ Sheds, tool libraries or 
community activities).  

The strengths of these organisations were found to enhance community 
resilience in the disaster setting. Rotary Clubs, Lions Clubs and 
Neighbourhood Houses are long-term local contributors to community 
development. These organisations are embedded in their communities, they 
have extensive community networks and connections and people know and 
trust them. They often support the most vulnerable people and they are 
empowered to action, independent of government, to help their communities. 
With an underpinning drive to help, they have the potential to be sustainable 
contributors to communities before, during and after emergency situations.  

The emergency management perspective was investigated through a review 
of policy documents.  These policies encouraged community engagement 
and recognised its importance in building community resilience. Emergency 
management stakeholders who were interviewed recognised that the not-
for-profit sector had significant strengths like community connections, local 
knowledge and could motivate volunteers to assist and often provided 
creative solutions to issues. The study demonstrated the usefulness of not-
for-profit organisations before, during and after emergencies. While 
incorporating these organisations into emergency management planning 
and response has its challenges, emergency management policy that 



includes not-for-profit organisations in sharing some responsibilities  is 
valid and could potentially strengthen community resilience. 

The study identified that the not-for-profit organisations were frustrated, 
‘they just wanted to help’, but barriers blocked effective participation. The 
research identified possible enablers to resolve many of these barriers, 
including building resilience into the funded mandate of not-for-profit 
organisations and incorporating not-for- profit organisations into the 
emergency management operating structure.  

Giving a voice to representatives of not-for-profit organisation during 
planning at local and regional levels means they must be ‘at the table’. 
Training in communication, emergency management roles and 
responsibilities; building tools and skills to help community resilience and 
facilitation requires adequate funding for government representatives and 
the not-for- profit sector to facilitate effective engagement and 
empowerment. ‘We just want to help’ epitomises the intent of contributions 
from not-for-profit organisations to support community resilience. Actions 
by these organisations reveal how they provide vital support and assist 
communities to respond effectively before, during and after disasters.  

Used more effectively, and because they want to help, not-for-profit 
organisations could generate savings through risk-reduction measures and 
hasten recovery from disasters.” (Roberts, 2019) 

The above is an extract from Fiona’s article published in the Australian Journal of 

Emergency Management available at 

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/7315/ajem_102019-05.pdf 

The full report of Fiona’s study is available from the Monash University electronic 

archive: ‘We Just Want to Help’ – Community Resilience to Disasters, Profit in 

Nonprofits. Contact fiona.roberts@monash.edu 

Fiona’s work suggests there is already a substantial, largely unrecognised, 

contribution by the not-for-profit sector, there are barriers to their participation, but 

there is a genuine desire to contribute. 

 

Neighbourhood Houses and the community development model 

We contend that Neighbourhood Houses, sometimes known as ‘Community Houses, eg 

Emerald Community House, or Community Centres, eg Upper Beaconsfield Community 

Centre, currently make significant contributions to ‘Disaster Resilience” and are well 

positioned to lead “Community Resilience Committees’ in the context of both Community 

Resilience and the Principles of Community Development. 

Indeed, the Emerald Community House incorporates a Centre of Resilience, promoting the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals, the UN Sendai Framework for Disaster Resilience and the 

Core Humanitarian Standards, http://www.emeraldcommunityhouse.org.au/centre-of-

resilience-cor/  This model has been replicated in a small, but increasing, number of other 

Community Houses in Victoria. Mary Farrow, Co-ordinator of the Emerald Community House, 

leads the development and promotes the expansion of this model. 



The updated version of the (National) Community Recovery Handbook, published by the 

Australian Institute for Disaster Resilience (AIDR)   (2018) includes the following graphic 

which effectively demonstrates the central place of sustainable Community Development in 

the setting of Australian disasters and emergencies. One could portray the view that the 

community engages and leads its own community development, both before and after 

emergency events. It is the intermittent and short-term involvement of the emergency 

response system that intrudes on the community. 

 

Effect of disaster on ongoing community development and interface with relief and recovery 

Source: Australian Disaster Resilience Community Recovery Handbook (AIDR 2018) P32 

 

Such a community-led model is not unique in the Australian context. A similar model 

in a kindred but separate field is the national Landcare model. This model is: formally 

included in the nation’s environment structure; community-led in the true sense of 

community-led; and, funded by the Australian government. 

 

Landcare as a model 

Landcare:  

 currently contributes to disaster resilience, specifically during the summer 

season of 2019/20 https://landcareaustralia.org.au/landcares-role-in-supporting-

bushfire-impacted-communities/ 

 sees itself contributing to community resilience in the emergency setting 

(Adrian Zammit, Landcare is central to natural disaster response, recovery and 

resilience building (March, 2020) 



https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6697137/landcare-is-central-to-natural-

disaster-response-recovery-and-resilience-building/?cs=14246 
 enjoys support from the National Landcare Advisory Committee, an advisory 

committee to the Australian government, which recommends that: “Landcare be 

strongly supported and funded as a well-established platform to underpin future 

adaptive capacity and resilience of farmers, landholders and their broader 

communities”. (Hamparsum J, O’Neil C, and Walker D, 2016: Landcare’s Role in Building 

Adaptive Capacity and Resilience, Department of Agriculture and Water Resources, 

Canberra, March. CC BY 3.0.) 

http://www.nrm.gov.au/system/files/resources/8ddb354e-fb80-40de-b4c3-

dace11cefadc/files/nlp-review-nlac-capacity-report.pdf 

Further information on Landcare and its relationship with the Australian government is 

available at http://www.nrm.gov.au/national-landcare-programme/board-and-committee 

We contend, that since the Australian government nurtures and funds a successful and 

sustainable community-led national strategy in the setting of ‘environment resilience’, there 

is the potential for government, Australian or Victorian, to consider a similar structure and 

funding for a national/state sustainable, community-led strategy for ‘disaster resilience’. 

 

Community engagement / empowerment / led 

Whilst we believe that there is evidence of increased ‘community engagement’ across the 

Nation and in Victoria in recent years. We also contend that there is no or little evidence of 

‘community’-led’ activities in the emergency setting. Indeed, we go one step further and 

contend that there is tangible, opposition from within the formal EM sector to facilitating 

community-led activities in this field, with the possible exception of in the recovery phase 

following emergencies. 

The lexicon in this sector is confusing: community-centric; community at the centre; 

community-based; community first; community-led, and community empowerment, are all 

used, apparently synonymously. Nevertheless, we contend that community-led and 

community empowerment are not synonymous with the other terms. For example, Principle 3 

of the National Disaster Recovery Principles states “Community-led’; while the very next line 

immediately below this Principle state “community-centred’. 

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/5255/national-principles-disaster-recovery-a4-

flyer.pdf 

We suggest that a part of this uncertainly is tied up with the use of the term ‘empowerment’ – 

‘we intend to empower the community to….’ We contend that there is little evidence of 

‘empowering the community’ in this setting. The IAP2 Spectrum of Community Participation is 

embedded in the National Disaster Resilience Handbook on the Community Engagement 

Framework (2013, currently under review). 

https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/handbook-6-community-engagement-framework/  

This IAP2 Spectrum includes the levels of: Inform; Consult; Involve; Collaborate; and, 

Empower. https://iap2.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/2018_IAP2_Spectrum.pdf 

We contend that although we see evidence of increasing activity towards the left of this 

spectrum, we see no sustainable evidence of activity on the right of the spectrum. We believe 



that the National Handbook reflects a ‘top-down’ approach to ‘getting the community to do 

what you (EM agencies) want them to do’, rather than facilitating and working with the 

community to support them meeting their self-determined needs, a more of a ‘bottom-up- 

approach. 

However, the Victorian government, under the banner of ‘Safer Together’ funded the CFA and 

DELWP to train their staff in the principles of community engagement to improve their capacity 

to engage with the community. An external consultancy developed a three level program: 

Level One - Basic Community Engagement (one-day workshop) 

Level Two - Community Development (one day workshop) 

Level Three - Experiential Facilitation (two-day workshop). 

 

Two of the MUDRI team were supported by their local Council to attend the one-day Level two 

program. This was expertly led by a very experienced facilitator, supported by an outstanding 

printed workbook. However, although strongly delivering the principles of community 

development applied to this setting, the workshop didn’t quite get to consider strategies for 

‘empowerment’. We are not sure if ‘empowerment’ is included in level 3. 

 

Some 2,000 staff and volunteers at CFA and DELWP undertook one of more levels of this 

program. A train the trainer program is intended to continue the training within the CFA and 

DELWP on a continuing basis. 

 

When the government tender was released for this program, to appoint the external 

consultants, We recollect that the funding involved was approximately $670,000. This is our 

recollection, so we stand corrected if this is inaccurate. However, the funding was substantial. 

 

We are also aware that participants from the SESVIC and local Councils also attended one or 

more levels in this program.  We ask if this exciting initiative has been evaluated, and if so, if 

the evaluation is in the public domain? 

 

We suggest that there is now the need to provide a similar program for the general, non-

aligned community. This program would re-inforce the principles of community development 

but also include an introduction the State’s EM arrangements, the principles of community 

engagement, and the principles of community resilience. We would expect that such a 

program would: facilitate communication between the EM agencies and the non-aligned 

community; develop capacities in community development with the same lexicon and 

principles as developed in the CFA/DELWP program; facilitate community networking and 

inclusion; and, empower communities to determine needs, make decisions and contribute 

effectively under the ‘shared responsibility’ banner in preparedness, response and recovery 

from disasters/emergencies..  

 

We again quote the previously referenced Comrie paper, “We need to facilitate the education of 

communities so we can empower them. We need to work in conjunction with them, rather than 

directing them when disasters strike. We need to encourage communities to discover their 

own learning about resilience in preparation for natural disasters”. (Comrie, 2014) 

Unashamedly, we propose that the State government consider spending the same amount on 

this proposed community education program as it spent on educating the agency staff, ie 

$670,000 in the first instance. 



MUDRI has already had discussions with the Emerald Community House, Centre of Resilience 

and Monash Training and Development Unit re a possible program affectionately known as 

“Resilience 101 for the community”.  We offer our support the IGEM if this concept appeals. 

 

Community leadership 

The Regional Community Leadership Program operates cross Victoria with 11 programs 

geographically based and operating at the community level. Further information is available at 

https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/grants-and-programs/regional-community-leadership-

program 

MUDRI team members have first-hand knowledge of one of these programs, the Rivers and 

Ranges Community Leadership Program  http://www.rrclp.org.au/ 

A number of these community leadership programs include sessions, activities and 

networking on disaster resilience, from the community perspective. We believe that this 

state-wide program has the potential to advance the State’s EM objectives, specifically 

contributing leadership to further developing and enhancing community-led and empowered 

activities in partnership with the other actors in the system.  As many community-based 

organisations, this community leadership program is cash challenged and would benefit from 

the IGEM’s consideration being included in the community resilience activities as outcomes 

from this current IGEM Inquire and funded appropriately. 

,  

Commendations: 

MUDRI commends that the IGEM Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season considers: 

1 a strategy for a trial and funding of  Community Resilience Committees in the 

Victorian emergency management structure; 

 

2 a strategy to: review formally the potential role of not-for-profit organisations in 

the emergency setting; examine barriers and solutions to their participation; 

formally arrange for them to have ‘a seat at the table;’ and, resource not-for-profit 

organisations to effectively continue, and enhance, their significant contributions 

to community resilience in the setting of Victoria’s emergencies;  

 

3 the model of community development with a view to formally including, and 

funding, a Community Resilience role within the Community House Network across 

the state and that this contribution, already demonstrable informally and unfunded 

across Victoria, be formally included in the State’s emergency management 

structure, embracing and promoting the principles of community development in 

the setting of emergencies.  

 

4 the potential applicability of adapting the Landcare model to strengthening 

Australia’s/Victoria’s community-led strategy for ‘disaster resilience’; 

 

5 provide leadership to clarify the interpretation and manifestation of the terms: 

community-centric; community at the centre; community-based; community first; 

community-led, and community empowerment. 



 

6 recommending that the State government develop and fund (initially $670,000) an 

education  program, in parallel with the state-funded CFA/DELWP education 

program on community engagement, notionally called ‘Resilience 101 for the 

Community’, to include the principles of community development, an introduction 

the State’s EM arrangements, principles of community engagement, and the 

principles of community resilience.  

 

7 providing leadership to clarify suitable interpretations of exploring the barriers 

and solutions to the EM system embracing ‘community-led / empowerment roles 

in the form EM system; 

 

8 exploring the potential to utilise the capacities of, and fund, the State-wide 

Community Leadership Programs to contribute a leadership role in developing and 

enhancing community resilience in the emergency setting. 

 

Willing to assist 

The MUDRI team is willing, able and well positioned to assist the IGEM in advancing any of the 

above commendations, if so requested, and depending on funding and time frame. 

Specifically, we could explore the potential for IGEM to co-fund a Post-Doc Fellowship for Dr 

Fiona Roberts to advance commendations, specifically, but not limited to, the theme of the not-

for-profits sector. 

We would be pleased to respond to any questions of clarification, which should be addressed 

to Frank by email in the first instance. 

 

Again, with our thanks and best wishes, 

 

Frank Archer on behalf of Caroline Spencer and Dudley McArdle 

Francis.archer@monash.edu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




