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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
RECOMMENDATION 1:  
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, a procedure be explored 
and developed for the voluntary suspension of Recreation/Annual Leave during Class 
1 incidents.  Where a professional career firefighter voluntarily suspends their 
Recreation/Annual Leave, they will be only utilised for the purposes of task force 
deployment for the remaining time in the 28-day leave period. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 2:   
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, consideration be given to 
the development of a specialist task force roster that enables “off duty” career 
firefighters, as well as “above strength” career firefighters, to voluntarily elect to 
form part of a task force during a major fire or Class 1 incident.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 3:  
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, an audit be undertaken to 
determine the adequacy of the current spare fleet used by professional career 
firefighters.  In conjunction with this audit, an analysis be undertaken of the 
numbers and state of spare appliances appropriate for deployments to 
wildfires/bushfires.  
 
RECOMMENDATION 4:  
That the State Government review the Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), in 
particular the powers relating to appointment of the State Response Controller for 
Class 1 emergency, and consider that the CFA Chief Officer and the incoming FRV 
Commissioner be the two options for fire-related emergencies, when appointed State 
Response Controller. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 5: 
That a dedicated consultative reference committee, with representation from 
industrial bodies including trade unions, be formed to explore and advise the 
Minister for Police and Emergency Services on the merits of various approaches to 
bushfire preparedness. 

RECOMMENDATION 6: 

To ensure programs stay relevant and up to date for fire service personnel, that any 
existing programs, as well as any future ones, are implemented via proper 
consultation with industrial bodies, such as trade unions, to ensure that professional 
career firefighters are supported at three tiers – State Government, their employer 
and their union.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

1. The United Firefighters Union of Australia (“the UFU of A”) is a 
registered federal union of professional career firefighters and other fire 
service personnel employed by state and territory-based fire services in 
Australia.  

 
2. The UFU of A has eight branches across Australia.  These are: Tasmania, 

South Australia, Victoria, ACT, New South Wales, Western Australia, 
Queensland and an Aviation sector branch. Each branch has a high level 
of union membership with the majority of branches averaging around 95 
percent membership of the relevant workforce.  

 
3. The UFU of A represents firefighters employed on a permanent full-time 

basis, permanent part time basis and on a casual basis by fire services 
(depending on the fire service).  This also includes aviation and defence. 

 
4. The UFU of A also represents other employees of fire services including, 

but not limited to, emergency call centres (call-takers and dispatchers), 
fire safety officers, mechanics and administrative employees.  

 
5. In addition to industrial representation of the above sectors, the UFU of 

A also sits as the only end-user representative on the Australian 
Standards and the International Standards Organisation committees 
considering and determining firefighter uniform standards.  The UFU of 
A is also the representative organisation for firefighters on the Public 
Safety Industry Reference Committee which administers the national 
Public Safety Training Package. 

 
6. The Victorian Branch of the United Firefighters Union of Australia (“the 

UFU”) represents professional career firefighters, emergency call centre 
employees and fire service corporate, administration, hospitality, 
technical and mechanical employees across ESTA, CFA and MFB, as well 
as Defence bases (employed by Broadspectrum, formerly Transfield), 
and other organisation.  

 
7. The UFUA represents its members in all industrial relations’ jurisdictions 

and has participated in numerous Inquiries and Coronial Inquests and 
Commissions of Inquiry, inclusive of Senate Inquiries, Federal reviews 
and State Inquiries into presumptive legislation around the country.    

 
8. Similarly, the UFU has actively participated in numerous Victorian 

Inquiries in recent decades, both by making extensive submissions and 
appearing at hearings.  Specific UFU Victorian Branch submissions 
include:  

▪ 1993 Public Bodies Review into the MFB 
▪ 1997 Dandenong Fires 
▪ Longford Explosion 
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▪ Investigation and Inquests into a Wildfire and Deaths of Five 
firefighters at Linton in December 1998 

▪ 2009 Board of Reference (into CFA response times and capacity) 
▪ 2009 Royal Commission into the Victoria Bushfires  
▪ 2014 Fire Services Review  
▪ 2016 Victoria Parliament Fire Preparedness Inquiry  
▪ 2016 Fair Work Amendment (Respect for Emergency Services 

Volunteers) Bill 2016 
▪ 2017 Inquiry into the Drugs, Poisons and Controlled Substances 

Amendments (Pilot Medically Supervised Injecting Centre) Bill 
2017 

▪ 2017 Inquiry into the Firefighters’ Presumptive Rights 
Compensation and Fire Services Legislation Amendment (Reform) 
Bill 2017 

▪ 2019 Inquiry into Recycling and Waste Management  
 

9. In this submission to the Inspector-General, the UFU will respectfully 
refer to, in particular, the following Terms of Reference: 

▪ Effectiveness of emergency management command and 
control and accountability arrangements in Victoria;  

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

▪ Review of the effectiveness of the declaration of a sate of 
disaster under the Emergency Management Act 1986 – 
including the appropriateness of supporting legislative and 
administrative processes, communication, and community 
compliance;  

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

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

 
10. The UFU respectfully requests to appear before a scheduled IGEM 

hearing, to provide any further information as may be requested by the 
Inspector-General.   
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The deployment of professional career firefighters during the 2019-20 
Victorian fire season  
 

11. Throughout the 2019-20 Victorian fire season, professional career 
firefighters were systematically deployed and utilised both in Victoria and 
interstate.  Additionally, fire service support personnel performed crucial 
work in the State Control Centre (and Incident Control Centres and 
District Control Centres), as well as in the ESTA “000” call centres.  

 
12. Professional career firefighters were predominately deployed in “strike 

teams” or “task forces” to fires around the state to engage in numerous 
duties such as, firefighting, fire containment, asset protection, and post-
incident analysis (such as Rapid Impact Assessment and Urban Search 
and Rescue), as well as work at the State Control Centre (and Incident 
Control Centres and District Control Centres).  It should be noted that 
the majority of these tasks, such as Rapid Impact Assessment and Urban 
Search and Rescue, are specialist and require additional training and 
qualifications.   
 

13. The regularity, uniformity and certainty in relation to career firefighter 
training and qualifications provides the State of Victoria with the ability 
to deploy and utilise Victoria’s professional firefighting force in a safe and 
systematic way. Victorian career firefighting training - from Recruits to 
the highest-ranking non-Executive fire service positions - is closely 
regulated.     

 
14. Given the transparency and certainty in skills and qualifications for every 

Victorian career firefighter, the deployment of professional career 
firefighters to major fires or Class 1 incidents1, can be better organised 
and utilised in future.   

 
15. On 1 July 2020, all Victorian professional career firefighters from the 

Metropolitan Fire Brigade (“MFB”) and Country Fire Authority (“CFA”), 
as well as MFB non-operational personnel and some CFA non-operational 
personnel, will transfer to the new Victorian professional fire service, Fire 
Rescue Victoria (“FRV”).   

 
16. On Wednesday 29 April, MFB and CFA Staff received an email from the 

incoming Fire Rescue Commissioner, Ken Block, with a link to the FRV 
Operational Structure.  At a brief glance, this structure encompasses 
senior-ranking FRV Commanders in FRV Departments such as Fire 
Investigation and Analysis, CFA Fire Investigation and Analysis, 
Technical Operations and more.  Each of these FRV Commanders hold 
advanced, specialist skills to head these departments.  
 

 
1 As defined in the Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic). 
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17. The skillset of all Victorian professional career firefighters – irrespective 
of fire agency – is currently equal or on par, however FRV will provide 
greater certainty and management of the deployment of the wider 
firefighting workforce for Class 1 incidents.   One professional fire 
service, with an understanding of and access to the total pool of 
professional career firefighters in Victoria, will be beneficial in future fire 
seasons, in particular for major fires.  

 
18. Contrary to existing perceptions or prejudices held by certain sections 

within the community, all professional career firefighters – both MFB and 
CFA – are trained to respond to wildfires/bushfires.  Wildfire training – 
both theoretical and practical - is contained within the Victorian 
Firefighter Recruit Course (under Response) and is further built upon in 
the structured career firefighter promotional courses, including Leading 
Fire Fighter, Station Officer and Senior Station Officer promotional 
courses.  In addition to this, every career firefighter is issued with 
Wildfire Personal Protective Equipment, inclusive of specialist uniform, 
helmets, boots, google and gloves, for the purposes of attending 
wildfires.  Professional career firefighters are therefore trained and 
equipped to be deployed during bushfire seasons.  

 
19. In addition to the above, a further misconception exists that wildfires 

and grassfires only occur in rural or regional Victoria.  However, as occurs 
every fire season including this most recent one, professional career 
firefighters have responded to grassfires in what many Victorians would 
consider to be suburban Melbourne.  

 
20. For example, on 3 January 2020 a non-structure (grass) fire broke out 

in Bundoora – a greater metropolitan suburb north-east of Melbourne 
(“Bundoora fire”).  The Bundoora fire, in its initial stages, was deemed 
“under control” however a change in wind direction cause the fire to 
“jump” and the Incident Controller on scene.  This fire resulted in several 
built-up and urban suburbs in greater Melbourne, such as Bundoora and 
Watsonia, to be either on high alert or parts of it evacuated.  During the 
incident, 19 appliances/trucks staffed by professional career firefighters 
responded systematically. The Bundoora Fire was ultimately deemed 
“under control” at 6.21PM the same day.   

 
21. The systematic deployment and utilisation of professional career 

firefighters to Class 1 incidents will be more seamlessly managed with 
the imminent introduction of FRV. Though FRV will contain a highly-
trained, highly-skilled workforce, more work is to be done to ensure 
maximum utilisation of professional career firefighters, as detailed 
below. 

 
 
Effectiveness of Victoria’s response to the 2019-20 fire season and a 
suggested way forward for efficient utilisation of existing resources  
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22. The response of the Victorian State Government to the 2019-20 fire 

season was rapid and highly effective.  In particular, the declaration of 
a state of disaster on 2 January 20202 was a proactive step in 
managing the circumstances.  Indeed, this was the first time that the 
Victorian Government utilised these powers, since the Emergency 
Management Act 1986 (Vic) was amended to include these powers.  
 

23. The UFU acknowledges that the Premier’s declaration of a state of 
disaster in accordance with section 23 of the Emergency Management 
Act 1986 (Vic)3 was effective and, quite possibly, saved many lives.  In 
particular, the powers granted to police officers as a result of making 
such orders allowed for systematic evacuations to protect and save 
lives.4   
 

24. The UFU has previously stated on the public record that evacuation is 
necessary to save lives.  Indeed, in its submission to the 2009 Victorian 
Bushfires Royal Commission (“VBRC”), the UFU was highly critical of 
the historic “Prepare Stay and Defend or Leave Early” policy, which was 
at the time the CFA’s policy.  At the time, and to the knowledge of the 
UFU, Australia was the only country in the world that had continue to 
use such a policy. In the 2009 submission, the UFU stated that this 
policy was “clearly inadequate and places an unrealistic burden onto 
the shoulders of members of the community”.5  
 

25. Indeed, Recommendation 1 of the 2009 VBRC went directly to this 
point, recommending “The State revise its bushfires safety policy … 
adopting the national Prepare. Act. Survive framework in Victoria…”.6   
 

26. However, the declaration of a State of Disaster, in addition to 
enhanced fire policy for the community, was necessary to ensure that 
the number of lives lost due to fire were minimised as much as 
possible, and to ensure that firefighters could focus on asset 
protection, where possible.   

 
Suggested way forward for efficient utilisation of existing resources  
 

27. Again, whilst the Victorian Government and fire services’ response to 
the 2019-20 fire season was effective, the UFU respectfully provides 

 
2 https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/200102-Victorian-Government-
Declares-A-State-Of-Disaster-4.pdf, accessed 30 March 2020.  
3 Power of Premier to Declare State of Disaster, s 23. 
4 Powers in respect of emergency area, s 36B. 
5 Page 23, submission of the United Firefighters Union – Victoria Branch, 29 May 2009 
(SUBM.002.031.0197). 
6 Recommendation 1, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission Final Report Summary, The Hon. 

Bernard Teague AO et al, July 2010, page 23.  
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the following information with the aim to recommend improvements to 
strengthen the fire service response in future.  

 
28. State fire services fall within the legislative powers of the respective 

state.  CFA, MFB and soon-to-commence FRV are all governed by their 
respective Acts of Legislation.  Additionally, the fire agencies in Victoria 
are funded predominately via the fire services levy, which has been the 
subject of previous bodies of inquiry and will not be discussed here.     

 
29. National interoperability is an important aspirational goal, particularly in 

the context of response to extreme weather events such as drought or 
bushfires. Indeed, national interoperability of emergency services, 
particularly fire services, was recommended at a federal level during 
the 2013 Senate Inquiry into Recent Trends in and Preparedness for 
Extreme Weather Events7. 
 

30. In addition to calling upon interstate resources, there are also existing 
federal legislative powers to assist states – upon the request of states - 
via the deployment of Australian Defence Force (“ADF”) personnel.  
ADF personnel have a diverse and useful skillset.   
 

31. In the context of fire-related incidents, however, it must be 
acknowledged that ADF personnel are not fire-trained.  Therefore, the 
role of ADF personnel, though important during catastrophic fire 
seasons, should be limited to recovery efforts.  
 

32. For example, in Victoria this fire season, ADF personnel were deployed 
to assist in the evacuation of persons in high-danger areas, such as 
Mallacoota.   Additionally, ADF personnel were deployed to assist MFB 
Rapid Impact Assessment strike teams in post-fire incident analysis.  
ADF personnel and MFB career firefighters split, so that there were 2 
career firefighters with 2 ADF personnel and, under the guide of the 
MFB career firefighter team lead, ADF personnel assisted to enable 
MFB strike teams to complete their tasks.  
 

33. Accepting the aspirational goal of greater national interoperability and 
a specific role for ADF personnel to play in bushfire recovery efforts, 
allows states to focus on the importance of skilled and efficient 
firefighter crews on the fireground.  The focus should be on ensuring 
that existing resources have the best possible opportunity to be 
deployed to protect life and property.  
 

 
7 “Recommendation 9 5.61 The committee recommends that Australian governments specifically 

address issues of compatibility and capacity to facilitate the most effective interoperability of 
emergency service organisations and their key personnel, especially for fire services.” Full Report, The 

Senate Environment and Communications References Committee, “Recent Trends in and 

Preparedness for extreme weather events”, August 2013, page viii. 



 9 

34. During campaign/major fires and other Class 1 incidents, it is vital that 
a state can fully rely on its own fire service.  In doing that, the state 
must understand the skillset of each and every person who is ready 
and able to be deployed to the fire.   
 

35. The firefighter workforce is both an efficient and vital resource in the 
context of deployment.  This highly-qualified, highly-skilled workforce is 
a vital, existing resource available to the state.   The following 
information is provided to better understand this resource.   
 

36. A career firefighter’s skillset is known by rank.  That is, a Firefighter 
holds a different skillset to a Leading Firefighter, a Leading Firefighter 
holds a different skillset to a Senior Station Officer, and so on.  This is 
highly beneficial in incident management and planning. A career 
firefighter’s rank is not just a label, it provides for, for example: 

• Minimum skillset and level of training; 
• The assumed role that that career firefighter will play on 

the fireground; 
• Order on the fireground and ease of control for the 

Incident Controller; and more.  
 

37. A career firefighter, from the rank of Qualified Firefighter (a rank 
achieved after a rigorous 20-week Recruit course and approximately 
four years’ full- time service with regular skills acquisition and 
maintenance), can begin gaining “specialist skills”.  Specialist skills 
include, for example, Urban Search and Rescue.  Transparent records 
will allow a fire agency to swiftly audit the skills across the agency and, 
in conjunction with roster arrangements, organise task force 
deployments of career firefighters holding the specialist qualifications 
needed in a timely manner.  
 

38. The 10/14 firefighter roster8 – that governs every Victorian operational 
career firefighter’s hours of work – provides certainty in relation to 
incident management and planning.  In knowing who will be “on duty” 
or “off duty” during any monthly firefighter roster, the fire service can 
plan efficiently to deploy task forces with varied skill sets, as well as 
account for fatigue management post-deployment.   
 

39. With responsible fire service planning, and maintenance of appropriate 
staffing factors, every career fire station has adequate numbers to 
ensure safe staffing levels.  In addition to this, on any given shift, there 
will be a certain number of “above strength” firefighters.  “Above 
strength” firefighters are a pool of firefighters that are on shift, but sit 

 
8 This is a common roster in the firefighting profession, and results in a 4-day working rotation of 2 
10-hour day shifts and 2 14-hour night shifts.  Following this, the firefighter has 3 days off, and so 

on. This roster is enshrined in the firefighter industrial instruments, from the federal Fire Fighting 

Industry Award 2010 to the relevant industrial/Enterprise Agreements.  
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above the number of safe staffing levels.  This is a safety mechanism 
enshrined in industrial instruments and is important for the purposes 
of, for example, unplanned leave and absences.  It is vital that, during 
all major fires and Class 1 incidents, fire stations continue to be fully-
staffed with appliances, in the case of emergency – not limited to fire – 
to still be able to respond to emergency incidents within that station’s 
turnout area.   
 

40. In Victoria, the 10/14 firefighter roster is complemented by a scheduled 
annual leave roster for on-shift operational employees, which is to be 
taken in periods of 28 days within alternating periods of twenty weeks 
and 24 weeks.9  A regular annual leave roster is another valuable 
resource as a group of professional career firefighters may be on 
annual leave but, due to the circumstances, be willing to voluntarily 
elect to return to work for the purpose of task force deployment.  
 

41. In December 2019 through to January 2020, the UFU received 
numerous requests from UFU members/professional career firefighters 
who were on annual leave at the time but indicated they were ready 
and able to be deployed on taskforces.  However, there was no 
systematic mechanism for these members to do so.   
 

42. There have previously been mechanisms and procedures in the 
Victorian fire service (no longer in existence) to assist in systematic 
deployment of professional career firefighters.10  Indeed, these 
procedures have previously assisted in large-scale interstate 
deployments, such as the 1992/1993 NSW bushfires, but have since 
either ceased to exist or fallen by the wayside.    
 

43. In the context of the above, the UFU respectfully suggests that, in 
consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, consideration be given 
to make improvements to the current deployment arrangements to 
strengthen Victoria’s capacity for large-scale deployments to major fires 
and Class 1 incidents.  

 

RECOMMENDATION 1:  
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, a procedure be 
explored and developed for the voluntary suspension of 
Recreation/Annual Leave during Class 1 incidents.  Where a professional 
career firefighter voluntarily suspends their Recreation/Annual Leave, 
they will be only utilised for the purposes of task force deployment for the 
remaining time in the 28-day leave period. 

 
9 Clause 101.1.2 “Recreation/Annual Leave”, MFB, UFU Operational Staff Agreement 2016 (certified 

18 February 2019); Clause 108.1.2 “Recreation/Annual Leave”, CFA, UFU Operational Staff 
Agreement 2016 (uncertified). 
10 For example, the Emergency Partial Recall Procedure, MFB Standard Operating Procedure (circa 

1992/1993) (no longer in existence). 
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RECOMMENDATION 2:   
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, consideration be 
given to the development of a specialist task force roster that enables “off 
duty” career firefighters, as well as “above strength” career firefighters, to 
voluntarily elect to form part of a task force during a major fire or Class 1 
incident.  

 
 

44. Professional career firefighters are a highly-qualified, highly-skilled 
workforce.  However, in order to successfully be deployed on task 
forces during campaign fires, they must also have access to adequate 
fleet to do so.  
 

45. The positive and necessary growth of operational personnel in the fire 
services, particularly in the last decade, has assisted in meeting the 
needs of Victoria’s rapidly-expanding community and population.  
However, the number of adequate spare fleet or equipment has 
gradually declined.   
 

46. While there is high capacity for career firefighters to form strike teams 
(due to numbers of operational personnel), the ability to utilise their 
skills is further diminished due to the reduced number of spare or 
available appliances.   
 

47. A career firefighter task force cannot strip its station of its fire truck, 
with no replacement.  Therefore, there must be an adequate pool of 
spare fleet/appliances for deployments.   
 

48. By way of example, in the MFB there are less than 30 spare appliances 
across the entire organisation.  That is, there are less than 30 spare 
appliances across 47 fire stations (plus training colleges).  Of this pool 
of spare fleet, approximately 6 trucks are appropriate to drive/utilise 
for a bushfire.  
 

49. Due to cost-cutting exercises and a lack of adequate departmental 
planning, the spare fleet pool has diminished in size in recent decades 
and in quality.  An ageing spare fleet is not adequate.  A diminished 
spare fleet is also not adequate.  
 

50. From 1 July, the 38 fully-staffed CFA stations and the 47 fully-staffed 
MFB stations will combine to become a total of 85 FRV stations.  In the 
context of the issues with MFB spare fleet, and similar issues seen in 
the CFA, it is important that – ahead of the next fire season – there be 
a focus on the spare fleet that could, and should, be utilised in the 
context of large-scale deployments.  
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RECOMMENDATION 3:  
That, in consultation with the relevant industrial bodies, an audit be 
undertaken to determine the adequacy of the current spare fleet used by 
professional career firefighters.  In conjunction with this audit, an analysis 
be undertaken of the numbers and state of spare appliances appropriate 
for deployments to wildfires/bushfires.  

 
Emergency command and control and accountability of arrangements in 
Victoria 
 

51. The 2009 VBRC informed Victoria and Victorian fire agencies of the 
various improvements that were necessary to ensure the tragic events 
of Black Saturday would not be repeated.  The extensive submissions 
made to the 2009 VBRC, and the Final Report and Recommendations, 
readily informed Victorian emergency services for future command and 
control arrangements.   
 

52. It is vital that “command and control” and accountability arrangements 
are clear and effective. In particular, it is necessary that any firefighter 
– career or volunteer – has the confidence that the most senior person 
in charge at the State Control Centre has the necessary skills and 
qualifications to take command and control of a major fire or Class 1 
incident.  
 

53. As a result of the extensive inquiries into the 2009 VBRC, and in the 
context of a reported lack of coordination between State Controllers 
during the Black Saturday bushfires, the 2009 VBRC proposed a full-
time Fire Commissioner for Victoria, responsible to the Minister for 
Police and Emergency Services.11  In particular, this Fire Commissioner 
would be the “senior professional fire officer in Victoria … being 
responsible for the control of level 3 fires as the permanent State 
Controller”.12 The Commissioner’s role was further detailed in 
Recommendation 63.13   
 

54. In 2013, the then-State Government introduced the Emergency 
Management Act 2013 (Vic).  This Act establishes, amongst other 
things, the organisation Emergency Management Victoria14 (“EMV”) as 
well as the role of the Emergency Management Commissioner.15   
 

 
11 10.5.4 The Proposed Course: A Fire Commissioner for Victoria, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission Final Report Summary, The Hon. Bernard Teague AO et al, page 375.  
12 10.5.4 The Proposed Course: A Fire Commissioner for Victoria, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission Final Report Summary, The Hon. Bernard Teague AO et al, page 376.  
13 10.5.4 The Proposed Course: A Fire Commissioner for Victoria, 2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission Final Report Summary, The Hon. Bernard Teague AO et al, page 381. 
14 Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), s 13.  
15 Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), s 16.  
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55. EMV serves a purpose in the broader emergency services, particularly 
in its work ensuring coordination of Standard Operating Procedures and 
other critical policies and Memoranda of Understanding between 
agencies.   
 
 

56. The Emergency Management Commissioner is appointed to the role 
and the Governor in Council must be “satisfied that the person has 
appropriate management, professional, technical and operational 
expertise in emergency management”.16  To date, two persons have 
held this role – with the incumbent and his predecessor being of police 
background.   
 

57. In relation to control of emergency response to Class 1 emergency, the 
Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic) mandates that the Emergency 
Management Commissioner “must appoint as the State Response 
Controller a person who is in the person of the Emergency 
Management Commissioner has relevant expertise in managing 
hazards relevant to the Class 1 emergency”.17  That State Response 
Controller, in accordance with any relevant emergency management 
plans, may then appoint one or more controllers for a Class 1 
emergency.18 

 
58. Currently, the role of State Response Controller is a rostered role 

operating on a four-day roster.  The role of State Response Controller 
passes between senior personnel in the MFB, CFA, SES, DELWP and 
Victoria Police.  That is, perhaps contrary to public perception, the 
current arrangements are such that, for example, flood does not 
necessarily control flood and fire does not necessarily control fire.  
 

59. State Response Controllers provide critical, strategic support to 
Incident Controllers on the fireground.  As outlined earlier in this 
submission, professional career firefighters on the fireground are 
tasked with certain fireground duties based on rank and specialist skill.  
As such, it is critical that the firefighter’s contact point at the Control 
Centre has relevant fire-related competencies and the necessary fire 
skills that are either equivalent or higher compared to the senior-most 
(career) firefighter on the fireground.  

 
60. It is critical, for the safety of the community and in particular for the 

safety of all firefighters on the fireground, that the State Response 
Controller hold the necessary fire-related competencies and training.   

 
 

 
16 Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), s 25. 
17 Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), s 37(2). 
18 Emergency Management Act 2013 (Vic), s 37(5). 



 14 

RECOMMENDATION 4:  
That the State Government review the Emergency Management Act 2013 
(Vic), in particular the powers relating to appointment of the State 
Response Controller for Class 1 emergency, and consider that the CFA 
Chief Officer and the incoming FRV Commissioner be the two options for 
fire-related emergencies, when appointed State Response Controller. 

 
The changing climate 
 

61. Fire seasons are becoming longer, hotter, dryer and more severe.  This 
is having a noticeable and evident impact on fire seasons.  
 

62. The severity, duration and impact of bushfires continues to be 
aggravated by the manifestations of climate change. The frequency 
and prevalence of large-scale, protracted bushfires will continue to 
increase.  
 

63. Prolonged droughts, a hotter climate and changes in fuel- and soil-
composition all magnify the danger and difficulty of combating fires, 
and these all are a result of climate change.  
 

64. The above statements are supported by experts and reputable 
authorities, including the Climate Council.19  At a federal level, the 2013 
Senate Inquiry into “Recent Trends in and Preparedness for extreme 
weather events” accepted the evidence in relation to the changing 
climate, stating “the Committee notes the linkage between climate 
change and extreme weather events…”20   

 
65. Despite the above, there has been widespread politicisation at a 

national level of issues such as climate change, hazard reduction and 
back burning.  The UFU has previously publicly stated that hazard 
reduction burning is not a silver bullet, however it is an important 
element to consider continuing, where safe to do so.  It is also 
important that the personnel who undertake these duties are 
appropriately equipped and skilled.  
 

66. The UFU considers this area, and consideration of all opportunities and 
approaches to bushfire preparedness, to be an important element of 
bushfire preparedness.   

 
 
 

 
19 https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/CC-nov-Bushfire-briefing-

paper.pdf, accessed March 2020. 
 
20 Recommendation 3, Full Report, The Senate Environment and Communications References 

Committee, “Recent Trends in and Preparedness for extreme weather events”, August 2013, page vii.  
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RECOMMENDATION 5: 
That a dedicated consultative reference committee, with representation 
from industrial bodies including trade unions, be formed to explore and 
advise the Minister for Police and Emergency Services on the merits of 
various approaches to bushfire preparedness. 

 
Support and wellbeing services (mental health) to staff and volunteers in 
terms of mental health and wellbeing 

67. Professional career firefighters have one of the most dangerous 
occupations and, internationally, have higher-than-average rates of 
workplace deaths and injuries.  In addition to performing physically 
demanding work, career firefighters are highly trained to make critical 
decisions quickly and to undertake tasks in complex situations when 
responding to emergency incidents.  

 
68. As first responders, and in addition to attending structure fires, career 

firefighters are also trained in specialist response such as urban search 
and rescue (“USAR”), marine response, swift water rescue, high-angle 
and trench rescue, HAZMAT and more.  

 
69. Further, all professional career firefighters respond to Emergency 

Medical Response (“EMR”) calls. EMR was introduced in Victoria by the 
MFB over 20 years ago.  Now, every professional career firefighter – in 
both MFB and CFA – respond to EMR calls.  All career firefighters are 
co-responded with Ambulance Victoria to “Code 0” or “Priority Zero” 
calls (no pulse, no breathing), often arriving first on scene to 
commence life support response.  These emergencies include cardiac 
arrests, SIDS, suicides and suicide attempts, drowning, choking, 
electrocution, convulsion, drug overdoses involving unconscious 
patients, and more.   

 
70. Incident response and EMR takes a significant toll on professional 

career firefighters.  Exposure to large-scale fire deaths and destruction 
would also lead to a further elevation of trauma exposure.   

 
71. Trauma exposures, and prevalence of Post-Traumatic Stress Injury 

(“PTSI”) amongst Australian career firefighters, has been the topic of 
contemporary research in recent years:  

a. In 2013, the University of Newcastle “Occupational health effects for 
firefighters: the extent and implications of physicals and psychological 
injuries” found: 

i) 68% of Victorian (CFA and MFB) career firefighters 
indicated a moderate level of post-traumatic stress 
symptoms and based on the nature of the work it was 
predicted these rates would increase.   
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ii) The most stressful incidents were the death or serious 
injury of a co-worker, a fire with multiple deaths, sudden 
infant death, a seriously injured child, death of a patient 
after a lengthy attempted resuscitation, assisting a 
seriously injured friend or relative and multi-casualty 
events.  

b.  In 2017, the University of Adelaide Centre for Traumatic Stress found 
that: 

i) Approximately 50% of South Australian Metropolitan Fire 
Service (“SAMFS”) career firefighters met the criteria of a 
mental health disorder in their lifetime, with the most 
common 12-month disorders being PTSI, panic attacks and 
depressive episodes.  

ii) The risk of PTSI was significantly elevated among SAMFS 
who reported experiencing traumas they would commonly 
be exposed to during the course of their duty, including 
dealing with a deceased person and mass casualties.  
    

 
72. The toll that incident response and EMR takes on professional career 

firefighters is only beginning to be recognised at a national level.  In 
2018, the UFU of A made a submission to, and appeared before, the 
Senate Inquiry into the Role of Commonwealth, state and territory 
governments in addressing the high rates of mental health conditions 
experienced by first responders, emergency service workers and 
volunteers (“2018 Senate Inquiry”).   

 
73. The Final Report was tabled in February 2019.  Many of the 

Recommendations in the Final Report recommended national 
interoperability and resource-sharing between fire agencies, early 
intervention efforts and extension of services to volunteers and retired 
personnel.21     

 
74. The Government Response to the Final Report was tabled in the House 

of Representatives in February 2020.  Of the 14 Recommendations, 
one recommendation was supported, 8 recommendations were 
supported in principle, and 5 recommendations were noted.  

 
75. While the recognition of the mental health of first responders is in its 

infantry stages at a national level, in Victoria, mental health of first 
responders has seen significant progress in recent years.   
 

76. Following extensive, collaborative work between the fire agencies and 
UFU, Victorian professional career firefighters in Victoria currently have 
access to a range of programs and services, including:  

 
21 See pages vii and viii of Final Report 
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iii) CFA Incident Stress Peer Support via the CFA Chaplain 
and/or CFA Member Wellbeing Support Service (24/7 
support);  

iv) MFB Psychologist Access Support and access to the 
extensive MFB Peer Support Program;  

v) MFB and CFA (through consultation with the UFU) roll out 
the Canadian Road 2 Mental Readiness program for 
employees and leaders;   

vi) Commitment to provide access to emergency service 
workers to uncapped provisional payments of 13 weeks for 
mental health injuries via the WorkCover scheme;  

vii) UFU Welfare Officer;  
viii) Counselling support service offered to Victorian career 

operational personnel via their PROTECT Income Protection 
scheme; and more.  

RECOMMENDATION 6: 

To ensure programs stay relevant and up to date for fire service 
personnel, that any existing programs, as well as any future ones, are 
implemented via proper consultation with industrial bodies, such as trade 
unions, to ensure that professional career firefighters are supported at 
three tiers – State Government, their employer and their union.   

 

 




