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Executive Summary 

‘It is inevitable that we will be impacted by at least one of the prescribed hazards and it is 

foreseeable that some of us will be adversely affected.  Modelling has consistently pointed to 

the facts that natural hazards are becoming more intense, less predictable and that extreme 

events are becoming more frequent. 

The best way to protect ourselves from hazards and threats is to be prepared.  Emergency 

management preparation must occur in the highest echelons of government, through the 

various departments, across the private and not-for-profit sectors and reach directly into the 

community and even individual homes.  It is clear that major events and catastrophes can 

cause death and injury and may have adverse lifetime impacts.  We must work together to 

protect ourselves and we must harness the skills and experience that exist throughout the 

state and local communities to overcome the negative impacts of disasters’.1 

Whilst my submission is about the some of the personal impact the fire had on my life, my 

family and my community, I have tried to cover aspects of what I saw was wrong with the 

emergency management arrangements during the fires (in Sarsfield) leading up to and on 

New Year’s eve 2019. 

The Incident control and the emergency management arrangements (which include the 

response, relief and recovery at a local level) are all aspects that were left as second rate at 

the vital moments of this fire event. 

The lack of adherence to the Municipal Plan is highlighted along with the contravention of 

the Victorian Emergency Management Act and that shows a total disregard for what is 

expected.  Also, the East Gippsland Fire Prevention Plan (2017-2020) 2was not adhered to. 

The introduction and background of my paper covers the initial issues regarding fire 

management and fire suppression, along with the apparent lack of local knowledge in many 

instances.   

‘Local Incident Management Plans (LIMPlan) is emergency management planning at the 

local level.  These Plans encompass all hazards (not just fire) and applies a risk value of low, 

medium, high or extreme.  LIMPlanning contributes to the Victorian Fire Risk Register-

Bushfire, the Municipal Fire Management Plan and the Municipal Emergency Management 

Plan.  The locations that are covered by a Local Incident Management Plan in East Gippsland 

                                                             
1 Emergency Preparedness Report 2018 State Emergency Management Committee Western Australia 

2
https://www.eastgippsland.vic.gov.au/files/assets/public/documents/plancom_directorate/emergency/memp_sub_plans/east_gippslan

d_mfmp_2017-2020_v30_-_final.pdf 
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are available on the East Gippsland Shire Council webpage ‘Local Incident Management 

Plans - East Gippsland Shire Council’.3  No mention of the Sarsfield community appears here, 

so when I ask ‘What was the Fire Plan for my community’?  The answer is apparent! 

Forest Fire Management Victoria (FFMV) states ‘Our fire management activities are 
governed by the Code of practice for bushfire management on public land.  The code sets out 
our two primary objectives for managing fire on public land: 

 To minimise the impact of major bushfires on human life, communities, essential and 
community infrastructure, industries, the economy and the environment.  Human life 
will be afforded priority over all other considerations. 

 To maintain or improve the resilience of natural ecosystems and their ability to 
deliver services such as biodiversity, water, carbon storage and forest products’.4 

 

My Community consisted of ‘human life’, was a vibrant ‘community’ of some 276 homes, 

181 families, totalling 625 residents.  The fire damaged just over 200 properties with 60 

homes totally destroyed and it saw about 100 adults and 20 children displaced and it almost 

removed our entire community.  My home is in the area shown on the map as the Township 

of Sarsfield. 

All the words written in all the plans amounted to nothing.  Actions to minimise the impact 

of these fires on human life amounted to nothing and human life was not afforded priority 

over all considerations.  Surely this is not done by just telling people to leave and once they 

have – do nothing to save the empty properties.  What are fire services for then? 

The FFMV Code of practice for bushfire management on public land did nothing to save my 

property either, so what a waste of time and money developing words called plans! 

 

Kevin Perry  ESM, MAIES 

www.kevineperry.com 
New address (after the fire) –

                                                             
3 https://www.eastgippsland.vic.gov.au/Community/Emergency_Management/Local_Incident_Management_Plans 

4 https://www.ffm.vic.gov.au/who-we-are/code-of-practice 
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1. Introduction 

My home of almost 44 years at Sarsfield was burned to the ground during 

the early hours of New Year's Eve 2019.  The fire had commenced in early November, near 

Ensay. 

I retired in 2007, having spent 31 years as a permanent employee with the Victoria State Emergency 
Service (VICSES) and almost 20 years as a Regional Director in both the country and city regions.  As 
one of the initial appointments when VICSES first commenced (in 1975/76) I was involved in  

 establishing volunteer Units for storm, flood and road rescue  

 involved in establishing what was the first disaster welfare plan in the State (Region 11, East 
Gippsland area) 

 working with local Doctors and the Hospital to establish the East Gippsland Medical Disaster, 
that was the fore runner to the State Medical Disaster Plan 

 developing some of the first municipal plans – prior to them becoming mandatory;  

 involved in managing many large scale operations, including floods (1990 Bairnsdale; 1993 
North East Victoria; and 1995 Barwon Heads), storms, etc., and managing the support to fire 
authorities during forest and large grass fires. 

 
Since my retirement, I have maintained my involvement in the emergency planning and risk 
assessment field, assisting numerous aged care facilities to develop emergency 
management plans as part of the accreditation requirements.  I have worked with the RSL 
Vasey Care (5 plans across Melbourne), Latrobe Valley Village (LVV) at Moe, Fairview 
Warragul and the Sale Aged Care.  I am currently reviewing the Fairview Plan, having 
recently completed the review for LVV.  I might add, all of these plans have been done on a 
‘no fee basis’, as all are not for profit organisations. 
 
During 2009, I was engaged by the Country Fire Authority (CFA) and the then Department of 
Sustainability and Environment (DSE).  The contract was to consider all the risks raised by 
Region and local CFA, DSE personnel and the Municipal Emergency Management and Fire 
Prevention Plans from all Gippsland Councils and Baw Baw Alpine Resort.  The brief was to 
then check these and collate them into a regional table, identifying assets at risk, 
particularly highlighting risks that were not mentioned in any local, municipal or regional 
emergency fire plan.  These were then to be incorporated in the Fire Risks for East 
Gippsland.  I have attached a copy of that engagement at Annex A. 
 
My background and experience allows me to make informed comment on the recent fires 
from the perspective of emergency management, response, relief and recovery 
arrangements.  I intend to highlight the issues faced by someone who lost their home, the 
apparent lack of expertise shown by many emergency service workers; the ad hoc 
arrangements that developed and the lack of follow up on the Black Saturday Fires in the 
Kinglake and surrounding areas. 
 
 



5 

 

Response to Inspector-General Emergency Management 

Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season – Kevin Perry ESM 
 

 

2. New Year’s Eve fires 2019 Background 
 
A Crown Land block of 3 acres adjacent to my home was the main cause of the damage 
done on that night in that there had been no protective burn conducted on that land for 
well over 25 years.  In fact, in the 44 years of my occupancy, the land was burnt only twice.   
 
There was a Fire Prevention Plan 2017-20205 that considered the Sarsfield area on page 34 
(Annex B) but this was not adhered to.  The East Gippsland Shire and fire authorities had 
produced a magnificent document, with colour photos, charts and many, many words.  I 
think that was where it stopped.  It must have - because that plan indicated that the 
following would occur for Sarsfield: 

 Community Education (CFA) 
 Crown Land Fuel Reduction (DWELP)  

 Burn Program (CFA)  
 Power lines Clearance (Telstra)  
 Burn Program (DELWP) and  

 Patrol/Inspection (PV). 
 
Guess which of these were done in the Sarsfield area.  Maybe the Community Education as 

a pamphlet arrived in my letter box (with the annual request for a donation to the local 

brigade), but the Crown Land fuel reduction, designated to DWELP did certainly not! 

(Note:  was the plan accurate – I see an anomaly in just this section alone as Telstra is 

delegated to undertake power line clearance at Sarsfield when SP-Ausnet is responsible). 

All the work I have done since 1976 to keep my place clear and fire ready amounted to 

nothing, once the Crown Land caught fire.  A windrow of fallen trees and vegetation was 

pushed up about 20 years ago near my front gate, supposedly to make me safe with a fire 

break, but when the Crown Land block caught fire on that early morning, sparks continued 

to shoot at my house and no preparation on my part (roofing iron along the baseboards, 

sisalation foil along the veranda, water in the gutters and the whole area soaked with hoses) 

could save my home. 

I had stayed at my home during the afternoon of the 30th December, watching for embers 

as the fire travelled in a North Westerly direction from the Clifton Creek area to the Sarsfield 

Bushland Reserve and met the Great Alpine Road6.   

                                                             
5
https://www.eastgippsland.vic.gov.au/files/assets/public/documents/plancom_directorate/emergency/memp_sub_plans/east_gippslan

d_mfmp_2017-2020_v30_-_final.pdf 

6 https://www.google.com/maps/@-37.7517817,147.7435019,17z 
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The fire stopped there, about one kilometre from my home and at that time there was a 

CFA Tank truck (as distinct to CFA Tanker) with three members on board stationed on the 

clear farm land to the East of my home (between me and the fire), to protect the NBN and 

Mobile Phone tower in the paddock some 200 metres from my property. 

As the fire subsided, the Truck drove from the farm onto Coach Road and one of the crew 

came down to my home and spoke with me to ask about my intentions.  I said I was going to 

try and defend the house and he spoke about a plan they had, to run hoses from the truck 

to protect my home and those next door.  Whilst having our discussion he was called back 

to the truck as they were being re-deployed to another area.  The man commented that 'it 

looks like you are going to be safe then' as he departed. 

That seemed a strange comment as the forecast was for a change bringing wind from the 

East and with the fire still burning 1 kilometre away that meant it would come my way.  At 

this time (about 1715 hours), the town water supply dropped to a trickle and I believed my 

best action was to leave and drive to Bairnsdale to safety. 

I have attached photographs at Annex C to highlight aspects discussed. 

3. Fire Management 

I started to realise that the fire authorities did not appear to be planning to assist the houses 

in Sarsfield and questioned in my mind if they ever had a plan for my community, other than 

to send alert messages on the Vic Emergency App so many times, repeating the same 

information most times.   
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I basically had no specific warning for my particular area on what to expect and I do not 

think that the Incident Controller or anyone in that office had any idea either.   

What was their plan for the community of Sarsfield?  Helicopters were putting water on 

farmland around Buchan and other areas, also at Dirty Hollow about 5 kilometres away but 

not one arrived in my vicinity (other than to fly over en-route to Buchan, etc.). 

As those involved in the emergency response are well aware, the control system of AIIMS is 
based on a structure of delegation with five functional areas: Control, Planning, Public 
Information, Operations and Logistics.  This guarantees that all vital management and 
information functions are performed. 

 Control - The management of all activities necessary for the resolution of an incident.  

 Planning - The collection and analysis of information and the development of plans 
for the resolution of an incident.  

 Public Information - Provision of warnings, information and advice to the public and 
liaison with the media and affected communities.   

 Operations - The tasking and application of resources to achieve resolution of an 
incident.  

 Logistics - The acquisition and provision of human and physical resources, facilities, 
services and materials to support achievement of incident objectives.7 

Again, we all know that for every incident, an Incident Controller is appointed and is 
ultimately responsible and accountable for all of the five functions.  Depending on the size 
and complexity of an incident, the Incident Controller may elect to delegate one or more of 
the functions of planning, public information, operations and logistics. 

Functional management dictates that there can only be one Incident Controller managing an 
incident at any one time.  Delegation of the functions results in an Incident Management 
Team of up to five people and enables the span of control to be maintained. 

I ask again ‘what was their plan for the community of Sarsfield’?  I would suggest that the 

Incident Controller and the Functional Area personnel had none!  Because of this, almost 60 

homes in my community were totally destroyed, with 19 out of 23 in my street burnt to the 

ground and it should be noted, that the four houses next to my home all survived.  Why?  – 

Because my place took the brunt of the burning Crown Land.  If a truck or two had been on 

that open farmland (between the fire mentioned earlier and the Crown Land) then they 

could have potentially stopped the fire and many homes may have been saved.  The farm 

land had not seen any decent rain for some time and the cattle had denuded the area, so 

there was no high dry grass for anyone to contend with.   

                                                             
7 AIIMS Manual 4th Edition 
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Had anyone in the Planning section collected any information on my area and had the 

Operations area received that advice, if not then why not?  There was a CFA crew of 3 at my 

place around 1630 hours and they had the opportunity to feedback relevant details.  Did the 

crew do that and/or did the Incident Controller request such information?  A check of the 

logs would answer that!  The crew had obviously been sent to the farm to protect the tower 

and one would expect they radioed in a situation report as they were requested to deploy 

to another site. 

Again, I ask ‘What was their plan for the community of Sarsfield’ - dare I again answer and 

say NONE!  I suggest the Incident Management team had not one clue of what was 

happening in the Sarsfield area, concentrating all their efforts further away.  What 

information was fed back from the ground around Sarsfield?  If there was any, did the 

Incident Controller take any notice and come up with a plan.  If there was any information it 

probably got caught up the 'paper shuffle AIIMS system' that emergency services operate 

under these days. 

I would also suggest that the overall management of forest fires needs an overhaul.  The 

Incident Controller and the five functional area managers, on duty at that time my house 

burnt, need to be brought to account.  There needs to be an explanation on what was 

occurring, what information they were seeking (if any) and what were they doing leaving 

the Sarsfield area to its own defences.   

I do not place much faith in that occurring as those concerned will probably have a great 

story about all that was happening at the time, how busy it was, etc.,  and their potential 

incompetence will be overlooked for ‘a job well done’ pat on the back. 

I have been informed, by a number of sources, that there were fire fighters in the area on 

the night my home burned.  It has been reported to me that they were standing on the 

Great Alpine Road looking down, watching my home in flames and probably guessing which 

house would go next.  If that is true, did they not know there is a fire plug for a hydrant right 

at my front gate, clearly marked by the road markers (which they might have been standing 

on) and a sign?  My understanding also is that the Incident Controller had kept them away 

and safe.  Just like the report I have received that fire fighters were all called back to the 

football ground in Orbost in another incident, to safety, when they were not in any 

dangerous situation in that area.  If people within the Incident Control Centre do not 

understand the local area, they must be forced to listen to reports from the crews on the 

ground. 
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4. Early Suppression of the fire 

The fire burned down from the Ensay area and finally got to my home some 6 to 8 weeks 

later, without the aid of strong northerly winds you can usually expect during summer.  I 

think it was just allowed to burn because the current crop of fire managers do not have any 

clues on how best to manage such events.  Also, I am informed that some local DWLEP staff 

were attending a four wheel driving course on the day, or day after, the fire started near 

Ensay and it would appear they were not tasked to put the fire out.  Were any fire crews 

sent to the site to undertake fire suppression duties when it was first reported?  We will be 

told that the fire was in ‘inaccessible country’ no doubt, but years ago the fire management 

was done (in the early hours of the event) by crews being dropped into the area from 

helicopters to commence raking a bare earth fire break.  There used to be a group of 

workers employed and trained each year for just that task.  Did they exist this time? 

5. Local Knowledge 

We have had some very large fires in the past in East Gippsland and one would have 

expected many lessons should have been learnt, but one wonders.  What is the current 

teaching for prospective fire managers and Incident Controllers?  On that note, it is 

laughable that (for example) an SES person can be the Incident Controller for fires at times, 

and that an American Fire Fighter just arrived in the country a day or so earlier, could be the 

Incident Controller at Orbost.  He had enough problems knowing how to pronounce 

Goongerah, let alone know where it was probably, or the terrain around that location.  

Response Agencies are not using the AIIMS system properly; rather I think they are using an 

‘INSANE’ one.   

The Incident Controller has the overall ‘sign off’ on any operational plan, but if you are not 

familiar with fire behaviour, or even this country, what is the point of being ‘in charge’ and 

how can you make a valued judgment on the plan placed in front of you.  If this is not the 

case, are they using the representatives mentioned as ‘token press’ Incident Controllers, 

just to make it all look good? 

The AIIMS system of operational management is a joke really, costs a lot of money for all 

the necessary forms and paraphernalia whilst the procedures implemented to train Incident 

Controllers seems to miss one very valuable element – you need to have experience within 

the operational field of the emergency you are controlling. 
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6. Protective Burning 

Climate change did not put the fuel on the forest floor; rather the lack of attention to 

protective burning and the lack of plans for the protection of communities are to blame.  

Where are the Black Saturday Royal Commission fire breaks around communities?  Why 

were they not in place?  What was the Fire Plan for the Sarsfield Community?  Many other 

of the findings from Black Saturday have never been implemented. 

7. Royal Commission Black Saturday Findings8 

The findings from the Royal Commission said ‘strengthen the range of options available in 

the face of fire, including community refuges, bushfire shelters and evacuation and to  

ensure that local solutions are tailored and known to communities through local bushfire 

planning’ 

Nothing of the sort was in place for my community!  No community refuges or bushfire 

shelters exist, no evacuation plan in place (except ‘all get out’) and if there was any bushfire 

planning in my community – why did I not know about it.  Been there almost 44 years! 

The best Black Saturday finding is possibly ‘ensure that an individual with local knowledge 

is incorporated in an incident management team’.  Did this occur at all times?  What do the 

current response organisations call local knowledge? 

Another of the findings was ‘The Country Fire Authority and the Department of 

Sustainability and Environment amend their procedures to require that a suitably 

experienced, qualified and competent person be appointed as Incident Controller, 

regardless of the control agency for the fire’.  As stated earlier, I am sure this does not 

mean a Fire Fighter just arrived from the USA, or staff member of SES. 

Also listed was that  ‘The State fund and commit to implementing a long-term program of 

prescribed burning based on an annual rolling target of 5 per cent minimum of public 

land’. 

The Department of Sustainability and Environment report annually on prescribed burning 

outcomes in a manner that meets public accountability objectives, including publishing 

details of targets, area burnt, funds expended on the program, and impacts on 

biodiversity 

There must not have been any inspection of the fire hazard beside my home by DWELP, CFA 

or Local Council – and no request from local landowners to burn the land was ever listened 
                                                             
8 Parliament of Victoria 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission 
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to.  I have asked for the Crown Land to be burned on many occasions, as has my farming 

neighbour, all to no avail.  Where did this meet the public accountability objectives? 

Another neighbour of mine across the road lost his home too because of the lack of 

attention to the fire risk.  He had previously asked VicRoads to do something about the 

scrub on the road reserve near his property – all to no avail.  In many other places our 

roadsides are littered with bushfire risks and the finding of the Royal Commission amounted 

to nothing.  It stated  ‘The State amend the exemptions in clause 52.17-6 of the Victoria 

Planning Provisions to ensure that the provisions allow for a broad range of roadside 

works capable of reducing fire risk and provide specifically for a new exemption where the 

purpose of the works is to reduce bushfire risk’ 

8. Fire Service Levy  

Most property owners pay an annual levy via their council rates to help fund Victoria's fire 

services.  The Fire Services Property Levy helps fund the services provided by the 

Metropolitan Fire Brigade (MFB) and Country Fire Authority (CFA).  It is collected by local 

councils and usually appears on your rate notice.9 

Why should I pay a Fire Services Levy when I had absolutely no assistance for my home or 

my community?  All that the rural community are ever told by the CFA is to 'not expect a 

truck at your house'.  What is the fire services doing with the enormous amount of funds 

generated by this annual levy.  I see not much improvement in the trucks that the 

volunteers have at their disposal either and I thought that the levy was supposed to bring 

better equipment for them. 

9. Evacuation Warnings 

The warning to evacuate must be credible and state where to go and by which route.  The 

Emergency Service Commissioner, or whoever in his Office, need to be taken to task.  The 

warning message sent via text was a disgrace to any emergency service officer.  It said ‘You 

need to leave East Gippsland today 29 Dec for a safer location as fires are likely to impact 

this area’.  Everyone get out of East Gippsland is what was said - and when you consider that 

the City of Bairnsdale is in East Gippsland and the residents would be safe, why were they 

included.  Obviously, what may have been wanted was that those visiting the area leave, but 

no-one knows if that was meant or not - because the warning was not specific enough.  A 

warning must be very specific. 

                                                             
9 https://www.sro.vic.gov.au/fire-services-property-levy 
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Other messages followed ‘Fires are likely to impact locations in East Gippsland.  Several 

locations are isolated due to fires’.  And another ‘You need to leave likely fire impact areas in 

East Gippsland today 9 Jan for safer locations’.  I ask – which areas in East Gippsland and 

where do I go to?  Where is the definitive information for evacuation? 

Considering that Emergency Management Australia (EMA) issued a booklet 10many years 

ago and it covered the aspects of effective warnings stating that ‘effective warnings must 

have major characteristics that include accuracy and an understanding and belief in what is 

required.  Errors in messages can cause people to doubt subsequent warnings’.  I believe 

that these and subsequent warnings were viewed with scepticism at best and panic at 

worst. 

The EMA document stated the warning should also ‘show authority, clear guidance, and 

consistency’ with the warning information to clearly state the areas actually or likely to be 

affected by the hazard. 

More information from EMA was that accessibility and the level of certainty and detail must 

be included – as insufficient information creates confusion, uncertainty and anxiety, and 

community imagination will tend to fill the information void.  

Also covered was regarding the repetition of warnings – where time permits warnings 

should be repeated, preferably using more than one delivery method.  This provides 

confirmation of the warning message, helps increase persuasiveness and overcomes the 

problem of people not responding after receiving a warning only once. 

The Commissioner’s warning did not say which evacuation route to take, where to go, what 

to take and what to leave.  No mention of the registration sites was made and this caused 

issues later.  I am not sure if many of those who left were registered, but perhaps they did 

for when they went to claim the $560 payment for being displaced it caused havoc at the 

Recovery Centre!  I will discuss this later in this submission. 

The message from the Emergency Services Commissioner broke almost every rule and it is 

time that those involved in creating that message are made to attend training in emergency 

management very soon. 

 

 

 
                                                             
10 https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/media/5617/aidr-evacuation-planning-handbook 
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10. Emergency Relief and Recovery  

The East Gippsland Shire’s Emergency Management Plan11 was audited in 2018, but I saw no 

semblance of that plan on the ground.  I could not find a Municipal Emergency Resources 

Officer (MERO), no Municipal Recover Manager (MRM) and the Council staff at the desk did 

not know what I was talking about when I asked about these.  I understand there was a 

Municipal Emergency Management Officer (MEMO) eventually and I understand this person 

was unable to attend for duty on the first few days as the fire was in the vicinity of his 

home.  Were there any Deputies (I think one had just been appointed) and what training 

had they undertaken?   

There was no Municipal Emergency Co-ordination Centre (MECC) that I could find, but I 

heard there was (eventually) an Incident Control Centre where I believe the MEMO was 

stationed, but that could prove to be incorrect. 

The East Gippsland Shire Council’s Plan states that the MERO, MRM and the MECC were 

part of the emergency management process, so where was the MERO, the MRM and the 

MECC on the day of this event, or leading up to it.   

Recovery actions and associated management structures should be initiated during the 

response phase.  As such, recovery personnel should be embedded within response 

activities.12 

11. The Emergency Management Act 

If the Shire’s Plan was changed to exclude the MERO, MRM and MECC, it has therefore 

contravened the Emergency Management arrangements and more importantly contravened 

the Emergency Management Act!  What action will be taken if someone has contravened an 

Act of the Victorian Parliament?  What are the penalties and will these be imposed?  How 

many residents were left floundering because of the changes made to the plan? 

12. Relief and Recovery Ad Hoc 

Relief and Recovery for the fire event was ad hoc, with private individuals setting up 

clothing and other supplies in community halls, for those affected by the fires.  Council staff 

were involved in setting up emergency relief accommodation at the Football ground and at 

the Bairnsdale Racecourse and they were doing a great job, but emergency accommodation 
                                                             
11 

https://www.eastgippsland.vic.gov.au/files/assets/public/documents/plancom_directorate/emergency/memp_nv5_for_public_distributio

n.pdf 

12 Australian Emergency Management Arrangements Handbook 2019 
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should see the elderly, young families and those with special needs separated when 

sleeping arrangements are considered.  Did those working on that night ever receive any 

training to allow them to understand all the issues of emergency relief and recovery?   

Because of the ‘get out of East Gippsland’ message, some people evacuated from the other 

side of Bairnsdale (Eastwood) to the racecourse across town.  This was a totally 

inappropriate action and if some filtering of those wanting emergency accommodation was 

done at registration then they would have been sent home.  It did not occur, so I and some 

40 others spent a night at the racecourse and were forced to listen to people (with special 

needs) talking in loud voices for most of the night.  Add to that the noise of Council staff 

setting up more airbeds and so on the whole exercise needs an overhaul and training done 

on such matters.   

There are more suitable emergency accommodation venues within the town area and these 

places allow for the separation of the different age groups, people with special needs, etc.  

The MEMP surely had these recorded as required.   

13. Movements in and out of the Accommodation Centre 

The other intriguing thing was that I was allowed to move in and out of the evacuation 

centre, with no registration/control of my movements.  As I had completed the National 

Disaster Registration and told to go to the racecourse, I expected that at all times my family 

and friends (remote) would be able to be informed as to where I was. 

After eventually being able to get out to my home and find it in ruins, I returned to the 

racecourse and had breakfast.  There was no tracking of my movements.  Why not? 

14. Catering 

Catering at the venue was first class and feeding was not an issue and congratulations to all 

concerned.  I know for a fact that the Racecourse Committee secured government funding 

many years ago to update their catering arrangements for emergency situations, so catering 

was to the fore.  That was the initial concept for these premises years ago, as it was 

unsuitable for emergency accommodation.  Hello?  What did the current plan use?  Did they 

check out the facilities, did they have it in their plan document, or just think it was a good 

idea?  Obviously, answers are needed for this decision and the Council Plan needs to be 

scrutinised. 
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15. Identification of Emergency Workers 

Another confusing thing for me was the fact that the DHHS personnel arrived the morning 

after the fire (31 December 2019) and ended up just sitting at a table at one end of the 

room.  No tabards that I could see and definitely no signs to highlight what they were there 

for and those who had lost their homes (and entitled to the government emergency funds) 

and who were unsure of what was going on.  I asked questions as to what was happening 

and was told ‘you must see them before you leave’ – big deal! 

16. Recovery Centre 

After putting my wife on public transport to Melbourne later that afternoon (31st 

December), I went to my private accommodation and the next day visited the football 

ground area (Recovery Centre) to try and ascertain some information, but the queues were 

too long and any of the few wearing a tabard could not answer my questions.  I gave up and 

went home. 

The next day, I returned to the football oval and found something like 100 to 150 people – 

all lined up or milling around.  I found they were there to claim the $560 displacement fee  

I mentioned earlier.  People with genuine needs (home burnt down) were forced into the 

long queue along with all the people from outlying communities waiting for their turn to 

‘collect’.  The $560 could have been dealt with in a much better manner and the fire victims 

should have had a different area for their needs. 

I heard from one Sarsfield neighbour that he was at the centre on the previous day and the 

place closed up at 4.30pm!  He was told to come back tomorrow.  He had genuine needs 

and I believe he and the others were dealt with cruelly.  He went back the next day for 

another line up, but told me he had spent 3 to 4 hours waiting and went home pretty upset 

and without any support. 

If all of this suggests there was a plan, then I do not believe it.  What were the arrangements 

for the relief and recovery?  Where were the MERO, the MRM and the MECC?  

If someone were to suggest there was a plan then I contend there had been no training in 

the setting up of relief and recovery centres, nor had any plan been exercised.   

The operation was of a large enough magnitude to expect the DHHS to be involved in co-

ordinating at Regional level but I also understand that the smaller communities throughout 

East Gippsland were left to their own devices too.  A plan would have seen the 

arrangements in place in each and every small community.   
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It was many years ago, in the 1980s, and I know that around 2010 (guess on my part) that 

there were plans developed for each community across Victoria, including East Gippsland. 

When you consider the above, what was occurring here was very, very ad hoc and very 

disappointing. 

17. Water Supply during Fire 

East Gippsland Water serves an area of 21,000 square kilometres in the far east of Victoria, 

which boasts some of Australia’s most diverse and spectacular scenery and a population of 

around 45,000 people.13 

The East Gippsland Water Board has supposedly improved the supply system over many 

years.  They draw water, into storage dams, from the Mitchell River, above the Lindenow 

area.  The supply then is reticulated to Bairnsdale and many areas/properties along the 

route to Lakes Entrance and onto Lake Tyers (almost 100 kilometres away) servicing 26,450 

customers.  The water supply goes to my area, but as I commented earlier, that supply 

faltered and I understand was even turned off.  The Water Board’s web site shows their 

Vision, Mission and Objectives as: 

 Our Vision  Sustainability and resilience through leading and innovative water solutions. 

 Our Mission  Providing quality water and wastewater services to sustain and enhance our 
community. 

 Our Objectives  to meet the needs of our customers and stakeholders ; to enhance the 

liveability, development and resilience of our region; to innovate and achieve whole of 
business sustainability; to optimise the efficiency and affordability of our services; 

to maximise the potential of our people.
14

 
 

There is certainly no vote of thanks from me with regard to their organisational abilities or 

their Objectives.  There used to be a dam on the Nicholson River (on one of two rivers that 

the supply now passes along the way to Lake Tyers) but it was removed some years ago for 

this supposed ‘better supply’.  With that dam in place, water was pumped from the river 

about 1 kilometre from my home (to Lakes Entrance) and at all times there was a great 

water pressure, even when the pumps were not operating (back pressure in the line from 

the reservoir).  With that supply I could have stayed and probably saved my home. 

                                                             
13 https://www.egwater.vic.gov.au/about-us/statement-of-obligations/ 

14 https://www.egwater.vic.gov.au/about-us/mission-and-vision/ 
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The Water Board are part of the essential services under emergency management, so work 

needs to be done to ensure they correct the errors made with the current reticulation 

distribution as the system was left wanting during this fire. 

18. Grocon Clean Up  

‘The Victorian and Commonwealth Governments will jointly provide up to $75 million for the 
program to demolish, remove and safely dispose of all buildings destroyed or damaged 
beyond repair.  The program is open to all Victorian property owners at no cost, so 
communities can start rebuilding as soon as possible. 

Grocon who undertook the clean up of the 2009 Black Saturday Bushfires and the 2015 Wye 
River Bushfires has again been selected to undertake the 2020 clean up program.  Grocon 
will prioritise local contractors to destroy, remove and dispose of all buildings destroyed or 
damaged beyond repair by the bushfires, including residential, commercial and public 
buildings and out buildings such as sheds.  This may also include the removal of fencing, 
trees and vehicles’.15 

The awarding of the overall clean up contract to Grocon seems misguided and inappropriate 

as they are so slow in their endeavours.  Yes, they will claim the asbestos slows it all down 

but by the time they have completed their clean up, almost a year will have passed.  

Supposedly there are 3 or 4 teams working in the Sarsfield area and I have witnessed them 

working at one property for the last two weeks.  Looks like it is going to take 3 weeks per 

house and with over 60 homes in the immediate area, maybe they will get to the last by the 

end of 2020.  With another 120 at least in Mallacoota being worked on, how long will that 

take? 

Surely such a cleanup must come under the Emergency Management Arrangements in the 

recovery plan at State, Regional and Local levels.  I understand that the current Bush Fire 

Recovery Committee has a role now in overseeing this, but why is this aspect not included in 

the normal plans.  Such an action would see many more teams (of local contractors) 

employed as I am not too sure many have been employed. 

Note:  There are claims that there is asbestos in many of the destroyed buildings, but I have 

not seen any test results for my home to prove this. 

                                                             
15 https://www.grocon.com/bushfire-recovery-2020/ 
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19. Conclusion 

I have addressed the Phase 1 issues with regard to  

 effectiveness of emergency management command and control and accountability. 

 the effectiveness of operational response,  

 the warnings sent to residents;  

 the preparedness undertaken within my community;  

 the assessment of the statutory agencies, local government and state government 
authorities’ readiness for bushfires.   

 Fuel reduction issues (in relation to my community) 
 

My responses to Phase 2 include: 
 Effectiveness of immediate relief and recovery work 

 The effectiveness of the Grocon contract and cleanup under Bushfire Recovery Victoria 
 

Many issues have arisen during the fires and I do not claim to have heard about all of them.  
Residents are still fighting with their Insurance Companies in some instances and are too 
pre-occupied to deal with other matters. 
 
I would give the overall fire management a dismal fail, even considering the length of the 
operation.  One would expect that every day of the event should have been an 
improvement on the day before. 
 
Relief and Recovery within East Gippsland was ad hoc because I believe staff were 
potentially untrained and poorly administered, with elements of the Municipal Plan not 
functioning because the MERO, MRM and MECC were not in place.  A second rate service in 
all. 
 
There have been many acts of kindness extended to me during this time, many coming from 

the least expected quarters, and many people working hard to resolve the eventual 

outcome.  I am trying not to be critical of the many hard working volunteers – but if that 

comes across then it should be taken as the lack of expertise their management had in 

guiding the response and recovery efforts. 

 

Kevin Perry 

Attach. 
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AnnexA

Deliverable Detail Due Date 
 

1. Identify, 

collect and 

analyse 

existing 

municipal 

plans  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Identify and 

collect Fire 

agency plans

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

3. Collate data 

and produce 

computer 

data set 

 

   

4. Cross 

reference 

treatments 

  

 

 

 

 

5. Provide 

reports 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Carry out 

other work 

as agreed 

 

Collect Emergency Management Plans, including 

Municipal Fire Prevention Plans from all Gippsland 

Municipalities and Mt Baw Baw Alpine resort. 

Analyse plans to identify identified assets at risk from fire 

(Wildfire, Structural and Chemical). Identify other 

referenced plans which provide or contribute to treatments 

for identified risk. Collect referenced plans or fire related 

subset data from relevant plan holders. 

 

 

 

 

Liaise with Gippsland fire agencies to identify and collect 

copies of relevant agency plans which cover prevention, 

preparedness, response and where applicable recovery 

activities for the Gippsland region and municipalities.  

 

*Liaison to include CFA Regions 9, 10 & 11, DSE 

Traralgon & Bairnsdale, and Parks Victoria if they have 

any fire management planning that is not available via 

DSE. 

 

Enter details of identified assets at risk including 

municipality, specific threats and related plans into a MS 

excel spreadsheet (format and data entered to be agreed 

with Gippsland RSFMPC Executive Officer, David 

Johnson on behalf of the committee). 

 

 

From the plans analysis identify treatments identified for all 

assets identified as at risk from fire, the plan the treatments 

are contained in and the responsible organisation. Add 

details to the data set. 

 

* Treatments may also include legislation or statutory 

responsibility, 

 

Provide written or other reports as identified during the 

course of this project, and in a format agreed with the 

RSFMPC. 

 

*It is expected that the exact data and formats to be 

provided will evolve as the project proceeds. 

 

It is recognised that as this project is a first for the Region, 

that it may be necessary to negotiate alterations to priorities 

or deliverables. In such a case such alterations shall be 

agreed and notated as an amendment to this schedule. 

 

*As this project is time and financially constrained any 

agreed alterations shall not incur any additional time or 

financial commitment. 

 

 
August 21st 

2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 21st 

2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

August 21st 

2009 

 

 

 

 

 

September 11
th
 

2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 11
th
 

2009 

 

 

 

 

 

September 11
th
 

2009 
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Annex C  Photographs 

                 

Sarsfield Fire 1730 hours     As I left my home – fire in Bushland Reserve 

                        

Crown Land (foreground) Bushland Reserve (background)  Ride on Mower 

                                           

Windrow burnt ash mound remains on Crown Land.  I took next photo by turning around towards my house 




