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Foreword 

Dear Inspector-General, 

VFBV welcomes the opportunity to assist your inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season.  This 

submission covers topics we feel are of relevance and interest to your inquiry. 

VFBV makes this submission with best endeavour recognising the unavailability of crucial 

information from operational debrief/after-action-reviews which have not yet occurred and the 

short time frames for submissions when considering the workloads of our long and exhausting fire 

season.  

CFA volunteers have made strong representation to VFBV that the timing and calling of the federal 

and state inquiries during the Fire Season is a matter of deep concern and has created anxiety 

around the workload and opportunity for emergency management volunteers to prepare, reflect 

and contribute to these most important inquiries. 

VFBV fully appreciates that the Terms of Reference and timelines for your inquiry have been set by 

Government and are largely outside of your control. We would however respectfully urge you to 

consider a recommendation to help inform future Governments.  

Inquiries create a significant burden on emergency management volunteers and their agencies and 

as per the Victorian Governments Assurance Framework for Emergency Management, should seek 

to avoid engagement during the busiest times of the year. This is no way detracts from the 

importance of early engagement with those directly impacted during this season’s bushfires and we 

acknowledge that for some there is closure and healing by being able to share their stories early. 

Similarly, careful consideration is also needed when engaging with people who may still be living 

with the consequences of an emergency, including emergency management volunteers and staff 

themselves. 

As you would be aware, the last Victorian Fire Danger Period only finished in Victoria on Monday 20 

April 2020 - just ten days before the closing date for submissions. A season that started in November 

last year with Victoria deploying significant resources to assist with the Queensland and New South 

Fires. Factor in the current COVID-19 pandemic which has put a significant strain on emergency 

services and the community alike, and you have the perfect storm of a tired, exhausted and strained 

emergency management sector who has not yet had a chance to catch its breath following this 

seasons significant bushfires. 

In practical terms, this has also resulted in a significant gap of knowledge that would normally be 

gleaned from post-season debriefs and after-action reviews. These are critical activities to review 
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the season and identify what worked well and what did not. COVID-19 restrictions have had a 

significant impact on these processes. This has resulted in limited consultation and engagement 

that would normally occur for such important inquiries. 

As at the date of submission VFBV has not yet received any review or analysis from the agency or 

sector’s debriefing/after-action processes. As a result, this submission has been significantly 

affected. This submission is made in acknowledgment that many topics that deserve more analysis 

and research has simply not been possible. 

We acknowledge the difficulty these factors place on your inquiry also and have a deep empathy for 

the difficult task ahead for you.  

VFBV on behalf of CFA volunteers have an interest in your consideration of any matters that impact 

on Victoria’s ability to maintain and build a strong volunteer-based service model for the future. 

Depending on the recommendations that are ultimately made by you, many of the matters that you 

have been called upon to consider have the potential to directly affect the current and future 

practices of volunteer brigades and emergency management volunteers in general. 

While the agencies are the public faces of each volunteer service, and should be the principal 

advocate for their volunteers, the interests of the agencies and their volunteers are not always 

identical, and there are at times a divergence of interests and opinion.  We urge IGEM to seek these 

views out and we stand ready to assist in any way we can. 

We would welcome the opportunity to clarify, provide supplemental information or provide context 

on topics that may arise during the course of your work to ensure that IGEM is well informed so that 

any recommendations made by it will be made in the full knowledge of the practical exigencies that 

confront volunteer fire brigades and firefighter’s alike. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Adam Barnett 

Chief Executive Officer  
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A TRIBUTE AND THANK-YOU TO CFA VOLUNTEERS 

The 2019-20 fire season was one of the worst ever experienced in Australia and Victoria’s CFA 

volunteers rose to meet this challenge both locally and across the country. 

We wish to acknowledge and pay tribute to every single emergency management volunteer and 

staff who contributed to this year’s fire season, and thank them for their courage, commitment, 

compassion and service. The work they have done has touched the hearts of millions of Australians 

and we are indebted to their selfless service and sacrifice.  

In many ways, the extent and ferocity of the summer fires were unprecedented, but the breadth of 

the disaster simply underscored the vital contribution of volunteers. Bushfires show the worst in 

nature but also often bring out the very best in humanity in how we all respond. 

From as early as November, thousands of our CFA volunteers played a critically important role in 

New South Wales and Queensland as well as their home state. 

This commitment continued across the summer as more than 18 million hectares were burnt, 

properties were destroyed, animals were killed, communities were shattered, and lives were lost. 

Large fires require the mobilisation and deployment of thousands of volunteers to fight them while 

sufficient volunteers and equipment remain at home to protect local communities. 

This summer, Victoria’s volunteer surge capacity was quickly swung into action. We were able to 

deploy more than 2000 cumulative personnel into NSW and Queensland to help during the most 

critical periods. At the same time, thousands of volunteers were fighting huge fires in East Gippsland 

and northern Victoria. 

To be able to support interstate colleagues and then instantly redeploy to our own escalating threat 

at home demonstrated the incredible size, strength and capacity of our world-renowned volunteer 

model. 

The work done in activating local emergency plans and protecting local communities and joining a 

national emergency response was nothing short of stunning. 

Individually, volunteers showed they are capable of great courage, ingenuity, stamina and 

compassion. Their local knowledge and respect in which they are held in their communities remain 

vital parts of any firefighting situation.  
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Collectively, they showed they have the agility, expertise and experience to tackle the most 

daunting challenges. 

Although some communities were physically devastated and lives were lost, the outcomes of fire 

seasons should always be measured by what was saved, and not just by what was lost. For without 

the bravery, expertise, experience and tireless dedication of our volunteer firefighters the 

devastation and loss would be so many magnitudes higher.  

As firefighters – we feel every loss and every setback also. We share the grief and pain of every 

community impacted and every citizen affected. We feel the devasting loss of our wildlife, our 

treasured animals and stock and our prized and unique flora.  

We mourn the loss of each citizen during this season’s fires and mark our respect and deep sorrow 

for each of the 33 precious lives lost as a result of these fires. 

We especially acknowledge the sacrifice of our fellow firefighters who tragically lost their lives while 

protecting others. Victorian firefighters Bill Slade, Mat Kavanagh and David Moresi. New South 

Wales firefighters Geoffrey Keaton, Andrew O’Dwyer and Samuel McPaul. And North American 

firefighters Ian McBeth, Paul Hudson and Rick DeMorgan Jr who travelled from the United States of 

America to help Australia in its time of need. 

To each of these we say thank-you.  

We extended our deepest sympathies to their families and loved ones and promise them that their 

sacrifice will never be forgotten.  

To all members of our communities impacted by these terrible fires we recognise your pain and 

losses. We make a solemn promise to stand by you during your long road to recovery. 

As with all fire’s past, we have a duty and obligation to learn from our experiences. In this vain we 

pledge our full support to this inquiry and its noble search for learnings and recommendations that 

may minimise the worst of future fires while embracing the hard-fought positives that offer hope 

and may instruct future generations. 



 

   
 Page 7 of 109 

Contents 

Title Page 

About VFBV 8 

CFA and VFBV 11 

CFA Volunteers 13 

Preparedness Response Resilience Recovery 14 

Operational Response 19 

Firefighter Welfare 27 

Municipal Fire Prevention Committee’s 28 

Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 30 

Volunteer Surge Capacity 35 

Decline in Volunteer Numbers 38 

Importance of Culture on Volunteerism 41 

Reform Impacts on Base Assumptions 44 

Climatic Conditions 47 

Deployment of Defence Forces 50 

Payment to Volunteers 52 

Communications and Black Spot Remediation 58 

Other Matters 59 

Traditional Land and Fire Management Practices 71 

Volunteer Position on Planned Burning 73 

Volunteer Attitudes to their Involvement in Planned Burning 74 

Previous Inquiries 81 

Key Findings and Themes 83 

Significant Report Summaries 86 

Evolution of current Victorian Fire Services Reform 99 

Attachments 108 

 

    

 



 

   
 

About VFBV 

Page 8 of 109 

Strong Volunteerism, Embraced to Build Community Resilience for a Safer Victoria. 

 

Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria (VFBV) is the 

CFA Volunteer association and peak body 

established under the Victorian Country Fire 

Authority Act (CFA Act) to specifically 

represent CFA Volunteers and ensure there is 

meaningful consultation with the elected 

representatives of Volunteers on all matters 

which may impact upon them.  

More generally, under the CFA Volunteer 

Charter that is enshrined in Section 6 of the 

CFA Act, VFBV is recognised as the association 

representing CFA volunteers, providing for 

their general representation to the CFA Board 

and management and to governments, 

ministers, members of parliament, councils, 

instrumentalities, business and the public.  

VFBV is not a trades union, and our history 

predates CFA, with our predecessor 

associations being formed back in 1885. We 

are the peak body for CFA Volunteers and 

operate in the spirit of mutual respect and 

goodwill to work in harmony and 

consultation together with CFA and the State 

of Victoria to resolve any differences of 

opinion which may arise. 

Whilst independent of the CFA, VFBV works 

closely with CFA and other key stakeholders 

to engage volunteers and develop policy and 

organisational arrangements that encourage, 

maintain and strengthen the capacity of  

 

volunteers to provide CFA services to the 

community.   

VFBV also represents Coast Guard brigades in 

Victoria and has close working relationships 

with other emergency service volunteer 

associations across Victoria and Australia.  

VFBV and volunteer fire brigade associations 

in all states of Australia work together on 

issues of common interest and/or national 

relevance through the Council of Australian 

Volunteer Fire Associations (CAVFA). 

VFBV is an organisation made up of the CFA 

volunteers it represents.  

Through a state-wide network of District 

Councils and elected volunteer 

representatives, VFBV maintains direct links 

with grass roots volunteers over their issues, 

needs and concerns. 

  



 

   
 

CFA Volunteers and the commitment they bring to the 

protection of the Victorian community remain the core 

strength of CFA. 
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The VFBV Board meets with the CFA Board as the peak forum for 

strategic consultation on matters impacting on volunteers 

whether policy development, volunteer welfare, volunteer 

support, equipment and infrastructure, volunteer development 

or planning for CFA’s future. 

Strong Governance 

VFBV works in partnership with the State Government, 

Emergency Management Victoria, CFA Board and Management, 

Members of Parliament, official inquiries, municipal councils and 

instrumentalities, business and the public to proactively shape 

the future of emergency management. This is achieved through 

day to day practical work in VFBV/CFA Joint Committees, through 

the Victorian Ministerial level Volunteer Consultative Forum, and 

in working to ensure positive, practical results from reviews. 

VFBV is strictly non-party political and works with all parties, 

MPs, Senators and candidates. 

Effective Partnerships 

Given its organisational background, expert knowledge, access 

to local information and depth of experience in matters affecting 

volunteers and the provision of a volunteer-based service model, 

VFBV is best placed to provide advice on matters affecting 

volunteers. VFBV facilitates numerous regular state and local 

consultation forums and engagement activities to ensure that 

the views of volunteers are known and represented. 

Peak Body Knowledge 

VFBV seeks to promote and share with CFA a commitment to a 

community-based volunteer fire and emergency service which 

delivers a safer Victoria. 

Safer Communities 
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VFBV is independent from CFA and at the same time is an important part of CFA’s foundation 

and future success. 

CFA is the community-based brigades that 

form it. CFA management and staff support 

brigades by providing the framework, 

governance, leadership and systems to 

coordinate, support and empower this 

network of community-based CFA brigades to 

deliver a remarkable and world envied service 

to the community.  

VFBV is an integral mechanism for enabling 

CFA to harness the leadership, knowledge 

and experience of volunteers and to engage 

volunteers in decision-making about matters 

that affect their welfare and efficiency.  In an 

organisation such as CFA, genuine 

engagement with volunteers is vital not only 

to improve service outcomes but to maintain 

volunteer interest and their ongoing 

contribution. 

Robust, meaningful, respectful, and honest 

communication and consultation is essential. 

VFBV and CFA work hard together to maintain 

a good and collaborative relationship. This 

does not mean that CFA and VFBV always 

agree, nor need to agree, but the constructive 

and close relationship is fundamental to 

ensuring CFA volunteers views are known and 

considered well in CFA decision making.  

Formal VFBV/CFA consultative processes and 

VFBV’s volunteer engagement networks are 

also an essential ingredient for CFA engaging 

and informing CFA volunteers.  The 

relationship and processes are two way and 

focused on sustaining and strengthening CFA 

for the benefit of communities. 

A good relationship is the foundation for CFA 

and VFBV to work through strategic 

challenges and opportunities constructively. 

Often VFBV and CFA share the same 

frustration because not all issues can be 

managed within the CFA’s sphere of 

influence. 

Sometimes these shared frustrations 

manifest as a tension between CFA and VFBV 

when in fact the blockers to progress are 

externally caused or just plain difficult to 

resolve.  CFA and VFBV have worked hard to 

significantly improve consultative effort and 

to build a robust, respectful and mutually 

beneficial relationship.  

VFBV and CFA do have to deal with hard and 

sensitive issues, sometimes with quite 

different viewpoints, however the enormous 

amount of positive work and constructive 

advancement driven by the partnership 

between VFBV and CFA is the most valuable 

and rewarding effort. 

CFA is an incredible organisation and the 

good work done by both volunteers and paid 

staff at all levels is something we are very 

proud of. 
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This is the volunteer fire fighter. An “organisation person” if 

ever there was one, for without the organisation provided by 

the CFA the volunteer would not be the force in the defence 

of their community that they are today. But, more important, 

without them the CFA would not have achieved its present 

standing. 

 

In the fully rounded description they cannot be seen apart, 

for each has helped in the evolution of the other. Without this 

united force it would be the people of Victoria who would be 

the losers. 

 

 

Adapted from ‘Victoria’s volunteers against fire’ a 1973 Victorian Government publication.  
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CFA (Country Fire Authority) is a volunteer and community-based fire and emergency services 

organisation. It helps protect 3.3 million Victorians, and more than one million homes and 

properties across the state. 

The CFA is a statutory authority and has a nine 

member Board appointed by the Minister for 

Emergency Services. There are approximately 

55,000 CFA volunteers comprising 97% of the 

CFA’s workforce. 

CFA volunteers work at all levels of 

emergency response, from frontline crews, 

through experienced volunteers in specialist 

and support roles, to the highest levels of 

senior incident management and command 

roles. 

CFA volunteers are among the best 

firefighters in the world. Every day they put 

their communities first, from highly complex 

bushfires to specialist response, road 

accident rescue and structural firefighting in 

highly urbanised areas. 

They are well trained, well exercised and are 

sought after across the country for their 

knowledge and experience. They are true 

professionals in every sense of the word, only 

as volunteers they do it without pay 

All recent inquiries and commissions have 

recognised the fundamental importance of 

the current volunteer arrangements.  The 

need for trained, experienced volunteers is 

growing.  Already one of the most wildfire 

prone areas in the world, Victoria faces the 

twin challenges of a rapidly growing  

 

population and increased urbanisation within 

an expanding metropolitan Melbourne and 

regional cities. 

CFA volunteers across the state, and a large 

portion of these coming from outer 

metropolitan Melbourne, give Victoria its 

most important asset in providing the very 

large surge capacity required to respond early 

and quickly to large scale bushfires and other 

major emergencies.  This depth of numbers of 

qualified volunteers means that Victoria can 

sustain its response over days, weeks and 

even months as demonstrated by this 

seasons bushfires as well as in past years. 
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Emergency Management Volunteers are 

fundamental to emergency management in 

Victoria. It is therefore critical that their value 

and importance be recognized, and their 

collective interests and needs be protected, 

encouraged and supported to ensure they 

can deliver their services safely and 

effectively for the benefit of the Victorian 

community. 

In Victoria there are approximately 55,000 CFA 

volunteers in fire alone, comprised of approx. 

34,000 frontline volunteer firefighters and 

21,000 volunteers performing critical 

operational support roles.  

Across the broader emergency management 

sector and including volunteers in other 

emergency management agencies such as 

the SES, Ambulance Victoria, Life Saving 

Victoria, Victorian Red Cross, St Johns 

Ambulance and the Victorian Council of 

Churches Emergencies Ministry there are over 

100,000 volunteers performing critical 

emergency management roles. 

Across the Australian Fire Agencies, there are 

over 250,000 volunteers performing critical 

roles in fire alone. 

In essence, volunteers comprise the vast 

majority of Australia’s operational response 

to fires and natural disasters by many 

magnitudes. Therefore, it is critical that 

Governments protect, support and 

encourage their contribution, and that 

arrangements are conducive to ensuring this 

capacity continues into the future. 

 

Balancing the need to maintain local 

service capacity PLUS ensuring peak load 

capacity for major disasters 

 

The 2009 Bush Fires Royal Commission 

recognised the link between arrangements 

aimed at improving or supporting local 

service capacity (the day to day small 

incidents that fire agencies respond to) and 

arrangements directed to improving or 

supporting the peak load capacity for major 

disasters. 

VFBV strongly supports the contention that 

these two requirements should not be 

considered in isolation. Changes directed to 

one ultimately flow through and have impacts 

on the other. 

The term peak load capacity is used to 

describe the resources required to provide 

thousands of firefighters (sometimes for 

many days, weeks or months) to a large fire 

while simultaneously ensuring local coverage 

of other at-risk communities is maintained.  

Peak load scenarios involving multiple large 

scale and potentially catastrophic bushfires 

will and do occur with significant regularity 

every year. Volunteer surge capacity is the 

term used to describe the enormous capacity 
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and provision of weight of attack and 

sustained long duration human resourcing 

provided by CFA volunteers to these events.  

Large fires require hundreds if not thousands 

of trained and experienced volunteer 

firefighters. This has been eloquently 

described in many publications. They 

mobilize and fight the fire like an army.  

Volunteer officers, leaders and incident 

controllers are trained to use the same 

principles in strategy and risk assessment as a 

military officer uses when confronting an 

enemy. They pre-plan, plan and organise. 

Just as emergency management volunteers 

are a critical ‘resource’ for Victoria, the way 

volunteers are engaged, encouraged, 

supported and empowered is an equally 

important consideration.  

Community embedded volunteer fire 

brigades are fundamental to activating the 

community as a model to share responsibility 

for their own safety and is core to building 

community resilience. 

It is not appropriate to consider decisions 

about one aspect of fire service planning, 

resourcing, operations, management or 

culture without also considering the flow on 

impact of those decisions on Victoria’s overall 

fire suppression, prevention and 

preparedness capacity including the impact 

on community readiness and resilience. 

Regardless of the presenting issue at a local 

level or a specific service planning challenge 

one thing remains constant.  And that is future 

consideration of fire services cannot separate 

the interrelationship between maintaining 

and strengthening capacity to deal with 

major disasters (bushfire, other emergencies 

etc); urban growth; and rural changes.   

Adding resources in one area or introducing a 

work practice in another to the detriment of 

treating a more pressing issue at the risk of 

eroding Victoria’s ability to deal with major 

fires, could have disastrous consequences. 

 

Volunteer based models are critical to 

meeting peak load capacity for major, 

concurrent and prolonged emergencies. 

 

Victoria is one of the most fire prone areas of 

the world and in recent years Victorians have 

experienced longer and more extreme fire 

season conditions.   

The ability to mobilise large numbers of 

emergency personnel to major disasters 

anywhere in Victoria (and frequently 

interstate), often over long durations and 

frequently to concurrent large scale 

emergencies PLUS maintain service coverage 

to local service risks (eg suburban areas) is 

one of the most critical fire service resource 

management responsibilities for Victoria’s 

fire services. 
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Recent decades show a regular annual 

occurrence of major events requiring 

deployment of massive numbers of trained 

volunteer firefighters and future 

climate/population assessments generally 

predict potential for more frequent and more 

consequential (life, property, livelihood loss) 

events.   

Recent years also demonstrate that large 

scale non fire emergencies (flood, storm, 

threats to critical infrastructure supply such 

as gas or coal) can and do occur randomly at 

all times of the year impacting broad 

community areas and significant numbers of 

people.    

As at the date of this submission, CFA brigades 

service all of country Victoria, more than half 

of metropolitan Melbourne, and all provincial 

centres and townships across Victoria.   

Victoria’s surge capacity is derived from this 

entire network of CFA brigades but 

importantly a large portion of the volunteer 

surge capacity is supplied from CFA brigades 

in the highly populated urbanised outer 

metropolitan areas.   

Sustaining volunteer capacity across Victoria 

and particularly in outer metropolitan 

Melbourne and provincial towns where there 

are larger concentrations of CFA volunteers is 

vitally important for Victoria’s state-wide 

peak load and surge capacity.   

The peak load capacity is not just required for 

high profile disasters like the 2019/20 Fires 

and the 2009 Black Saturday fires. Each year 

there are numerous days when thousands of 

trained firefighters need to be deployed to 

major emergencies.   

This same volunteer surge capacity is equally 

important to providing the large numbers of 

highly trained firefighters and operational 

command personnel required to combat 

large non bushfire emergencies including 

major industrial fires, Hazelwood mine fire, 

flood events, and the Longford Gas Explosion.   

Population growth and urban expansion will 

see even more people living in high risk 

environments and more communities on the 

urban development/fire risk interface. 

The resource approach to managing urban 

population growth in Victoria will have a 

direct impact on Victoria’s ability to deal with 

major fires/emergencies.   

 

The importance of Metropolitan/Highly 

Populated Areas to volunteer capacity 

 

CFA volunteer capacity in outer metropolitan 

Melbourne areas and provincial centres 

makes up a substantial portion of Victoria’s 

volunteer surge and peak load fire response 

capacity.  CFA incident statistics show that for 

the big emergencies sometimes up to 40 - 
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50% of personnel deployed are volunteers 

supplied from volunteer and integrated 

(vol/staff) CFA brigades in the greater 

metropolitan area of Melbourne (excluding 

the MFB district where there are no volunteer 

fire brigades).  Maintaining volunteer capacity 

in these highly populated areas is vitally 

important for Victoria’s capacity to deal with 

large scale emergencies. 

Over the years CFA volunteer brigades have 

generally been able to evolve their capacity to 

match changes in local community 

circumstances and service demand increases 

such as those caused by urban population 

growth.  Sometimes growth does exceed the 

capacity of volunteers or community 

circumstances challenge a brigade’s ability to 

sustain required levels of volunteer capacity 

and additional support needs to be provided 

to the brigade. 

When the support solution requires 

additional paid firefighter support the current 

CFA model deploys paid firefighters to 

supplement and support the existing 

volunteer capacity.  This approach was 

known as the CFA integrated brigade resource 

model. 

In the past the CFA Chief Officer has had 

reasonable flexibility in determining when, 

where, what roles and how many additional 

paid resources might be deployed based on 

local community need and brigade volunteer 

capacity.  In recent years the CFA Chief 

Officer’s influence and control of additional 

paid firefighter deployment decisions has 

become highly influenced and controlled by 

industrial agreements which has significantly 

impeded his ability to allocate and manage 

resources flexibly to meet changing 

community and brigade support needs.   

This resource model enabled CFA to grow 

volunteer brigade capacity to meet growing 

service demand in urban growth areas and at 

the same time maintain the volunteer ’surge’ 

capacity to manage large scale, long duration 

and concurrent major emergencies.    

Changes to be introduced over the coming 

years to Victoria’s Fire Services as a result of 

the recent Victorian Fire Services Reform Bill 

legislative change have the real potential of 

weakening or eroding this vital 

agency/community partnership not only for 

the CFA service areas to be removed from CFA 

but also for future communities removed 

from CFA through anticipated further 

boundary reviews. 

 

Community Resilience 

 

Developing community resilience is the 

foundation for effective disaster 

preparedness, response and recovery with 

the communities sharing responsibility for 

their own safety.   
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Emergency management volunteers, who 

live, integrate and operate within their 

communities on a daily basis are best placed 

to embed this philosophy, prepare their 

communities, build the capacity of their 

communities and know their local 

community vulnerabilities and strengths.   

The work done by local volunteer fire 

brigades and other emergency management 

volunteers is critical to supporting 

communities: 

• Recovering from disasters; 

• Leading change and coordinating effort;  

• Understanding risks; 

• Communicating with and educating 

people about risks;  

• Partnering with others who can help 

achieve change;  

• Empowering individuals and 

communities to exercise choice and take 

responsibility  

• Risk reduction; and   

• Fostering relationships, networks and 

capabilities to improve resilience  

Improvements to community resilience are in 

large part due to local leadership, local drive 

and local ownership. This local ownership 

and empowerment is a significant enabler.  

Any future changes that reduce this local 

involvement will be detrimental to ongoing 

community resilience.   

Volunteers frequently raise concerns about 

an increasing first option by agencies and 

departments to attempt to administer and/or 

undertake community resilience building 

activities via systems and persons remote to 

and not known to or linked with local 

communities.   

Without the buy-in, input and ownership of 

local community-based volunteers who live 

within, operate within and execute resilient 

outcomes in times of need many programs 

are likely to fail.   

The preferred approach must be to place the 

emphasis and resources at the closest 

possible level to the grass-roots and local 

community.   

These community engagement and capacity 

building processes cannot be seen to be run 

as ‘top-down’ city based activities or they will 

not be accepted, nor readily adaptable to the 

local community environment and most 

importantly embraced by the volunteers 

and/or communities who they are intended to 

support. 
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Operational Response 

As previously raised, the tight timeframes for submission to this inquiry and the difficulties 

presented by COVID-19 restrictions have impacted on operational debriefs and after action 

reviews. This has resulted in a significant gap of knowledge that would normally be gleaned 

for post season reviews. 

 

Overall, VFBV’s reflection on this fire season 

from a response perspective, is that it went 

very well, and for the most part agencies and 

systems performed well.  Given the scope, 

duration and ferocity of the season VFBV 

believes that to be an incredible outcome and 

the sector as a whole deserves high praise. 

As a sector, we pride ourselves on continuous 

improvement, and there are as always, a 

myriad of issues that gets raised with VFBV 

each year by volunteers seeking 

improvements. Sadly, in the experience of 

volunteers - many of these issues are re-

occurring. Instead of embracing and 

committing to fixing them or engaging with 

volunteers to better understand the causes 

and impact - agencies frequently get 

defensive and are uncooperative. 

The effectiveness of the deployment, 

utilisation and tasking of volunteers and all 

personnel will not only impact on the success 

of efforts before and during the fire season 

but will also impact on their future 

commitment and contribution. 

As at the date of submission VFBV has not yet 

received any information or analysis from the 

agency or sector’s debriefing/after-action 

processes. As a result, this submission has 

been significantly affected.  

However, in the spirit of continuous 

improvement - there are a number of issues of 

concern frequently raised by volunteers and 

operational improvements that VFBV has 

been pursuing over a long time from previous 

seasons that are likely to continue to emerge 

when this seasons analysis does becomes 

available.  

Division/Sector/Strike Team Leader 

Training 

While much progress was made during the 

Incident Management Team Training Project 

established in response to Black Saturday, 

much of this work as far as field based 

leadership roles such as Division/Sector and 

Strike Team Leader appears to have stalled.  

Volunteers continue to raise concerns with 

the lack of training and accreditation 

pathways to these roles and the lack of 

professional development opportunities for 

those being mentored into the roles. Several 

training packages have either been stalled in 

pilot or review stages for many years at a time. 
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Incident Management Training 

The vast majority of IMT training courses 

continue to be scheduled Monday to Friday 

and during business hours. This creates a 

significant barrier to many volunteers who 

simply are not able to attend training during 

business hours due to their jobs or other 

commitments.  

Despite regularly being raised as a concern, 

there is very little evidence of improvements 

being made to facilitate volunteer 

engagement and involvement.  

VFBV urges IGEM to audit the IMT training 

calendars for the past five years and assess 

the opportunities provided to volunteers 

outside business hours (such as weekends 

and evenings) across the full spectrum of 

roles. 

Endorsed and accredited volunteers, 

particularly some level 3 incident controllers 

continue to raise concerns with the lack of 

professional development opportunities 

offered to them by the agencies, and a lack of 

targeted support to support them with the 

considerable skills maintenance and active 

command requirements required to achieve 

re-accreditation.  

Many volunteers believe there continues to be 

no substantial effort made to nurture and 

encourage the continuing development of 

existing volunteers who are already endorsed 

to perform senior roles. VFBV believes these 

people have extended their commitment 

beyond reasonable expectations and should 

be recognised and supported accordingly. 

VFBV continues to receive complaints from 

volunteers qualified and endorsed for these 

roles that report they are either not 

approached for use, or they are only 

approached at the last minute, or for roles no-

one else wants or when no-one else is 

available. This has a significant impact on 

their morale and enthusiasm to maintain 

their skills. 

VFBV has strongly advocated over many years 

for CFA to adopt a robust, comprehensive and 

dynamic human resource and workforce 

management system that would allow 

volunteers to signify their availability to 

perform roles on a regular basis and which is 

linked to their skills and competencies. 

Incident Management Development 

VFBV continues to express concerns at the 

lack of resourcing and support for volunteers 

to be sought out, developed and mentored 

into senior incident management roles.   

There are also corresponding concerns raised 

from those who have achieved accreditation 

with the observation that there are very few 

formal mentoring programs or opportunities 

for these senior volunteers to share their 

knowledge and experience with future 

leaders. 
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Previously, targeted programs to encourage 

and develop volunteers were seen as highly 

successful and goes hand in hand with 

ensuring volunteers are then actually utilised 

in senior incident management roles.  

Fireground Resource Management 

Systems 

Volunteers continue to raise concerns with 

poor resource management systems for 

equipment and personnel. Incompatibility 

between CFA, MFB and DELWP processes 

continue to frustrate, as too does the 

continued use of manual and paper based 

systems.  

VFBV continues to urge the need for more 

strategic resource management, including 

better systems to monitor volunteer 

availability and competency, including 

systems to guard against over commitment. 

Over commitment is being observed at not 

only the individual level, but also at the 

District level with some Districts continually 

approached for resources while others did 

not appear to be approached at all.  

VFBV appreciates that strategic planning 

decisions to not draw resources from specific 

geographic areas in order to plan for 

contingent events is both necessary and 

required, but would urge improved 

communication strategies to ensure 

volunteers are aware of these decisions so 

they can understand it is a deliberate strategy 

and not just a case of being forgotten or 

overlooked. 

Volunteers have also reported observations 

that there continues to be a lack of familiarity 

between agencies as to the capability and 

availability of agency specific equipment, 

vehicles and skillsets. Examples provided 

have been of incorrect assumptions made 

about how particular vehicles are suitable or 

not suitable for particular terrains. VFBV 

would encourage a sector wide effort to 

better document and share critical vehicle, 

skill and equipment capabilities to assist 

incident managers appreciate the full 

quantum and capability of resources 

available. 

CFA/DELWP Culture 

There continues to be a healthy respect 

between agencies and agency personnel and 

many examples of positive and good working 

relationships. 

There will however always be an underlying 

tension and perception of conflict between 

suppression agency tactics and land 

management agencies in how fires are 

approached and managed and how 

aggressively or defensively the tactics 

employed are.  

CFA volunteers continue to make 

observations on these cultural differences 

and the effectiveness of differing strategies 

between direct and indirect attack.  
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VFBV urges CFA to be required to take a more 

proactive and stronger advocacy role when 

other agencies are responsible for fires which 

threaten private land and property or fires 

which are heavily resourced by CFA and CFA 

volunteers. This would ensure incident 

managers benefit from the perspectives, 

knowledge and experience that are essential 

for when managing firesw in the urban/rural 

interface as well as providing critical 

knowledge required to motivate and manage 

a predominantly volunteer workforce. 

Differing radio communications practices 

continues to frustrate and be reported on 

main command channels and should 

continue to be a focus of continuous 

improvement. 

Staging & Resourcing 

Volunteers continue to express concerns and 

frustrations about poor time and resource 

management of incoming and outgoing 

crews. 

Continued observations of staging and base 

camps not being aware of incoming crews or 

requests for resources are frequently raised. 

Poor or late tasking of crews continues to be 

a key frustration, with incident management 

plans not being available to incoming crews 

at starts of shifts and crews having to wait 

long periods of time at the start of each shift 

for briefing and planning handover.  

Unnecessary delays in processing, briefing 

and deployment has a significant impact on 

morale and VFBV urges priority action to 

address and improve this key concern. 

Better use of cascading briefings down field 

command levels should be considered, as 

well as consideration of obviating the need 

for centralised briefings. Improved auditing 

and accountability for key deliverables of 

IMT’s and ICC’s should be considered to 

ensure tasks that have flow on impacts (such 

as the preparation of incident plans and 

briefings) are addressed and delivered on 

time and are available for propagation. 

Situation Reports 

Intelligence from the filed remains critical for 

incident managers to plan and adapt to 

changing fire conditions. 

Volunteers continue to express perceptions 

that IMT’s and ICC’s continue to be too top 

heavy and paperwork focussed, and critical 

information from the field does not appear to 

be actioned or addressed in a timely manner.  

Better encouragement and support for 

situation reports from Strike Team Leaders 

and Divisional/Sector commanders would 

improve the regularity and relevance of key 

information from the field.  

Stronger accountability and systems to 

ensure field requests and information are 

acted upon in a timely manner would likely 

significantly improve safety and morale. 
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Local Knowledge 

The importance of embedding local 

knowledge not only in IMT’s but in the field 

continues to be raised as a priority by 

volunteers. 

Local brigades frequently report a lack of 

formal engagement for incidents being 

managed in their areas. This frequently 

results in increased workload for the local 

brigade who then continues to work and 

respond to their area often unaware of what 

other resources have been deployed or are in 

transit.  

Improved methods of ensuring local brigades 

are provided regular information that would 

enable them to keep a watching brief across 

their area, as would formal opportunities to 

provide local knowledge and experiencing to 

incoming crews and IMT’s would provide 

significant assurance and be of incredible 

benefit. 

Ensuring local group and group officers are 

embedded in the command structure and 

engaged in the resource planning discussions 

is essential.  

Local Group Officers are best placed to advise 

on relief arrangements as well as emerging 

morale issues from the locals and should be 

more effectively used than they are now. 

 

 

Duty Cycles and Fatigue Management 

Volunteers continue to raise concerns with 

the lack or immaturity of volunteer fatigue 

management and tracking systems. Concerns 

are amplified when witnessing what appears 

to be the far superior planning, tracking and 

management of paid staff. 

With volunteer time being so precious, and of 

such significant impact on a volunteers 

family, work and livelihood, volunteers 

continue to express strong concerns when it 

appears their time is taken for granted, or 

priority is given to changing over or relieving 

paid crews only. 

VFBV urges the sector to develop a pay-status 

blind system that treats all responders 

equally and supports safe and equitable 

arrangements for everyone. 

Differing Arrangements for Paid Staff 

Volunteers have raised strong objections 

around what they perceive to be differing 

standards provided to paid staff vs volunteers 

that continues to emerge over recent years 

with greater frequency. 

Any arrangements that provide for different 

accommodation, catering, tasking, on/off 

boarding or equipment issued to paid staff 

that is different to that provided to volunteers 

will continue to create division and 

resentment and have a significant impact on 

morale and culture. 
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VFBV urges IGEM to conduct an analysis of the 

differing arrangements so as to fully 

appreciate the sources and increased 

frequency of this deep dissatisfaction 

amongst volunteers. 

Command and AIIMS 

VFBV has expressed deep alarm over 

arrangements that resulted in a small number 

of career staff refusing to work under or take 

instruction from volunteers operating in 

senior leadership roles. 

VFBV submits this is a serious safety issue, as 

well as having a significant impact on 

firefighter morale.  

VFBV further submits that these same 

arrangements can be used to discriminate 

against other agency staff as well, and it is 

inconceivable for one cohort of workers to 

refuse to work with other cohorts in a sector 

that relies upon everyone working as one. 

Functional roles and command authority are 

a key component of the AIIMS system, and any 

arrangements that seeks to displace or 

override it should be a matter of deep 

concern. 

Given its serious safety impications, VFBV 

urges this matter be investigated as a matter 

of priority. 

 

 

Debrief and AAR’s 

Relatively recent changes made to agency 

debriefs and after-action review processes 

over the years has been a topic of frequent 

volunteer discussion. 

Over recent years, the role of EMV in leading 

sector wide debriefs has resulted in CFA 

stepping back and taking a much smaller role. 

Volunteers have expressed concern that while 

they support interagency and sector wide 

debriefs – it is critical that agencies continue 

to support and provide widespread agency 

specific forums open to all members. 

Reports of only senior leaders being invited to 

debriefs or debriefs occurring on weekdays 

and during business hours has only reinforced 

this negative perception. 

VFBV recommends that renewed focus be 

given on ensuring local and district debriefs 

are held at times suitable for volunteers to 

attend and to ensure volunteers continue to 

feel engaged and part of the after-action 

review process. 

Near Miss Reporting 

Volunteers continue to express concerns at 

the slow and ad hoc processes for agencies to 

share important lessons learned from near 

misses and injuries. 

VFBV has advocated for further investment in 

the development of case studies and scenario 
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problem solving based on key messages from 

near miss and other investigations.  

An open and transparent process of 

reporting, communicating and analysing is in 

the interests of all firefighters.  

Volunteers have observed that many near 

miss investigations are often confined to the 

technical aspects of the environment such as 

weather, fuels, topography and fire 

behaviour. Thereby providing little expert 

analysis of elements of decision making and 

human behaviour that may have either 

contributed to the incident or alternatively 

prevented a worse outcome. 

VFBV has often referred to the United States 

as a good example, where there is a National 

Lessons Learned Centre. 

Outcomes and lessons learned need to  also 

be extended far wider than just case studies 

and analysis and need to be appropriately 

joined up with pre-season briefings, training 

materials and operational exercises so that it 

can be usefully incorporated by firefighters 

into improved safety and decision making. 

Personal Protective Clothing 

VFBV continues to pursue the adoption and 

rollout of next generation bushfire PPC. 

This work was started several years ago, with 

extensive burn modelling and design testing 

conducted to improve the design of the 

bushfire ensemble as well as review next 

generation materials and the significant 

advances to materials and textiles over recent 

times. 

Engagement and consultation with 

volunteers was then conducted to refine 

these designs and incorporate critical 

feedback on practical improvements to cater 

for comfort, safety and the broad diversity of 

members. 

This work has stalled due to inadequate 

funding and the factors very similar to the 

findings outlined in the Judge Gordon Lewis 

report. VFBV urges IGEM to enquire on these 

delays. 

Volunteers frequently raise concerns with the 

inadequate issuing of PPC, with most 

volunteers only having access to one 

ensemble.  

Given longer duration fire seasons, higher 

incidences of activity and the need to ensure 

PPC is regularly laundered to ensure 

firefighter safety – VFBV is strongly advocating 

that volunteers be provided with multiple 

sets of PPC and is seeking IGEM’s support for 

raising awareness for this critical issue of 

resourcing. 

Morale 

Morale plays a significant role in operational 

effectiveness. VFBV submits that volunteer 

morale has been deeply impacted by the 

controversy of the last few years. 
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Of particular interest is a consistently low and 

declining level of volunteer satisfaction about 

how they are treated, with volunteers 

generally including the agency and State 

Government in this assessment.   

The trends are concerning given the 

fundamental importance of volunteers to 

Victoria’s emergency management 

arrangements and considering that many of 

the reviews/reforms of the past ten years 

specifically identified the need to improve 

arrangements that encourage and support 

volunteers and volunteer capacity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every effort made by VFBV and volunteers to 

have volunteer specific concerns listened to 

and addressed, are too often dismissed.   

To ensure operational response and 

effectiveness is maintained, it is critical 

urgent action is taken to address the 

insufficiencies and imbalance occurring in the  

consultation and treatment of CFA 

volunteers. 
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Volunteers can be exposed to horrific scenes in carrying out their roles. It is not uncommon for 

them to be exposed to quite dangerous and life-threatening experiences. Therefore, it is 

critical that all firefighters are provided all the professional assistance and support they need 

to overcome any trauma and deal with any long-term impacts. 

Volunteers continue to express high levels of 

satisfaction for CFA’s critical incident stress 

peers. These people are usually the first to 

make contact with crews or individuals who 

have experienced traumatic events.  

These peer programs have been the subject of 

CFA review recently, and VFBV is not aware of 

the results. Anxiety has been expressed to 

VFBV by many peers that they feel their work 

and the peer-program in general has recently 

been experiencing some changes that they 

feel is not for the best, and they worry about 

the commitment and support for the program 

by CFA in the future. 

VFBV is a very strong advocate of the CFA Peer 

program and peers and believes this program 

should be further supported and 

strengthened. VFBV also pays tribute to the 

countless peers who provide incredible care, 

compassion and support for our members. 

Additional support through chaplains, 

doctors, psychologists and other specialists 

are also very well received by volunteers and 

should continue. 

In June last year, the State Government 

launched a pilot to provide emergency 

workers (volunteers and staff) with access to 

provisional payments for their mental health 

injuries. This pilot enables eligible current 

and former CFA volunteers to access 

payments for the reasonable cost of medical 

and like expenses for their CFA related mental 

health injury covered by the pilot for up to 13 

continuous weeks from the date they submit 

their claim. 

This allows CFA volunteers to access 

reimbursement for medical treatment and 

services while their claim is being assessed 

and for an extended period even where their 

claim is rejected.  

VFBV welcomes this initiative and is highly 

supportive of this pilot. 

Careful attention will need to be placed on 

reviewing the appropriateness of the initial 

13-week period, noting that members 

presenting with PTSD, depression or anxiety 

are often unable or unwilling to take critical 

steps in their diagnosis early in the process 

and they therefore require critical support 

along their road to recovery which is often a 

slow and difficult journey. 
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On the 9th August 2018 Parliament passed the 

Emergency Management Legislation 

Amendment Bill 2018 which amongst other 

things, repealed Part IV of the CFA Act relating 

to Regional and Municipal Fire Prevention 

committees and planning. 

At a fundamental level the legislative 

amendment removed the Regional and 

Municipal Fire Prevention Committees from 

the CFA legislation shifting the powers, 

responsibilities and arrangements previously 

assigned to CFA to now come under 

Emergency Management Victoria (EMV). 

The main impacts of this amendment were: 

• CFA no longer has responsibility or 

oversight for Regional and municipal fire 

prevention committees nor is it required 

to audit them 

 

• Regional fire prevention committees 

have been replaced with “Regional 

Emergency Management Planning 

Committees” 

 

• The requirement for these committees to 

have mandatory volunteer 

representatives (two reps for each CFA 

Brigade and Group) has been removed.  

 

• It is now only mandatory for CFA to 

appoint a single CFA nominee to a 

Regional Emergency Management 

Planning Committee. It will be at the 

discretion of each Regional Emergency 

Management Planning Committee to 

invite any further persons. 

 

• There is no longer a requirement for 

there to even be a Municipal fire 

prevention plan. 

 

• It is no longer a requirement that 

emergency management plans; identify 

areas, buildings and land use in the 

municipal district which are at particular 

risk in case of fire; specify how each 

identified risk is to be treated; specify 

who is responsible for treating those 

risks; identify all designated 

neighbourhood safer places in the 

municipal district; identify any places in 

the municipal district that are 

community fire refuges 

The subject of Integrated Fire Management 

Planning (IFMP) and arrangements 

surrounding Regional and Municipal fire 

prevention committees has been a frequent 

topic of discussion amongst volunteers, CFA 

and within communities for quite some time. 

For many years’ volunteers have been raising 

concerns including; 

• The weakening of formal local 

engagement between Brigades/Groups, 

CFA and the Municipal fire prevention 

committee’s 
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• a reduced focus on wider community 

engagement in the development of 

Municipal fire prevention plans 

 

• changes in volunteer representation to 

the Committee’s, and changes to 

meeting times and days that sometimes 

hinder volunteer/community 

involvement 

 

• A reduced focus on the coordination and 

planning of fire breaks, and strategic fuel 

reduction plans for areas located within 

the municipality (but not located on 

public land) 

These concerns were discussed at length 

following changes to the composition and 

process of Municipal Emergency 

Management Planning Committees since 

about 2014 and both CFA and VFBV have 

previously identified a number of areas for 

improvement. 

Given it has now been over 20 months since 

these amendments were made, VFBV believes 

it would be timely to review how well these 

changes have worked.  

 

 

 

 

In particular, given that CFA’s audit powers 

were removed from the CFA Act, and this 

responsibility now sits with EMV, VFBV urges 

IGEM to seek to review the effectiveness of the 

new Emergency Management Planning 

Committee’s and audit their performance – 

particularly in the areas of fire planning and 

prevention activities. 

Despite mandatory requirements having 

been removed, VFBV is also aware of 

municipalities that have continued on with 

their municipal fire management committees 

and continue to support and encourage 

brigade and volunteer involvement. 

These municipalities should be held up as 

positive role models, and recognised for their 

best practice engagement and support. 
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Victoria’s emergency management sector relies heavily on CFA volunteers. They are a vital 

resource in the protection and resilience of Victorian communities. 

The longevity of fire seasons will continue to have a significant impact upon volunteers. 

Therefore, it is essential now more than ever, to understand what are the key issues affecting 

their welfare and efficiency. 

 

The VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 

Survey is an initiative of Volunteer Fire 

Brigades Victoria (VFBV) and is conducted 

each year in Victoria. This annual survey was 

designed by and for volunteers and has been 

conducted since 2012. 

In a volunteer-based organisation such as 

CFA, it is vital to have a culture, policies and 

organisational arrangements that are well-

tuned to encourage, maintain and strengthen 

the effectiveness, morale and capacity of 

those volunteers. 

If these settings are not right, CFA risks losing 

volunteers and will struggle to sustain the 

capacity and effectiveness of the volunteers 

who deliver a world-respected emergency 

capacity essential to Victoria’s safety and 

resilience.  Given the decline in volunteer 

numbers reported by CFA in 2018 and 2019, it 

becomes even more important. 

The VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 

survey gives CFA and other decision-makers 

clear feedback, directly from volunteers. 

about the issues that are affecting volunteer 

efficiency and welfare. 

The survey measures what volunteers say is 

important to their welfare and efficiency, and 

how they think CFA is performing according to 

what they are experiencing on-the-ground. 

The survey is one of the biggest volunteer-

based emergency services welfare and 

efficiency surveys in Australia. As such it plays 

an important role to give a voice to volunteer 

views. 

The survey provides evidence-based, 

quantitative and qualitative data on matters 

of importance to volunteers.  

The survey was designed with expert, 

independent organisational and people 

performance consultants and informed by 

broad consultation with volunteers on what 

issues were most important to them.  

Following this consultation, a series of 

statements were developed that were 

identified as being most critical to volunteer 

welfare and efficiency.  
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Statements are grouped into seven key 

themes, within which are several questions.  

There are also specific statements relating to 

volunteer’s overall satisfaction levels and 

future intentions. 

Survey Scoring 

The survey instrument (Survey Monkey) uses 

a Likert scale (a scale used to represent 

people’s attitudes to a topic) to measure the 

Importance that a particular factor represents 

for the respondent and then also for the 

respondent’s view of the Performance of that 

particular factor.  

A score of 10 indicates that the factor has high 

Importance or Performance for the 

respondent. While a score of 1 indicates low 

Importance or Performance for that topic. 

 

The Gap between how closely Performance 

meets the expectation of Importance, is 

referred to as the Volunteer Welfare and 

Efficiency Level (VolWEL) outcome.  

The VolWEL outcome is a way to simply 

illustrate where things are working well or 

what needs attention. A high VolWEL outcome 

is a sign that things are not working well and 

by what degree volunteer expectations are 

not being met. A low VolWEL outcome is a sign 

that things are working well and indicates 

that volunteer expectations are closer to 

being met. 
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While at time of submission the 2019 results were not yet finalised, an excerpt of the 2018 results 

are included below, with the full report attached at the back of this submission. 

The 2018 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey attracted responses from 2,541 CFA volunteers.  

The following graph displays the summary VolWel across each of the surveys seven themes for the 

Victorian results. 
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The key observations from the 2018 survey based on responses to individual statements were: 
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The 2018 VolWEL results are largely 

consistent with the previous seven years. The 

areas that had the highest VolWEL when the 

survey was introduced in 2012 are still the 

areas causing the highest levels of 

dissatisfaction among volunteers. 

The most notable trend over the past seven 

years has been the lack of movement on 

issues identified by volunteers as seriously 

impacting them. More needs to be done to 

address issues that volunteers say are 

significant concerns.  

The most significant shift was a decline in the 

perception of training, with a particularly 

poor rating among volunteers in brigades 

serving urban communities.  

Cooperation across CFA also remains a 

significant concern for volunteers.  

While volunteers felt that consultation and 

involvement in decision-making at their 

brigade level was among the best performing 

areas, consultation and involvement in 

decision making at corporate CFA level was 

the single worst performing measure.   

Many volunteers include the State 

Government as ‘corporate CFA’, based on the 

anecdotal feedback used to help analyse the 

results.  

 

 

The results highlight the most critical issues 

that need to be addressed if CFA is to maintain 

and strengthen its volunteer capacity as it is 

obliged to do under the Act.  

With such a strong participation rate, these 

results are a true indicator for CFA’s volunteer 

workforce.  VFBV remains committed to 

working with CFA and the State Government 

to encourage short and long-term actions 

that will sustain and strengthen this vital 

resource. 

Full results of the survey, including theme 

breakdown is attached to this submission. 
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CFA volunteer surge capacity is the ability to 

field thousands of trained, experienced 

volunteer firefighters at short notice while at 

the same time maintaining normal day to day 

service delivery and protection of local 

communities.   

  

One of the fundamental benefits of the CFA 

volunteer based model is the depth of 

capacity and capability it provides to 

maintain response across Victoria to 

widespread, large scale, multiple and 

concurrent emergencies whilst maintaining 

local fire cover for the rest of Victoria.  

 

The blue dots on the map above show the 

location of CFA volunteer brigades across 

Victoria that provide a network of brigades all 

contributing to volunteer surge capacity. 

 

CFA volunteers attend local fires, day to day 

emergencies and major disasters anywhere in 

the state.  

 

 

They are professionally trained and equipped 

for all fire risk situations - from houses, shops 

and factory fires to major hazards, bushfires 

and motor vehicle accidents. 
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Your local CFA volunteer brigade is much 

more than just 3 or 4 firefighters on duty – it’s 

dozens of volunteer firefighters on call and 

ready whenever needed 24 hours a day 7 days 

a week. Every day of the year. 

 

 

This regular activation results in a well-

motivated, exercised and prepared 

emergency force that maintains operational 

readiness across the whole year. This not only 

keeps communities safe but ensures the 

highest levels of firefighter safety due to 

frequent use of their skills. 

 

 

 

CFA’s huge volunteer numbers mean we have 

the ability to combat multiple fires at a time 

and keep supplying firefighters on the ground. 

Often for weeks, months or more as required. 

 

A huge portion of our CFA volunteer surge 

capacity comes from the ever-growing outer 

metropolitan Melbourne and provincial cities.  

So maintaining our volunteer numbers in 

these areas is vitally important for Victoria. 
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These volunteers from outer metro along with 

CFA volunteers right across the state means 

we have thousands of trained, experienced 

volunteer fire-fighters in the field ready to be 

deployed every hour of the day and we can 

keep supplying these firefighters for weeks at 

a time wherever they are needed. 

 

 

This enormous surge capacity is recognized 

by fire experts as one of the most 

fundamental benefits of the CFA volunteer 

workforce. 

They are embedded in cities, suburbs, regions 

and even the smallest rural communities.  

 

 

 

 

The 2009 Bushfires Royal Commission said 

that the CFA volunteer surge capacity, 

together with the local knowledge and the 

ability of CFA volunteer fire brigades to 

mobilise a rapid response was a key strength 

during the 2009 Black Saturday Fires. 

 

This capacity is not just demonstrated during 

summer, but across the entire year. The 2014 

Hazelwood Mine Fire is just one example of a 

non-bushfire emergency that extended over 

45 days and required thousands of well-

trained volunteers. And this volunteer surge 

capacity is essential for Victoria’s continuing 

ability to deal with large fires. 
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The following graph shows the devastating impact on Victorian CFA volunteer numbers over 

recent years following the announcement of the Victorian Government’s Fire Services Reform. 

The red line indicates the time period where the Premier intervened and the Victorian 

Government’s position changed, resulting in the resignation of the Emergency Services Minister.  

As the graph shows, volunteer recruitment following each year’s fire season is still healthy, 

highlighting the importance of working on volunteer retention and satisfaction.  
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Longer and more intense fire seasons, as well 

as an increase in frequency of multiple 

concurrent events, require a very large force 

of volunteer firefighters. As this season has 

shown, we can’t always rely on pulling down 

reserves from other State’s should they also 

be impacted at the same time.  

Large numbers of volunteers have 

traditionally been drawn from all over the 

State, with highly urban/populated 

communities responsible for contributing a 

very large number of additional volunteers for 

state-wide surge capacity. The impact of 

Victoria’s recent reform legislation and the 

creation of FRV and associated changes will 

be felt most strongly in these highly urban 

densely populated communities. 

Volunteers require respect, recognition and a 

purpose for them to continue to be engaged. 

 Training, volunteer support and operational 

utilisation are also critical factors in retaining 

them and maintaining operational readiness 

for deployment.   

Since the introduction of Victoria’s highly 

controversial and divisive fire services reform, 

the number of CFA volunteers has dropped 

markedly.  

VFBV remains very concerned that this 

frontline ready force may continue to be 

diminished with the conversion of CFA areas 

into FRV in urban and regional areas later this 

year. It remains to be seen what moving 

volunteers to ‘support’ only roles will have on 

long term numbers as will the rate at which 

the FRV footprint is expanded.  

Historical evidence demonstrates that when 

volunteer roles are diminished or they feel 

their contribution is no longer valued or 

respected, they disengage. For many 

volunteers, this means finding a different 

avenue with a different organisation where 

their contribution to their community is 

better spent.  

Experienced volunteer firefighters take many, 

many years to grow, develop and train. 

Current volunteer statistics only report on the 

gross numbers of volunteers ‘on the books’, 

and therefore reflect ‘new joins’ the day they 

register or graduate. Volunteer resignations 

on the other hand only counts those 

volunteers who have formally resigned.  

These factors mask the true impact of the 

significant years of service being lost from the 

organisation when veteran volunteer 

firefighters move on, or where they simply 

‘withdraw’ or reduce their services without 

formally resigning.         

In response to the concerns we have been 

raising, agency representatives have pointed 

out that CFA only draws down just over half of 

its available numbers each year.  

This ignores the fact that of course not every 

volunteer will be available at exactly the same 

time. The ratio of available firefighters to 
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those in use at any one time is built into fire 

service long term planning.  

For example, career firefighters are planned 

for by a 1:5 ratio which means for every 

firefighter on shift, you have to hire 5 to 

account for planned leave and off shift time. 

Additional firefighters are hired to cover 

unplanned relief arrangements.   

The same logic should not be dissimilar for 

volunteers. Those that are available and 

active will change over time. 

A cradle to grave volunteer model ensures 

flexibility to account for changes in lifestyle 

and career/family changes, or life pressures 

such as starting a family or new business. A 

flexible model that buffers this ebb and flow 

of availability is key to its long-term success 

and sustainability. 

This year’s reports from interstate services 

experiencing volunteer overcommitment that 

in some cases has hurt their livelihoods 

provides early warning signs that current 

pools are becoming strained, and therefore 

need to be grown and topped up. 

Volunteers are calling for bi-partisan support 

for initiatives that protect, encourage, 

support and strengthen Victoria’s emergency 

management volunteer surge capacity to best 

prepare Victoria for future disasters.  

Clearly, Victorians continue to be attracted to 

joining CFA as volunteers. This is continually  

demonstrated through healthy recruiting 

figures. VFBV maintains that declining 

satisfaction among CFA volunteers is a 

serious threat to retaining them.  

Recruitment, retention and respect go hand 

in hand with ensuring Victoria has a volunteer 

pool strong and resilient enough to meet 

future peak load demands.  

History shows us that volunteers must have 

meaningful roles to motivate and encourage 

them. 

VFBV is now working hard with Government 

and CFA to try and heal the divisions that we 

never wanted but that have been created by 

the agenda of recent years.  

We have actively discouraged volunteer 

resignations and called for volunteers to unite 

behind our common cause in putting our 

communities first and protecting lives and 

property. However we remain deeply 

concerned about the impact the 

Government’s and CFA’s actions are having 

on their volunteers. 

VFBV is committed to working hard with the 

Government, agencies and all stakeholders to 

find common ground as we move towards 

implementation of Victoria’s new model. 

However, we have hard work ahead of us to 

mitigate some of the worst aspects of these 

changes, but remain committed to our 

communities and building a Safer Victoria. 
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CFA and the wider emergency management 

sector culture, work practices and work force 

management arrangements need to be 

designed and managed to support, 

encourage and strengthen Victoria’s 

emergency management volunteers. 

Because the volunteer based approach is core 

to achieving community capacity, community 

sharing responsibility and the service 

capacity required in Victoria, the CFA culture 

(and the emergency management sector 

culture overall) need to be deliberately 

designed and actively managed to ensure all 

personnel understand, are trained and are 

held accountable to act in ways that 

encourage, maintain and strengthen the 

capacity of volunteers.  

In addition to their firefighting or technical 

roles, this underlying role of maintaining and 

building volunteer (and community) capacity 

makes the contribution of paid staff even 

more valuable than many people recognise. 

Certainly, volunteers know and value the 

contribution paid staff make, particularly at 

the brigade and local level and wherever it is 

working well, it is deeply appreciated by 

volunteers and VFBV.   

The need for all personnel to be skilled and 

committed to encouraging, maintaining and 

building volunteer capacity means that CFA 

staff need to be carefully selected, highly 

trained, values driven and well recognised for 

the crucial role they perform in supporting 

and sustaining thriving volunteerism.  This 

cannot be left to chance and requires active 

leadership from the top down.   

 

Workforce Design 

Recent CFA and VFBV surveys suggest there is 

opportunity for significant improvement in 

this area. Workforce design should be 

structured to deliver and reward work 

systems, roles, values, behaviours, work 

design and performance that achieve this 

outcome. 

For CFA this means that work arrangements 

(hours of work, rosters, responsibilities etc.) 

workforce configuration (roles; position 

descriptions; human resource planning and 

deployment principles; promotion and 

reward frameworks; development and 

promotion systems) training and 

development; accountability frameworks; 

core governance processes; and 

leadership/management focus and so on 

should be intentionally designed and held 

accountable to  support the CFA volunteer 

based and fully integrated culture and work 

arrangements.   

The review by His Honour David Jones (2011) 

covers these issues extensively and still 

provides a blueprint for needed actions on 

many issues. 
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Volunteer Utilisation 

Increasingly volunteers express a view that 

they frequently feel they are treated as 

second class members of the sector simply 

because they are not paid. 

Whilst this points to issues of attitude and 

culture they are increasingly reflected in CFA 

management arrangements and industrial 

agreements affecting the best utilisation of 

volunteers.  

It is troubling to many volunteers that CFA 

leadership and senior management do not 

appear to be addressing this issue, including 

giving a lead by their own actions, to 

engender more positive attitudes and thus 

better use of volunteers.  

In fact, until recently at least, CFA leadership 

and senior management have, perhaps 

unwittingly, reinforced the growth in negative 

attitudes and treatment of volunteers by their 

actions. This is exemplified by:  

• workforce arrangements entered into by 

CFA leadership over the last few years;  

 

• the failure to make volunteers and their 

brigades the subject of organisational 

and budgetary priority in any way 

proportionate to their service delivery 

role through the provision of adequate 

support, training, equipment or 

infrastructure; and 

 

• the failure to comply with the spirit and 

requirements of the Volunteer Charter. 

These failures of leadership, the industrial 

relations environment and reports of growing 

incidences of dismissive attitudes towards 

volunteers at state and local management 

level is giving rise to an increasing incidence 

of underutilisation of experienced and 

qualified volunteers.   

In the past, senior experienced volunteers 

have been employed by CFA as operations 

officers along with others who have come 

from the ranks of paid career staff. This mix of 

backgrounds at this level of operational 

management and coordination helped 

maintain and inter-generationally carry over 

the unique CFA culture underpinning a large 

volunteer workforce integrated with a 

relatively small career staff.  

Such lateral entry for appropriately qualified 

and experienced volunteers is now made next 

to impossible under current arrangements. 

 

Volunteer Charter 

The CFA Act puts beyond doubt that CFA is 

first and foremost a volunteer based 

organisation and importantly that volunteers 

are to be supported by employees in a fully 

integrated manner to deliver CFA services.  

The legislation places the nature of the 

organisational relationship beyond doubt 
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and requires CFA ”… to develop policy and 

organisational arrangements that  

encourage, maintain and strengthen the 

capacity of volunteer officers and members to 

provide the Authority’s services”. 

The effect of this is to create a requirement for 

CFA to give priority to these matters which are 

the enablers of volunteers to deliver the CFA’s 

services in an efficient and cost-effective 

manner. 

This legislation makes clear to the CFA 

leadership, successive governments, other 

relevant stakeholders and the public at large 

the role and responsibility of the CFA to 

engage with, maintain and strengthen its 

volunteer workforce to provide CFA’s fire and 

emergency services to the community.  

In all organisations but even more so in a 

volunteer-based organisation, the 

importance of genuine consultation and 

engagement of volunteers in decisions that 

affect them cannot be overstated.   

A failure to genuinely consult with or listen to 

volunteers and the under-utilisation of the 

knowledge and experience of volunteers is an 

area that still requires significant attention 

despite being clearly identified as a priority 

for improvement by most recent 

reviews/inquiries.   

VFBV Annual Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 

Surveys indicate that volunteers place a very 

high priority on being consulted before 

decisions that affect them are made.   

Whether it be in new policy/initiative 

development, new equipment design, 

systems and support design, training 

delivery, community education or in senior 

roles for which they were trained and used in 

the past, a failure to engage volunteers 

ignores valuable resource/expertise; 

demotivates volunteers and negatively 

impacts on volunteer retention.  Failure to 

consult with volunteers creates a real risk that 

policy, procedure and systems decisions 

might not be practical in a volunteer-based 

organisation 

Volunteers also express deep frustration 

about restrictive workplace agreements and 

the impact these have on creating inequity 

between consultative arrangements for paid 

staff versus those for volunteers.   

Volunteers have no interest in the pay and 

conditions of paid firefighters and respect the 

rights of paid firefighter unions to negotiate 

hard for the best possible pay and conditions 

for their members.  Volunteers also respect 

the rights of paid staff to be consulted about 

matters that affect them.   

Arrangements that affect the ability for 

volunteers to be genuinely and meaningfully 

consulted will continue to have a significant 

impact on the health and viability of CFA’s 

volunteers.   
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Reform Impacts on Base Assumptions 

On July 1st, Victoria will move to a completely new and untested service delivery model as a 

result of Government Fire Services Reform. Developed in secret and without volunteer or 

senior fire service leader involvement, it has the potential to create significant consequences, 

including unintended ones to Victoria’s emergency management base assumptions. 

 

In the case of CFA, there have been many 

significant influences that have already 

impacted and are likely to continue to impact 

negatively on the base assumptions about 

what CFA has been able to deliver in the past.   

Changes to be introduced over the coming 

years to Victoria’s Fire Services as a result of 

the recent Fire Services Reform Bill legislative 

change have the real potential of weakening 

or eroding this vital agency/community 

partnership not only for the CFA service areas 

to be instantly removed from CFA but also for 

future communities removed from CFA 

through anticipated further boundary 

reviews.   

This is contrary to all of the modern thinking 

about community safety and VFBV urges IGEM 

to closely examine the future implications of 

this most recent reform impact as a matter of 

priority. 

VFBV is of a view that the recent fire service 

legislation and the organisational structural 

changes soon to apply to Victoria’s fire 

services set a course that will undo the 

essential strength of CFA’s volunteer capacity 

and vital surge capacity recognised by the 

2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission 

plus some of the good progress made since 

2009.  VFBV is also concerned that the 

outworking’s and flow on impact of this 

recent legislative change will result in an even 

further departure from the intent of 

important findings/recommendations set 

down over the past decade.   

VFBV urges IGEM to focus not only on the 

impact of intended reforms but also to 

understand the impact of these additional 

changes/influences that fundamentally alter 

the foundation assumptions about Victoria’s 

emergency management capacity now and 

for the future. 

Such an assessment would have given better 

understanding of the future context within 

which improvements achieved up until now 

will operate and the likelihood of benefits 

observed to date continuing or not.  Such an 

analysis would also have helped shape the 

implementation and operational design 

detail applying to the recent major legislative 

changes impacting on Victoria’s fire services.   

Without this assessment assumptions about 

how things will work in the future, including 

various reform progress since 2009, are 

potentially flawed.   
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Reform Impacts on Base Assumptions 

VFBV is concerned that the impact of these 

influences have either already weakened the 

fundamental conditions and foundation 

arrangements that existed in the first place or 

are likely to have a significant negative effect 

on CFA base capacity, and therefore Victoria’s 

emergency management arrangements in the 

future.   

At a fundamental level VFBV is concerned that 

the negative impact of the recently 

introduced legislation will out-weigh much of 

the progress made over the past decade.   

Specifically, VFBV has concerns that the 

impact of this legislation will lead to: 

• diminished volunteer firefighting 

capacity particularly for surge capacity 

required during major events;  

 

• diminished volunteer involvement in 

incident management/leadership; 

 

• reduced empowerment of local 

community capacity and engagement of 

local knowledge in areas to be excised 

from CFA responsibility 

 

• more fragmentation and duplication of 

Victoria’s fire services;  

 

• confused operational command and 

control;  

 

• weakened ability for fire agencies to 

control decision making and policy 

settings for operational resource 

allocation, preparedness and 

deployment of resources;  

 

• significant weakening of Victoria’s ability 

to sustain a strong volunteer and fully 

integrated culture;  

 

• restrictions and limits on how volunteers 

are supported, recognised and deployed 

in Victoria; and  

 

• unreasonable external interference on 

resource allocation, costs of services, 

standards and priority setting. 

None of the expert reviews conducted during 

the past ten years recommended the changes 

now enshrined in the 2019 Fire Services 

Reform legislation.  That legislation was 

developed without appropriate consultation, 

without transparent assessment of the 

options and impacts; and without 

implementation detail.   

There is strong and widespread feedback 

from volunteers on the ground who are 

already feeling impacts of the new legislative 

settings; the flow on effects to CFA policy and 

organisational arrangements; and the 

administrative implementation of an 

aggressive and uncompromising industrial 

agenda that includes workplace 

arrangements that work directly against 
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Reform Impacts on Base Assumptions 

encouraging, maintaining and strengthening 

the capacity of volunteers to deliver CFA 

services. 

VFBV and volunteers have repeatedly 

documented and raised concerns about these 

issues over recent years.   

VFBV is seeking a more transparent and 

objective analysis of the underlying 

assumptions and issues raised during the 

passage of this legislation, in particular for 

independent expert assessment of the factors 

critical to future success that will assist to 

shape the next steps of implementation and 

operationalisation of the new legislative 

arrangements.   

VFBV appreciates that this IGEM review will 

not reverse the recently passed Fire Services 

legislation, nor is it likely to judge its 

appropriateness or not. However, we do see a 

strong opportunity for IGEM to make 

recommendations about features and 

principles that will need to be considered in 

developing the interpretation and 

operational detail (much of which is currently 

unknown) required to implement the 

legislation changes and/or to maximise the 

chances of sustaining the best possible CFA 

for the future. 

VFBV believe there is an opportunity for IGEM 

to elevate the debate beyond arguments and 

differing opinions to a more systematic and 

transparent evaluation.  There is too much at 

stake for anyone to simply dismiss concerns 

raised by VFBV and others without proper and 

transparent analysis.   

VFBV also believes there is a need for greater 

ongoing transparency, independent 

inspection and monitoring specifically to: 

• undertake robust and independent 

ongoing impact analysis; 

 

• act as an early warning system should 

capacity deteriorate faster than expected 

 

• provide principles and measures that 

were central to the previous ten years 

reform success that future arrangements 

could be tested against 

 

• guide navigation of the transition to and 

ongoing operation of the new fires 

services arrangements; and 

 

• ensure concerns raised during the 

debate of this legislation DO NOT come 

to fruition and that undertakings made 

about scope/operating intent/limitations 

are delivered.   

Reform is needed to ensure future 

arrangements establish a process for issues to 

be escalated and considered in a more 

constructive, bi-partisan and fully 

transparent manner than has existed in 

recent years.   
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There is general consensus that climate 

change is occurring and will continue to.  

While it is far from unanimous, there is a high 

degree of general consensus that climatic 

conditions are changing or evolving. To a 

certain degree, this concept should be 

unremarkable. Earth’s climate has changed 

over millennia. From periods of high volcanic 

activity through to ice ages, changes to our 

climate are a regular feature of the history of 

our planet over many millions of years. 

When looking at historical factors there is a 

high degree of scientific consensus that the 

influence of earths relative position and the 

slow tilting of the earth on its axis both play a 

significant role as does the amount of energy 

coming from the sun. 

The controversy of climate change appears to 

magnify when the topic of human factors, 

causes and solutions is introduced. These 

areas have elicited a high degree of 

controversy and competing arguments. The 

further politicisation and ‘blame’ campaigns 

that have resulted - have become quite 

unhelpful and resulted in a significant loss of 

public consensus to progress some of the key 

issues to do with climatic change. 

From a Fire Services perspective, volunteers 

thinking on climate change is as broad and 

diverse as that of the general public.  

However, from a representative perspective, 

we are able to focus on the areas where there 

is a high level of consensus. And that is we 

accept that climatic conditions are in a 

constant state of change, and that climatic 

conditions do have a significant impact on fire 

behaviour and are causing an increase 

demand for fire services. This does not 

dismiss or underscore the importance of 

understanding the human impact on climate, 

but this endeavour does not require 

consensus on those topics to accept that our 

climate is changing and will always have a 

significant consequential impact on fire 

services as it is now.  

Australia, and particularly the south east of 

Australia is one of the most fire impacted 

areas in the world. This is due in large part to 

a number of complex interactions but put 

simply involves our population, the location 

of human settlement, our flora, our climate, 

our weather, and our associated land use.  

Other significant factors include the 

management of water storage, catchment 

and general water availability. Of similar 

consequence is the important role that 

management of public, private and crown 

land plays and how this impacts on fuel loads 

and the creation of fire breaks and buffer 

zones. 

From direct observation and experience, it is 

clear that the main effects of climatic changes 

impacting on the fire services can be 

summarised as: 
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• Longer fire seasons, with seasons 

starting earlier and finishing later 

 

• Increased challenges to the conduct of 

planned burning and other fuel 

reduction practices reliant on weather 

and burning 

 

• Greater frequency, duration and intensity 

of bushfires 

 

• Greater frequency of extreme weather 

events involving temperature, humidity, 

wind speed and the dryness of grass and 

flora 

 

• Periods of extended drought placing 

strain on water resources, land use, and 

the environment including a decrease in 

the resilience of the natural landscape to 

withstand and recover from fire 

 

• A higher incident and frequency of 

storms, floods and other natural 

disasters which places further demand 

on emergency services 

These factors continue to have significant 

impacts on our fire services more directly 

such as: 

• Greater frequency and intensity of fires 

requiring a corresponding increase of 

demand on resources 

 

• More difficult fire suppression leading to 

longer campaigns 

 

• More intense and erratic fire behaviour 

which increases the risk to firefighter 

safety 

 

• More prolonged mop-up and patrol of 

fire lines and impacted areas which 

further stretches resources 

 

• Increased fatigue and draw down of 

suppression resources 

 

• Increased demand for water and a higher 

incidence of dry firefighting techniques, 

chemical retardants and heavy 

machinery 

 

• More pronounced impact on community 

resilience with frequency and duration of 

fires increasing that will stretch and test 

community reactions to emergencies 

with communities needing to cope with 

more frequent disruption 

 

• Higher demand for recovery and relief 

services to impacted communities 

 

The need for additional human resourcing is 

likely to be acute to deal with these changes 

and impacts.  
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Higher demand for limited resources and 

equipment will naturally bring cost pressures 

and competing interests.  

For example, over recent years the Victorian 

Government has prioritised investment and 

policy focus on structural fire-services via a 

highly inefficient fully paid model to the 

exclusion of all others.   

Investment in resourcing has been heavily 

biased and done with little to no cost benefit 

analysis or understanding of resulting 

impacts on public value and community 

safety or resilience to deal with large scale 

emergencies. 

Emergency management volunteers make up 

over 95% of the country’s workforce to deal 

with these kinds of natural disasters and 

emergencies. It is therefore unavoidable that 

these impacts will bring with it a need for 

further increased numbers of emergency 

management volunteers and the importance 

of caring, sustaining and protecting them.  

Because of their critical importance, their 

corresponding positive links to building 

community resilience and their generation of 

immense public value - all Governments and 

organisations will need to take positive and 

deliberate action to encourage, maintain and 

strengthen the involvement of emergency 

management volunteers. 

 

In our view, volunteer numbers are being left 

to chance with historical retention being 

heavily reliant on the goodwill of volunteers 

themselves.  

Attributing dropping volunteer numbers 

solely to external factors such as rural decline 

or a change in Australian attitudes to 

volunteering ignores the significant body of 

evidence that shows volunteer satisfaction 

with how they are resourced, supported and 

respected continuing to drop.  

Too frequently, volunteers feel far too much 

emphasis is placed on resourcing volunteer 

recruitment activities as the silver bullet to 

dropping volunteer numbers, ignoring the 

significant issues and feedback from 

volunteers that gets raised time and time 

again that goes to the heart of volunteer 

retention and satisfaction.  

VFBV would urge the commission to 

recommend targeted action, engagement 

and strategies to understand the impact that 

paid resourcing amongst other things in 

particular  is having on agencies ability to 

recruit and retain volunteers, and 

understanding the significant impacts that a 

general lack of resourcing, respect, and 

recognition for emergency management 

volunteers is having on the sector and the 

ability for fire agencies to deal with the 

changing climactic conditions into the future. 
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While acknowledging that the majority of  

volunteers have not yet participated in this 

seasons debrief or after action review process 

due to COVID-19 restrictions - VFBV is highly 

complementary of the activation and 

deployment of the Australian Defence Forces 

during the 2019/20 Fire Season and 

congratulates the Commonwealth and 

Victorian Governments for their quick and 

decisive activation of support to Victoria.  

We were similarly impressed by the apparent 

good will and close cooperation displayed 

between the Victorian Premier and the Prime 

Minister during the height of the campaign 

and the successful collaboration resulting in 

the highly successful deployments. 

Anecdotal feedback received from volunteers 

on the ground was overwhelmingly positive, 

with high praise for the professionalism, 

commitment, knowledge and experience of 

our defence forces and reservists. 

Interaction between volunteers and the 

defence forces appeared seamless with 

strong mutual respect and appreciation for 

each other’s role and shared goal in working 

together to the community’s aid.  

We believe this success comes down to one of 

the key differences between this season’s 

deployments and previous ones, and that was 

the scope and role of deployments were 

clearly defined and directed to areas of best 

effort and need. 

This therefore avoids duplication or 

underutilisation of resources in other areas.  

By directing effort to recovery operations, 

State based suppression agencies were 

able to focus on firefighting operations.  

Of immense benefit to suppression activities 

was the defence forces role in the opening 

and clearing of roads in particular.  

As falling trees are one of the largest risks to 

firefighters, the defence forces role in 

supporting with the management of 

dangerous trees was critical and very well 

received by volunteers. 

From a community perspective, the defence 

forces role in the restoration of critical 

community infrastructure such as power, 

water and other services is believed to have 

made a significant impact to fire affected 

communities during their recovery stages.  

The defence forces ability to access difficult 

areas and provide world class engineering 

and subject matter expertise was evident in 

how quickly and effectively operations were 

conducted. 

The self-sufficient nature of the defence 

forces logistics and operations also meant 

that the deployments had negligible impact 

on firefighting base camp operations and 

logistics which is of significant benefit as 

these resources are often stretched and 

operating at capacity during campaign fires. 
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Similarly, access to heavy equipment and 

vehicles that could traverse the difficult 

terrain and dangers inherent in fire impacted 

areas was of significant benefit.   

With access to private equipment from the 

timber industry projected to fall in coming 

years, the need to be able to access this 

equipment is likely to be even more 

important in the future. 

We would also recommend that defence force 

deployments be done in consultation and 

with cooperation by the State’s and 

Territories, ensuring that such deployments 

are integrated into the State command and 

control arrangements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This ensures single line of control remains in 

place, and that incident management retains 

oversight and control of all resourcing to a 

current incident.  

The single line of control principle was one of 

the key outcomes from the 2009 Victorian 

Bushfires Royal Commission. 
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The payment scheme stablished by the Commonwealth Government during this season’s 

bushfires has been controversial amongst volunteers. 

We wish to acknowledge from the outset that 

we appreciate the intent of the scheme and 

acknowledge the scheme was borne from a 

genuine desire to help and support 

volunteers.  

Because the scheme was developed without 

any consultation with either us or our 

National body CAVFA, it therefore missed out 

on valuable advice and guidance that could 

have been provided to ensure the scheme was 

fair and equitable and designed in such a way 

to best support those it was intended to help. 

VFBV is not in favour of volunteers 

receiving income for their voluntary 

firefighting service. We support expense 

reimbursement for out of pocket expenses 

and compensation and benefits available 

to all volunteers that are designed to 

predominately recognise their selfless 

contribution to their communities. 

Feedback from volunteers has been that if 

benefits and payments to volunteers are 

expected by individuals, the spirit of 

volunteerism could be destroyed.  

Volunteers are proud to be volunteers. They 

do what they do out of love for their 

communities and as a way of giving back.  

Their bravery and selflessness lie at the very 

heart of the enormous respect and trust that 

the community has for them. And while we 

are deeply humbled that the public may 

support volunteers being paid for what they 

do, it is fundamentally against everything 

volunteers stand for.  

From a national perspective, there are around 

6 million volunteers in Australia, with over 

500,000 in the emergency management 

sector, and over half of those being involved 

in fire and rescue services. 

Volunteering Australia defines volunteering 

as “time willingly given for the common good 

and without financial gain.” 

The United Nations defines volunteering as 

“‘An action carried out voluntarily, according 

to an individual’s own free will, not 

undertaken for financial reward nor 

stipulated by law, contract or academic 

requirement, and done for the common 

good.” (UN 2011:3-4). 

VFBV supports these definitions and our 

fundamental view is there should be no 

payment to volunteers for their service as 

volunteering one's time is a gift to the 

volunteer's community. When income is 

attached, the service is no longer given freely, 

and it is no longer volunteering. 

Results from VFBV’s annual Volunteer Welfare 

and Efficiency survey confirms that 

overwhelmingly CFA volunteers contribute 

their time for one of two main reasons; to help 
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protect the community they live in; and a 

sense of fulfilment in supporting their 

community in a meaningful way. 

Out of Pocket Expenses 

While CFA volunteers are firm that they do not 

want to be paid for their services, they are 

however, just as firm in their view that being a 

volunteer should not be a cost to the 

individual.  

VFBV is of the view that volunteers should not 

be out of pocket for the contribution they 

make to their communities. Policies therefore 

need to be well designed and considered so 

they are sensitive to these factors ensuring 

addressing expense reimbursement does not 

undermine the volunteer ethos. 

Items such as transport costs, personal 

expenses, clothing and equipment 

reimbursement and communication costs 

legitimately incurred in undertaking their 

volunteering should be considered for 

reimbursement. 

There is some interest within the volunteer 

movement for an analysis of the other 

opportunities that may exist for the improved 

recognition of volunteers through economic 

support, for example tax incentives and 

insurance premiums or fire service levy 

offsets. The introduction of tax breaks and 

offsets and the like would reflect a token 

recognition of volunteer commitment rather 

than being a true compensation for voluntary 

contribution made (or encouragement 

incentive). 

Any move to consider a different regime of 

reimbursement for out of pocket expenses 

must be carefully considered and well 

thought out due to the administrative 

complexities involved; for example in 

determining reimbursements between those 

active on the fire ground, those performing 

the equally important myriad of support roles 

or those who remain on call within their 

brigade area to ensure ongoing service 

provision within their local community. 

Some organisations like AFAC and EMA have 

advocated for tax breaks for volunteers 

through a flat rate tax rebate. If supported by 

government, this could be applied 

consistently across all volunteers regardless 

of their level of contribution. The tax break 

would more likely reflect a token of 

volunteers' commitment rather than truly 

compensating for the hours involved. 

 

Employer and Self Employed Recognition 

The support of employers and the self-

employed is crucial to the work CFA 

volunteers do in protecting Victorian 

communities from fire. 

It is our belief there is a need to consider the 

role played by employers in permitting 

volunteers to respond to incidents and attend 

specialist training courses during their 
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working hours. The real and hidden cost to 

many employers is significant and we believe 

there is an opportunity to recognise this by 

way of incentives such as tax relief or a form 

of reimbursement for lost productivity similar 

to the army reserve model that was 

recommended in the 2011 Independent 

Inquiry into Effect of Arrangements on 

Country Fire Authority Volunteers, led by 

retired County Court Judge, the Honourable 

David Jones. 

Just as volunteers have a right to choose to 

offer their services, employers should have 

the same right to choose to support 

employees who are volunteers.  

The guiding principle is choice.  

Employers could be encouraged to provide 

leave arrangements to employees who are 

registered emergency service volunteers.  

This would allow employees to negotiate and 

agree leave conditions with their employers 

beforehand and provide timely notice of 

absences for being reasonably absent from 

work to attend emergencies. Government 

rebates or co-payments could support these 

efforts. 

Maintenance of an existing employee benefit 

of income can be seen as being 

fundamentally different from the provision of 

additional income. Payment for emergency 

service leave could be seen as an employer 

donation that supports an emergency service 

volunteer by maintaining an existing benefit.  

It upholds the principle that volunteers 

should not be out of pocket as a result of their 

volunteering while at the same time providing 

recognition of best practice employers who 

equally support their communities during 

crisis. 

 

Diverse Views 

VFBV’s position on payment for volunteers 

has been well documented and broadly 

consulted on over many years. 

VFBV represents 55,000 CFA volunteers. Our 

membership is large and diverse and there 

will always be a broad range of views on any 

given topic. Historically however, when the 

issue of payment for volunteer service has 

been raised, CFA volunteers have 

overwhelming rejected this proposition.   

It must be acknowledged that in the current 

climate and following some very hard years 

where CFA volunteers feel they have been 

very unfairly treated and their 

professionalism disrespected through the 

approach of recent Victorian fire service 

reform debates and inquiries, VFBV has 

consistently warned of the significant 

detrimental impact on volunteer morale and 

resulting diminution of volunteer good will.   
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It remains to be seen how this demoralisation 

and drop in good will translates to shifting 

volunteer attitudes. VFBV urges policy makers 

to not concentrate on short-term one-off type 

reactions, and instead work collaboratively 

and in good faith with peak volunteer 

representative bodies to strategically address 

the barriers and difficulties currently 

experienced by volunteer firefighters. 

 

Welfare Services and Safety Net 

One of the most fundamental responsibilities 

of government and the agencies is to ensure 

the health, safety and welfare of its 

emergency service volunteers. And while 

many do the best they can with the resources 

available to them, in many cases this is simply 

not enough. There remains a very large gap 

between standards for paid employees and 

the conditions that volunteers are often 

expected to just endure, simply because they 

are not paid. 

Improving safety nets and welfare support 

services is also a priority. While there has been 

much progress, there remains much to do.   

Almost all Australian volunteer firefighter 

representative bodies and associations run 

welfare grant type programs to assist 

members suffering from serious financial 

hardship or injury. These programs like so 

many others, rely on government grants, 

subscriptions or public donations to survive.  

For example the last government grant to our 

Welfare Fund was 12 years ago back in 2008. 

These programs could easily be expanded by 

long term investment and support that would 

strengthen the support and protection for 

volunteer firefighters and future generations. 

Technology systems to better track volunteer 

deployment and utilisation would greatly 

assist in identifying over commitment.  

Systems and processes that can detect peak 

demand and over commitment could then be 

used to supplement these areas with 

immediate relief crews and support which 

would prevent volunteer firefighters feeling 

they cannot step away and take a break from 

the fire line. 

 

Future 

Volunteers are proud to be volunteers; that is 

the ethos they live by every day. They work, 

train and deploy out of love for their 

communities. Their bravery and selflessness 

lie at the very heart of the enormous respect 

for and trust in them. 

Volunteers, their families, employers and 

friends all pitch in to support emergency 

management volunteers, financially and in 

kind. We work as a team with like-minded 

volunteers before, during and after disaster 

strikes. 
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The volunteer ethos defends millions of 

Australians, protecting lives and property 

from the ravages of fire and other 

emergencies, year after year. And if we look 

after it well, it will continue to do so long after 

this fire season is over. Therefore, it is vital we 

support and protect it in a way that does not 

undermine the very system and thinking on 

which we rely. 

Long after announcements of new schemes, it 

is those on the ground who then have to make 

it work. Saddling brigades and volunteers 

with additional administrative bureaucracy 

while they sort out who should and shouldn’t 

receive payment is an unwelcome distraction. 

 

Fire Services Levy’s 

One of the most common complaints we hear 

is about the unfairness of CFA volunteers 

having to pay for a fire services levy that funds 

the very service they are providing to the state 

for free.  

Adding insult to injury is the expectation they 

then must fundraise for essential trucks and 

equipment to make up the difference 

between what the government funds and 

what they actually need to keep us all safe.  

Long-term investment in more fire trucks, 

equipment, personal protective equipment 

and clothing is needed desperately. 

 

Tax Deductible Expenses 

From a Commonwealth perspective, there 

has been volunteer discussion about 

recognising emergency management 

volunteers as a special occupation that would 

allow any personal expenses not covered by 

agencies or State Governments incurred 

during the year to be tax deductible just as 

employees can claim work related expenses 

now.  

 

Employer Support 

Employers, self-employed and the business 

sector are often among the unsung heroes 

during massive fire season campaigns.  

Many employers continue to cover wages for 

many of their staff deployed as volunteers, 

not just for fire but in relief and recovery.  

The establishment of federal emergency 

service leave that would allow employers to 

claim for additional entitlements for their 

employees to take leave during declared 

emergencies would inject much needed 

support to grow and sustain Australia’s proud 

and enduring volunteer movement. 

 

Practical Support to Address Issues  

Notwithstanding all of the above, in the 

overall context of key issues currently facing 

CFA volunteers and volunteerism, volunteers 



 

   
 

Payment to Volunteers 

Page 57 of 109 

believe there are matters of far greater 

importance to recognising and retaining 

volunteers than payment for their services. 

CFA volunteers and Brigades are still overly 

reliant on fundraising and one-off 

Government grants programs to fund the 

provision of essential equipment and tools of 

trade. 

Consider that CFA volunteers are running one 

of Australia’s oldest tanker fleets, with trucks 

approaching over 30 years’ service. We have 

volunteers fundraising for basics like trucks, 

station upgrade and maintenance, uniforms, 

torches, first aid supplies, heavy vehicle driver 

licenses, emergency alerting smartphone 

applications and turnout systems to improve 

response times and workwear garments to 

wear for training and station duties to name 

just a few. 

Practical initiatives aimed at directly 

supporting volunteers could include but are 

not limited to: 

• Sustainable truck and station capital 

works programs 

 

• Easy access to new and replacement 

personal protective clothing and 

equipment 

 

• Improved access to training and skills 

maintenance 

 

• Improved insurance and income 

protection 

 

• Effective use of volunteer time and better 

volunteer management practices 

 

• No cost cutting that impact volunteers 

and front-line services 

 

• Respect and recognition for what they 

do, and recognition of their 

professionalism 

 

• Support and investment for volunteer 

welfare funds 

 

• Increased access to counselling and peer 

support services including PTSD 

treatments 

 

• Protections from constraints and 

limitations imposed by industrial 

processes & bureaucracy 

 

• Protection from unintended 

marginalisation of volunteers by 

arrangements for paid staff 

 

• Fair, independent and effective 

complaint and issue resolution processes 

Working with volunteers to understand these 

pressures and empower them to co-design 

the solutions is the most effective way to 

respect our firefighters. 
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There is no aspect of modern emergency management and operations that is not reliant on a 

capable and reliable telecommunications system. 

 

The ability of members of the public to report 

emergencies and provide emergency 

intelligence to the emergency services, the 

mobilization and dispatch of responders, the 

two-way transmission of operational 

intelligence, general command and control of 

assets during operations and providing the 

capacity for incident controllers to alert and 

inform the public response and for local 

command and control of assets is dependant 

on a capable and reliable 

telecommunications system. 

VFBV urges IGEM to investigate progress on 

black spot remediation programs initiated 

following Black Saturday, as well as 

understand the impacts of the NBN 

infrastructure and corresponding fragility this 

has added to emergency service 

telecommunications.  

The loss of power is a predictable and 

frequent occurrence during bushfires, and 

stronger redundancy systems are urgently 

required to protect and maintain 

telecommunications during emergencies. 

VFBV would support the investigation of an 

emergency band or segment of - to be 

reserved on the public mobile phone network 

for use by emergency services during 

emergencies, when congestion is frequently 

reported either due to towers being taken 

offline due to power cuts or increased public 

use during emergencies. 

The issue of radio infrastructure relating to 

bushfire operations was the subject of 

extensive examination and recommendation 

by the Inquiry into the 2002-2003 Victorian 

Bushfires and the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 

Royal Commission.  
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The following issues are considered relevant 

to your inquiry. Acknowledging time 

constraints, the following issues have been 

summarised. 

Total Fire Ban’s 

VFBV delegates have been seeking stronger 

powers and arrangements for Victoria Police 

to investigate and prosecute TFB offences in 

Victoria, including changes that would allow 

police to issue on the spot fines for certain 

TFB offences. 

Consistent feedback over the last several 

years indicates breaches of TFB conditions 

are continuing to occur.  

VFBV is advocating for Victoria Police to be 

provided increased powers to issue on the 

spot infringement notices for the lower order 

offences. This would have an immediate 

impact and send a strong message that illegal 

burns and fires will not be tolerated on high 

risk days. 

Traffic Management Points 

Traffic management points tend to be one of 

the most controversial aspects during 

bushfires and they have a direct correlation 

on community recovery and a link to the 

community’s willingness to evacuate. 

It is our view that improved arrangements for 

residents who decide to remain on their 

properties still have merit. We do however 

wish to acknowledge how difficult TMP’s are 

and the role of police. In our experience the 

vast majority of police officers involved in 

TMP’s are compassionate and do their best to 

enforce the rules with as little impact on the 

community as possible. None of these 

criticisms are directed at them or how they 

have undertaken their role. 

Residents in fire impacted communities 

continue to raise frustrations with volunteers 

that their ability to leave their home to 

restock supplies (such as essential food and 

fuel for their generators) is hampered by 

traffic management points and road closures 

established in the aftermath of large scale 

bushfires.  

While TMP’s are critical to ensure community 

safety, additional flexibility and systems to 

identify and triage residents during different 

phases of the fire should be improved. 

Some residents have expressed a reluctance 

to evacuate or leave well in advance of 

predicted fire danger days as they worry they 

will not be able to return to their properties.  

Flexibility to assist with the reuniting of 

families, especially when communications 

have been knocked out would alleviate a 

considerable amount of community anxiety. 

Wristband systems and the like, can make it 

easier for police to identify and log residents 

and have been very well received in the past. 
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Interstate Deployments 

CFA volunteers provided a significant portion 

of the interstate resources to assist with both 

the Queensland and NSW bushfires. 

Information from debriefs is not available at 

time of this submission, however we expect 

issues likely to arise from debriefs and are 

likely to focus on appliance suitability, duty 

cycles, transport arrangements and tasking. 

Private Assets 

Volunteers remain incredibly supportive of 

private equipment and appliances and their 

importance to suppression and patrol 

activities. 

This includes private community held assets 

(such as brigade owned appliances) as well as 

private equipment held by residents, farmers 

and private industry. 

The importance of this equipment comes to 

the fore every season and should not be 

underestimated. 

Volunteers have recently raised concerns 

about the widening gap of inadequate 

insurance cover, and the agencies 

enthusiasm (or not) to sometimes embrace 

private equipment and the important role it 

plays. 

VFBV urges arrangements be reviewed with 

the intent of strengthening the support and 

protections for private equipment to ensure 

this valuable resource continues to be 

available during future seasons. 

Community Warnings & Evacuations 

VFBV strongly supports the contention that 

the acquisition and analysis of intelligence 

and its timely conversion to information 

suitable for public consumption, can and 

does save lives and minimises the extent of 

property damage during a bushfire. 

The greatest challenge facing emergency 

managers today is the dissemination of 

information and urgent threat messages 

during a dynamic high impact incident. 

The safety of the community and the 

protection of assets and the environment 

must be a shared responsibility between the 

agencies responsible for bushfire prevention 

and suppression and the community. Just as 

the agencies may have a statutory obligation 

to protect the community, the community 

has an equally compelling obligation to take 

steps to personalise the risk, implement 

measures to prepare their properties and to 

take the appropriate action to minimise the 

impact of bushfires on their lives and 

property. 

VFBV maintains that community education 

must be adequately funded to enable 

volunteers and staff to be provided with the 

training and resources to increase community 

penetration of bushfire safety messages. 
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Evidence accrued over many years indicates 

that an appropriate response to community 

information and warnings during a bushfire 

will only occur if the community has 

participated in and understood programs 

designed to ensure adequate steps have been 

taken prior to the event.  

These programs include the need to prepare 

for the likelihood of a bushfire and to agree on 

the actions that the community and 

individual asset owners intend to take in the 

event of a bushfire threat materialising. 

The reason community education and 

engagement programs are so important is 

that many members of the public are required 

to make decisions in bushfire emergencies 

without any personal experience or real 

understanding of the level of risk that they 

may face in a fire.  

The factors that influence individual’s 

decisions is premised upon a sometimes 

unimaginable event and the quite separate 

factors that influence their behaviour when 

impact is imminent. These are extremely 

complex and multi faceted. 

Accordingly, there is no single program or 

“one size fits all” solution. Volunteers support 

new and improved initiatives to continually 

reinforce important fire awareness messages 

within their communities. 

CFA volunteers are central to the delivery of 

community education programs and will 

remain central to the effective delivery of 

current and new community education 

initiatives. 

Review of Warning Effectiveness 

VFBV supports the need for ongoing review of 

the structure of community warning 

messages and alerts that are provided to the 

community, particularly those that require an 

urgent appropriate response to threats 

arising from any emergency.  

It is recognised that the construction and 

content of communication with members of 

the public during times of emergency when 

people are under significant stress requires 

particular analysis and an understanding of 

the psychology of human behaviour. 

Further research and advice to ensure that 

messages not only reach their target 

audience but have the desired reaction is 

critically important.  

People under pressure during an extreme 

event will seek information from wherever it 

is available. If they are unable to obtain up to 

date and accurate information quickly and 

simply from official sources, they will seek it 

from wherever they can.  

If this alternative source does not have 

accurate and timely information, people may 

make decisions that place them at greater 

risk. Accordingly every effort must be made to 

ensure that all official sources are able to 

perform effectively and meet the demands of 
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the community regardless of the 

circumstances. 

Similarly, the receipt of information and the 

subsequent taking of appropriate safe action 

is a joint responsibility between the 

community and the combat agencies and 

should feature predominately in public 

education campaigns. 

Just as emergency services have an 

obligation to provide access to accurate and 

timely information in so far as is possible, 

members of the community have a mutual 

obligation to actively seek information and 

not adopt a passive approach, waiting to be 

informed. 

If messages are to be effective and save lives, 

then they must reach all those at risk. New or 

enhanced multi-modal solutions are required 

that ensure that the whole community has 

access to information during an emergency 

regardless of the individual attributes and 

characteristics of the population. 

Governments must provide the necessary 

budget appropriations to ensure systems and 

processes are implemented that embrace the 

community as a whole. 

Automatic Vehicle Location and Resource 

Tracking 

VFBV supports greater use of automatic 

vehicle location and resource tracking to 

maintain the safety of firefighters and assist in 

MAYDAY procedures.  

Automatic vehicle location (AVL) devices are 

already common in police and emergency 

service vehicles, however other matters in the 

fire services have made their universal 

adoption, use and tracking throughout 

Victorian Fire Services more difficult. The 

majority of CFA appliances now have the 

ability for AVL, however the status and 

location of other Victorian fire service vehicles 

remains unknown. 

Resource Management 

Feedback frequently received from 

volunteers focuses on the need for better 

functional, local Group/Brigade/volunteer 

accessible, resource tracking and 

deployment systems.  Such systems must be 

capable of identifying existing volunteer 

resource capability (individuals skills, roles, 

endorsements, experience etc); recording 

volunteer future availability at least for 

identified known peak demand 

expectations/forecasts; tracking response 

preparedness, advance scheduling and 

supporting deployment; monitoring how well 

the available volunteer resource is being 

utilised; and facilitating proactive local and 

state-wide advance resource planning, 

preparedness and response. 

Once implemented an improved resource 

tracking and deployment system should be 

applied to facilitate improved forward 

planning and notification of potential 

deployment need; speed up the process 
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between incident resource requirement 

decision and notification/request to CFA 

Groups/Brigades to activate resources; and 

maximise the spread of the response burden 

across the available resource base.   

These improvements will help toward 

ensuring the volunteer-based CFA model can 

cope with peak workload and protracted 

major incident demands well into the future 

and help alleviate over commitment of 

individual volunteers.  There will always be 

pressures on volunteers’ time so good 

planning and efficient use of their time and 

skills is fundamental. 

Tasking 

Another issue frequently raised by volunteers 

is the need for better tasking of personnel.   

Once resources have been requested and 

activated it is equally important to ensure 

rapid, and productively focussed deployment 

of those resources at the incident and on the 

fire ground.   

It is important to maintain adequate focus on 

effective use of the time available during each 

deployment cycle.  When deployed 

firefighters are ‘mucked around’ it is 

damaging to morale, a disincentive for them 

returning to another shift cycle, negatively 

impacts employers willingness to release 

volunteers and possibly a lost opportunity to 

get maximum effect from the firefighting 

effort. 

Volunteer IMT Utilisation and Training 

There should be no organisational or 

industrial barriers to volunteers being 

trained, qualified and deployed in any 

emergency service role. In fact, the active 

promotion and facilitation of volunteer 

involvement and front-line deployment in all 

facets of fire and emergency management 

must be an organisational priority. 

Developing, retaining and effectively utilising 

the pool of experienced volunteers for the 

range of critical incident management, 

command and leadership roles is equally 

important and is an area highlighted in 

previous reviews as an area needing 

improvement.   

Building and sustaining the pool of volunteers 

needed for incident management and 

leadership roles requires deliberate, 

proactive and accountable effort by agencies.   

This includes proactive effort to target the 

development of volunteers for senior 

leadership and operational roles; training, 

recognition of prior learning and support to 

make this volunteer career progression as 

easy and mutually beneficial as possible; 

mentoring; and then utilising these 

volunteers after they have been trained and 

endorsed. 

Issues associated with improving volunteer 

access to incident management training; the 

need for better utilisation of trained, 
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endorsed and experienced volunteers; and 

the need for more volunteers to be trained in 

incident management roles was extensively 

discussed during the 2009 Victorian Bushfires 

Royal Commission and VFBV encourages the 

Commission to refer to its relevant references 

and findings on these matters. 

Volunteer skills and performance in Incident 

management and fire ground roles must also 

be recognised and accepted by all agencies 

operating in the emergency management 

sector.   

For example, during the early days of the 

Hazelwood Mine Fire incident in 2014, 

suitably qualified, endorsed and experienced 

volunteers performing vital Sector 

Commander roles were not recognized by 

some MFB & CFA paid staff crews.  It took 

several days for a written directive authored 

by the CFA and MFB Chief Officers to remind 

career firefighters that volunteers performing 

these roles operated within the chain of 

command and were as legitimate as paid 

firefighters performing these same roles. 

Similar objections were raised from career 

crews who objected to other career 

firefighters below the rank of Leading 

Firefighter performing sector command roles, 

highlighting the potential incompatibility 

between incidents managed under the 

principles of AIIMS, where rank is not a factor 

to be considered when selecting personnel 

for incident management roles, compared to 

interpretations that prioritise role by rank and 

do not strictly observe AIIMS in the incident 

command structures. 

 

Protections Against Smoke 

VFBV is keen to see greater research on the 

effects of bushfire smoke and chemicals on 

the health of firefighters and corresponding 

research into appropriate protections. 

A lack of research into bushfires has made 

evaluating increased respiratory protection 

equipment designed for bushfires difficult.  

For example, there are mixed views on 

whether moving from P2 masks to higher 

rated half/full face protection provided by 

encapsulated or P3 masks provides enhanced 

safety.  

Some subject matter experts have suggested 

that higher rated masks offer little 

improvement but create significant increased 

risk to firefighter’s cardiovascular systems. 

This is due to the increased effort that is 

required to breathe, as well as negative 

impacts on metabolic heat and dehydration 

as a result.  

Government support for targeted research 

and development of enhanced personal 

protective equipment and clothing to protect 

firefighters would be very welcome.   
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Infrastructure, Trucks and Equipment 

Volunteers continue to express serious 

concerns with the insufficient level of ongoing 

funding for CFA’s capital budget.  

Current CFA budgets continue to be 

unsustainable and inadequate to fund 

essential infrastructure, trucks, equipment 

and protective clothing.  

Reliant on single year grants or one-off 

project funding to replace ageing assets 

prevents brigades being able to establish or 

plan for long-term sustainable asset 

replacement. Many CFA trucks are now 

exceeding 30 years of age, with current capital 

budgets insufficient to lower the fleet age 

profile. The fleet continues to get older and is 

already one of the oldest in Australia. 

CFA volunteers are routinely required to 

fundraise and tin rattle in their own time to 

raise money for vital station improvements, 

truck replacement, equipment and uniforms.  

This is time that could be spent with their 

families and loved ones, career development 

or on much deserved rest.  No other 

workplace would tolerate employees having 

to donate or fundraise to build their office or 

pay for cleaning services, yet we expect CFA 

volunteers to do this routinely. 

CFA volunteers need support for long-term, 

multiyear funding that will achieve fair and 

equitable capital funding to the same high 

standards as other Fire Services in Victoria. 

Consultation 

With even greater challenges ahead, 

volunteers need a meaningful voice at the 

table.  

Volunteer consultation needs to be a genuine 

two-way process and not simply perfunctory.  

It needs to be done before decisions are made 

and done within a system that it is actually 

capable and effective in influencing 

outcomes. Put simply, it needs to be treated 

with far more respect than has often been 

forthcoming. Strengthening and 

operationalising the Volunteer Charter is a 

key priority and requires a genuine 

commitment and focus. 

In Victoria - CFA volunteers now find 

themselves operating in a consultation 

framework that is unfair and inequitable.  

Despite the fact that they are members of 

CFA, volunteers do not have the same legal 

rights and protections as employees, yet they 

do the same work, operate in the same 

workplaces and are subject to the same risks 

as paid staff.  

They do not have the benefit of external or 

independent appeal processes and the 

system relies entirely on their goodwill and 

good faith to operate. When that goodwill is 

exploited or taken for granted– it not only 

damages the here and now – it leaves behind 

a legacy of distrust and cynicism that lasts 

long into the future. 



 

   
 

Other Matters 

Page 66 of 109 

Victorian Fire and emergency agencies are 

now required to operate under effective veto 

and consult and agree clauses that by design 

exclude all other parties and stakeholders 

other than just one.  In a sector that relies on 

interoperability and people working together 

as one – this creates an inherent difficulty for 

all remaining stakeholders, including 

volunteers. 

Training 

Volunteers remain deeply critical and highly 

dissatisfied with the training arrangements 

provided to them. In particular, volunteers 

year after year report through our annual 

survey that there are not enough training 

opportunities in formats, at times and at 

locations that make it easy for them to 

participate.  

Simply increasing the number of courses will 

not solve the problem. There has to be a 

cultural and organisational change in the way 

CFA provides volunteer training. Long-term 

investment and significant organisational 

and cultural change as to how training is 

provided and delivered to volunteers is 

urgently required.   

Removal of barriers such as restrictive 

training staff availability arrangements and 

poor training ground access and 

arrangements are urgently needed. As to is 

long-term investment in building and 

supporting a volunteer instructor pool that 

can best adapt and meet the unique needs of 

volunteers. 

Secondment of Middle Management 

Victorian legislation will shortly require CFA to 

exclusively second all of its operational 

middle management from an urban paid only 

fire service – FRV. As at writing, details of the 

secondment arrangement, who it covers, 

what input volunteers will have and how the 

CFA Chief Officer will exercise control 

continue to be unclear. 

Volunteers have expressed deep concern 

around these arrangements and the impact 

this will have on a future CFA culture.  

Bullying, Harassment and Discipline 

The issue of bullying and harassment in the 

fire services continues to be an issue of 

concern raised in member surveys. 

Volunteers who participated in the Victorian 

Equal Opportunity and Human Rights 

Commission review remain deeply saddened 

that this work remains unfinished.  

Volunteers more generally are disappointed 

that the fire services sector as a whole is not 

being better supported to investigate and 

weed out instances of systemic bullying and 

harassment across the services.  

Volunteers have long been expressing 

concern for the inadequacies of the current 

discipline systems and processes, and the 

inherent conflict of interest pertaining to fire 
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service officers in effect investigating 

themselves.  

VFBV has raised the potential for a ‘Volunteer 

Ombudsman’ type role that might be created 

to provide some external oversight and 

appeal mechanisms. This role could include 

monitoring and process checks and balances 

for how these kinds of matters are dealt with, 

and by whom. The ability for volunteers to 

access independent representation, legal 

counsel and other support to assist them 

when they are involved in matters of dispute 

are long overdue. 

Volunteer Regulatory Impact Statements 

The adoption of changed policies often 

overlooks the impact on emergency services 

and often excludes engagement with 

emergency management volunteers. 

Two recent examples have provided 

considerable angst amongst volunteers. 

Recent changes to the National Heavy Vehicle 

Law and changes made to the chain of 

responsibility has potentially removed state-

based emergency service exemptions, leaving 

state agencies scrambling to assess impacts.  

The impacts on emergency management 

volunteers in particular is high, especially for 

those volunteers that drive heavy vehicles for 

a living.  

The lack of exemption, or allowance for the 

unique situation volunteers face when driving 

heavy vehicles (fire trucks) as part of their 

emergency service work is a good example of 

unintended consequences resulting from a 

lack of consultation and engagement with 

emergency management volunteers. 

The second example were changes made to 

upgrade the national Training and Assessing 

qualification framework. Again these changes 

were targeted to fix problems in the tertiary 

sector, yet because volunteers frequently 

deliver and instruct under national 

competencies to assist with portability,  

changes to the national framework has 

resulted in all volunteer trainers and 

assessors having to redo or upgrade their 

qualifications.  

Short timelines, the significant contact hours 

required to “upgrade” often involving months 

of work and a lack of funding has caused 

many volunteers to walk away from training 

roles as they feel it is all just getting ‘too hard.’  

This has a significant impact on the capability 

and capacity of the agencies to deliver 

training to volunteer firefighters where and 

when they need it.  

National Fire Danger Ratings 

States and territories continue to use 

different ratings and descriptions for Fire 

danger ratings that are often displayed on 

FDR signs and used to communicate fire 

danger to communities. This causes 

confusion with media that is based in one 
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state but is broadcast in another, interstate 

visitors and those who reside along state and 

territory borders. 

With a review established in 2011 in 

cooperation with the bushfire CRC - progress 

appears to be very slow. Volunteers are keen 

to engage more closely with the review and to 

see momentum in completing this important 

work. 

VFBV has also been raising concerns with CFA 

about the continued reliance on manual Fire 

Danger Rating Signs across Victoria that 

require CFA volunteers to physically change 

or update them. Often these signs are located 

on busy roads and arterials that do not have 

sufficient parking which makes their updating 

dangerous.  

Increased support and funding for electronic 

signs that can be updated remotely will not 

only relive volunteers of the burden of having 

to update these signs (often multiple times a 

day) but will also remove a significant safety 

concern impacting our members. 

Residential Sprinklers 

Government support to encourage the 

adoption and retrofitting of residential 

sprinklers would be very welcome.  

Emerging research has shown these systems 

are now becoming affordable and safe and 

provide significant community safety 

benefits. Pilot programs run in New Zealand 

and North America show very promising 

results.   

Land Use Planning, Zoning and 

Development 

Volunteers are keenly interested in this work 

and acknowledge the significant role each 

plays during emergencies and natural 

disasters. 

Given the complexity and variance of the 

differing State and Territory approaches to 

these schemes, tight timelines have not 

provided an opportunity for this work to be 

revisited in detail.  

This was a significant issue of interest to the 

Victorian 2009 Bushfires Royal Commission 

and we would urge IGEM to review the status 

and effectiveness of changes made following 

Black Saturday. 

Army Reservists Model 

VFBV is keen to pursue a review of the defence 

force reservists’ model which provides 

specific protections, rights and 

responsibilities for members of the Defence 

reserves with a view to seeing what could be 

adapted to provide similar protections for 

emergency management volunteers. 

For example, defence force reservists have 

additional protections under the Defence 

Reserve Service (Protection) Act 2001, in 

addition to those protections afforded under 

the Fair Work Act. 
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Protections and entitlements include: 

• Protection from discrimination, 

disadvantage or dismissal from their 

normal workplace for reasons associated 

with their defence service 

 

• The right to be released and reinstated  

 

• Employer/Employee leave policies 

 

• Employer Support Payment Scheme 

 

• The Office of Reserve Service Protection 

Volunteer Protection Orders 

NSW RFS have a system in place that 

empowers their Commissioner to issue a 

Volunteer Protection order. This provides 

some similar protections as that given to 

Defence Force reservists but is designed 

specifically for fire service volunteers but only 

during certain fires or campaigns. 

VFBV would be keen to pursue a review that 

would investigate expanding this style of 

system to Victoria. 

Occupational Health & Safety 

Victorian volunteers have largely missed out 

on the significant improvements that would 

have come with the harmonisation of 

Australian OH&S rules.  

While the Victorian legislation creates a 

general duty of care for volunteers, it does not 

extended this general duty with other 

legislated protections that are in place and 

afforded to employees and paid firefighters. 

For example, The Victorian OH&S Act does 

not extend to volunteers the specific legally 

binding protections of a: 

• Duty of employers to consult with 

volunteers in identifying, assessing o 

making decisions on hazards and 

determining the membership of any 

health and safety committee 

 

• The right to establish designated 

volunteer work groups  

 

• The right to designate volunteer health 

and safety representatives for each 

volunteer workgroup 

 

• Protection of volunteers against coercion 

in matters of health and safety 

 

• Right of inspection 

 

• Right to issue or serve a provisional 

improvement notice 

 

• An obligation for their agency to train 

volunteer health and safety 

representatives and attend courses 

 

• Protections for the establishment and 

regular holding of health and safety 
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committees at least once every 3 months 

 

• Prohibition on discrimination against a 

volunteer because of their involvement 

as a health and safety representative 

 

This is not an exhaustive list, and there are a 

complex interpretations of how various 

sections apply to volunteers. 

However as can clearly be seen, the law does 

not provide the same clear and direct 

protections for emergency management 

volunteers as it does for employee’s.  

VFBV submits that given emergency 

management volunteers make up the bulk of 

the emergency management workforce and 

operate in a very dangerous environment - 

this is a significant oversight and gap worthy 

of review and investigation.  
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There is a long history of understanding traditional fire, with early explorers and settlers’ 

journals depicting how fire was used by our traditional owners continually in the landscape. It 

is common to see fire being used to manage the land frequently depicted in early paintings 

and sketches.  

 

VFBV has been very supportive of CFA over 

recent years increasing its support for 

programs and workshops to increase 

firefighter knowledge and experience with 

indigenous cultural burning and fire 

management practices. CFA volunteers have 

welcomed and embraced these programs, 

and response has been overwhelming 

positive in wanting to further these programs 

and incorporate these practices into current 

systems. 

Over recent years CFA volunteers have been 

attending workshops and burn camps with 

traditional owners in Cape York. 

Key outcomes, themes and learnings of these 

pilot programs has been: 

• Understanding the aboriginal culture and 

how important fire is to their culture; 

around their connection, understanding 

and reading of the country, and 

understanding the seasons and how 

seasons play a role in the burning 

process 

 

• How thorough their fire planning is 

learning the detail of different lighting 

patterns and approaches 

 

• Traditional practices understand the 

complexity of the forest and the eco 

system; the timing of fire burning which 

is not planned by dates on a calendar, 

but rather is more around watching the 

environment and using seasonal changes 

with triggers based on activities eg. 

crocodiles laying eggs earlier etc. and is 

timed around different functions in the 

eco system.  If burning occurs at the 

wrong time, will get the wrong intensities 

in the fire, so have to wait and let the 

country tell you when to burn 

 

• Opportunity to combining the ancient 

skills of Traditional burning with the 

modern technology of satellites and 

other systems, to plan for burns and 

more appropriately cater to the delicate 

eco systems of our forests  

 

• Traditional practices typically place more 

emphasis on understanding the eco 

system and its importance when 

burning, considering the timing of the 

burning, the burn frequency and the 

different lighting patterns to best suit the 
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eco system 

 

• Traditional owners have been very 

generous in sharing their knowledge and 

have been very keen for fire services to 

learn and observe their traditional 

practices. There is a deep respect and 

willingness that embraces knowledge 

sharing. 
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VFBV has previously made submission on this topic, including through the 2009 Victorian 

Bushfires Royal Commission. 

 

VFBV supported the recommendation made 

by Counsel Assisting to increase the annual 

target for planned burning on public land.  

We further submitted that where public land 

adjoins residentially developed communities 

fuel reduction measures should be 

undertaken with the sole and specific 

objective of affording maximum protection to 

that community. 

Volunteers are of the strong belief that a 

significant increase in planned burning is 

necessary to reduce the impact of bushfire on 

lives, property and community infrastructure. 

Because of the land tenure arrangements in 

Victoria, we have also previously spoken 

strongly on the need for tenure-blind planned 

burn planning, as well as the importance of 

treating private property in addition to 

public/crown land.  

Whilst the impact of fire in any particular 

community may in some cases be transmitted 

from public land, the continued propagation 

of fire within a particular community occurs 

from either vegetation within the community, 

predominately on private land and from 

ember attack resulting from these and other 

urban fuels (house to house or structure to 

structure).  

We submit that any debate on the issue of fuel 

management that does not consider the issue 

of fuel reduction on private land also - is 

seriously lacking as it fails to address the 

principle source of fire spread from 

uncontrolled fire in the urban rural interface. 
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There is strong consensus amongst volunteers that planned burning remains a fundamental 

and key activity to managing fuel loads and reducing the risk of bushfire. The most common 

complaint received from brigades concerning planned burns is the difficult and complex 

approval processes in place and the barriers to actually performing them. 

 

In 2013 VFBV and CFA undertook extensive 

engagement with CFA volunteers to test and 

report on volunteer attitudes towards 

planned burning. The overwhelming 

feedback from volunteers was they felt more 

should be done and they rejected many of the 

reasons often provided as to why volunteer 

involvement in planned burning has been 

declining. 

It confirmed that rather than a lack of support 

from volunteers, or time pressures on their 

availability, the real reason for the drop was 

attributable to ever increasing administrative 

and legal barriers that was making the 

conduct of planned burns increasingly more 

difficult. 

Smaller windows of opportunity due to 

climate change has only exasperated the 

problem. 

VFBV would urge the Commission to 

investigate alternate strategies to adapt to 

perceived higher risks of conducting planned 

burns with appropriate mitigation strategies.  

In the view of volunteers, too often burns 

have been cancelled due to minor changes to 

weather conditions, where simply scaling up 

the on-hand suppression resources may have 

adequately mitigated the increased risk. 

Our research found that if the following 

principles are factored into the design of any 

future approach, volunteers could be more 

heavily involved in planned burning: 

• Brigade/volunteer participation should 

always be optional, and encouraged 

rather than mandated; 

 

• Timing of burns (cognizant of 

weather/fuel condition windows) needs 

to consider lead times and timing for 

best engagement of volunteers; 

 

• Volunteers need to be engaged in peak 

activities, and not just the patrolling and 

menial tasks; 

 

• Utilise volunteer involvement to improve 

the state’s capacity to treat priority risks 

in a timely manner – not simply a money 

saving exercise; 

 

• Planned burning treatments must be 

strategic and be perceived to actually 

matter, broad acre burns with very little 

strategic value will not be given high 



 

   
 

Volunteer Attitudes to their Involvement in 

Planned Burning 

Page 75 of 109 

priority by volunteers;   

 

• Arrangements and processes need to be 

flexible and volunteer friendly in order to 

minimise the affect on volunteer work, 

family and life balance and maximum 

volunteer availability; 

 

• Volunteer involvement in planned burn 

activities needs to be recognised and 

count towards training and skills 

maintenance; 

 

• Tasking needs to fair and equitable – 

volunteers skills and experience needs to 

be recognised, respected and effectively 

deployed; 

 

• Volunteers time must be highly valued, 

and not seen to be wasted and under 

valued; 

 

• Volunteers must have confidence that 

the plans and objectives are both 

strategic and of high value to reducing 

the risk; and 

 

• Engage volunteers in the planning and 

decision making about planned burning 

priorities.  Seek to engage volunteers in 

the treatment of local priority risks.  

Volunteers will prioritise risks within 

their own communities first – if they feel 

the hazards in their own community are 

not being taken care of they will be less 

likely to assist elsewhere. 

 

 

It was VFBV’s assessment following our 2013 

study that clearly past practices have either 

discouraged volunteer involvement or left 

volunteer involvement to chance.   

VFBV’s conversation with volunteers and our 

assessment of the survey responses suggests 

that the current barriers to volunteer 

involvement are due to past practice and 

culture and not volunteer willingness and 

availability.   
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In 2013 VFBV and CFA coordinated a survey of all brigades to understand their attitudes towards 

planned burning. 452 Brigades provided a written response. 

 

Importance 

 

• Volunteers consider planned 

burning to be very important 

 

• Burns conducted on high priority 

strategic area’s (life/asset 

protection burns) are considered 

more important than low value 

broad scale burns 

 

• Volunteers believe that strategic 

burns on private land that 

contribute to life & asset protection 

within their communities - should 

be counted as part of the State’s 

overall burn targets, as they are 

equally, if not sometimes more 

important than remote burns 

conducted exclusively on public 

land 

 

• Volunteers have always considered 

planned burning to be very 

important. Results from CFA’s 2005, 

2010 and 2013 surveys continue to 

show over 90% of volunteers 

considering planned burning as 

important, with the 2013 survey 

results actually indicating an 

increase (to 95%) of volunteers 

rating planned burning between 

important to very important 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Volunteer views on how important planned burning is as a 

treatment for bushfire risk overall? (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 
Figure 2: Volunteer views on the importance of planned burning. 

(Extracted from CFA’s 2005, 2010 & 2013 Survey Data) 
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Participation 

 

• Volunteers believe their 

participation in planned burning is 

important  

 

• They consider their participation in 

planned burning to be important, 

not only from a risk reduction 

perspective, but they also believe it 

has significant benefits to their 

training and skills maintenance in 

improving understanding of fire 

behaviour 

 

 

Figure 3: Volunteer views on how important it is that brigade 

members participate in planned burning, from a training & skills 

maintenance perspective. (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 

 

 
 

 

Does more Planned Burning Need to be 

done? 

 

• Volunteers believe more planned 

burning needs to be done. 

 

• From a local perspective, 

volunteers do not believe there is 

enough planned burning being 

done within their community 

 

• Road and rail corridors continue to 

be of concern to Volunteers – with 

many believing them not to be 

adequately treated 

 

• Volunteers do not believe that 

existing IFMP processes and plans 

are identifying all the area’s that 

require treatment 

 

• Volunteers prioritize risk reduction 

within their communities as their 

highest priority. This is an 

 
Figure 4: Volunteer views on if they think there is enough planned 

burning done in their community? (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey 

results) 
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important factor to be considered 

when judging the wiliness and 

capacity of volunteers to 

participate in burns outside their 

local area. 

 

• Volunteers believe burn 

prioritization & planning should be 

driven from a land tenure blind 

approach, which is more strategic 

and risk based 

 

Do Volunteers Want to do More? 

 

• Volunteers express a desire to do 

more planned burning 

 

• This willingness is often contingent 

on removing barriers that is making 

their participation in planned burns 

more difficult 

 

• Volunteer support for planned 

burns is highest when the burn is 

considered to be of a high and 

strategic nature. 

 

• Short duration burns, and local 

burns are more attractive to 

Volunteers as these burns provide 

greater flexibility in their time 

commitments 

 

• Burns requiring a high level of site 

preparation and/or after burn 

patrols are less attractive to 

Volunteers due to the higher 

impost on their time 

 

Figure 5: Volunteers indicating their brigade would like to do more 

planned burning? (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 

 

 
 
Figure 6: Where Volunteers indicated their brigade would be 

interested in doing more planned burns? (2013 CFA Survey)  
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Burn Timing 

 

• Volunteers believe the current 

timing of burns is the most 

significant factor why they are 

unavailable for burns  

 

• To the extent possible, timing of 

planned burns need to be 

aligned to the times of greatest 

Volunteer availability. Weekends 

and Dusk burns are two 

examples. 

 

• Greater effort needs to be made 

to give volunteers advance 

notice of burns, to assist 

Volunteers with leave planning 

 

• More flexible shift durations and 

configurations to cater to a 

volunteer workforce 

 

• Maximize and align the Volunteer 

contribution to the peak of burn 

activities (such as lighting) where 

they will gain the most 

experience from actual fire 

conditions, which is the most 

important from a training 

perspective, rather than during 

periods of preparation or patrol 

which are more time consuming 

and thus less appealing to 

Volunteers 

 

• Acknowledgment that the peak 

season for planned burns often 

coincides with traditional 

harvesting periods, which will 

 
Figure 7: 88% of responses from Brigades Involved, indicated Burn 

Timing and their ability to be available at those times as the main 
reason members would not be interested or available for planned burns 

(Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 
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have an impact in smaller rural 

locations 

 

• Greater organisational planning 

would provide more 

opportunities for metropolitan 

regions to contribute to burns in 

smaller rural locations where 

Volunteer capacity may be 

smaller 

 

• Overly conservative no-go 

conditions that cancel planned 

burns at short notice are a 

significant source of frustration 

for volunteers who have planned 

time off and are told they are no 

longer needed at short notice. 

More flexible resource planning 

that allows burns to proceed 

whilst mitigating any increased 

risks due to changed conditions 

would minimize no-go burns 

 

Figure 8: Reasons given by Volunteers for why members would not be 

interested or available for planned burns (2013 CFA Survey)  
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VFBV support a review of previous enquiries as part of IGEM’s work and believes this is 

important. 

VFBV respectfully submits that the lack of 

independent, evidence based, and 

authoritative assessment of the progress and 

status of previous reviews and enquires 

would be a significant improvement to the 

sector and assist the emergency service 

sector as a whole in realising the benefits and 

continuous improvement sought by previous 

enquiries.  

VFBV shares the frustration of many 

volunteers who have participated in a 

plethora of reviews, often with perceptions of 

little ultimate improvement to the support of 

volunteers and their communities with local 

service planning, preparation, delivery and 

recovery.  

Volunteers support active questioning about 

whether things can be done better, how to 

plan and prepare for the future and a need to 

address problems that need to be fixed.   

Many of these problems require long term 

planning and investment.  

A holistic approach is urgently needed and 

presents one of the greatest opportunities to 

leverage off the strengths of each jurisdiction, 

while diligently pursuing improvements that 

resonate and have real world practical effect 

‘on the ground’ and in our communities. 

The distortion and misrepresentation of 

time-based service delivery standards is a 

good case in point.  

Despite mounting evidence and previous 

inquiries reporting on the unsuitability of 

current performance standards, and the need 

to move to outcome-based reporting 

measures as other jurisdictions have done so 

– recent Victorian policy has elevated 

response time measurements and reporting 

to unseen heights. They are now used as the 

predominant factor and influencer of 

resourcing and soon to be boundary 

decisions.  

This poses a significant risk to future 

capability and Victoria’s capacity to deal with 

major and concurrent emergencies. 
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“VFBV shares the frustration of many volunteers who have participated in a plethora of 

reviews, often with perceptions of little ultimate improvement to the support of volunteers 

and their communities with local service planning, preparation, delivery and recovery.”
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The following is a summary of key findings, recommendations and themes emerging 

repeatedly in various reforms and reviews of the past decade in Victoria. The fact that 

Volunteers feel that many of these findings and recommendations have been ignored or are 

yet to be actioned highlights the deep concern and hopelessness that volunteers feel towards 

inquiries.  

The fact that many outcomes and recommendations are common and repeated is evidence that 

some intended reforms have not yet achieved their desired outcome.  

Of particular concern to Victorian volunteers, is that there are both outstanding matters plus some 

areas where progress that has already been made may be reversed by the imminent structural, 

operational and cultural changes about to be implemented for Victoria’s fire services.  

VFBV wishes to draw attention to the following common and important themes identified 

frequently during Victorian reviews over the past decade. 

• That a priority for fire services is to ensure planning and resource allocation addresses 

preparedness and capability for the high consequence major events and avoid potential 

for local level planning and resource allocation to monopolise scarce resources or divert 

attention from major disaster readiness; 

 

• That the frequency and severity of major fire and other disasters is predicted to increase 

and growing population in risk interface areas will mean increase potential life, social and 

economic impact will increase; 

 

• The importance of the CFA volunteer-based model for the provision of rapid response, 

local knowledge and surge capacity required to manage peak load situations where huge 

resources are required to respond to major, concurrent and long duration emergencies at 

the same time as maintaining day to day service coverage in urban areas, townships and 

communities across Victoria; 

 

• The importance of CFA’s fully integrated paid staff and volunteer firefighter manning 

model, designed to achieve paid and volunteer firefighters working together as one 

integrated team, using same equipment, same nationally accredited training framework, 

and responding to fires as one integrated firefighting force; 
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• The need to remove industrial interference and barriers to effective CFA decision making, 

particularly those barriers that prevent CFA being able to make decisions about resource 

allocation; prevent flexible resource deployment provisions enabling CFA to target 

solutions matched to local community and volunteer brigade capacity gaps; unduly delay 

commissioning of firefighting and operational equipment; and restrict provision of 

training/support to CFA volunteer brigades; 

 

• The need to improve genuine consultation with volunteers;  

 

• The need to improve planning, resourcing, delivery and access to training for volunteers; 

 

• The need for proactive, deliberate and accountable design and implementation of policy 

and organisational arrangements that encourage, maintain and strengthen the capacity of 

volunteers and the community; 

 

• The need for increased focus on prevention, education, and community sharing 

responsibility for their own safety; 

 

• An assessment that Victoria currently has one of the highest cost per capita fire services; 

that simply adding more paid firefighter resources to fire services and fire suppression will 

not always be the most effective or cost-efficient way to improve community safety 

outcomes; and question whether Victoria’s fire response standards are causing resources 

to be directed to the wrong solutions; 

 

• That CFA volunteers are vital to Victoria’s emergency management capability and despite 

there being ongoing social, demographic and other challenges to volunteering there are 

also many opportunities to improve the attraction, retention and support to volunteers. 

Considering the vital importance of volunteers to Victoria’s emergency management 

capability there needs to be more focussed effort and investment in maintaining and 

strengthening volunteer capacity; and 

 

• Instead of making changes to the structure and/or management arrangements of the fire 

services there is better opportunity and precursor work required to improve shared effort; 

establish common operating systems; align work practices and culture; achieve 
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commonality in operational doctrine and procedures; use compatible equipment; pursue 

integrated preparedness/response/prevention/recovery effort etc. 

There is a consistent recognition throughout all of the reviews, reforms, reports or inquiries over the 

past decade, of the importance of community-based CFA and other emergency service volunteers 

to Victoria’s capacity to prepare for, respond to and recover from emergencies.   
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The following summary lists key volunteer aspects of the major reviews/reforms where 

inadequate progress has been made and/or where there is high likelihood of further decline 

under the new FRV legislation roll-out and therefore priority attention should be focussed to 

ensure the intended outcomes are realised. 

Inquiry into the Firefighters’ Presumptive 

Rights Compensation and Fire Services 

Legislation Amendment (Reform) Bill 2017  

This inquiry was conducted by a Victorian 

Parliament Select Committee  formed by the 

upper house and found that the restructure of 

the Country Fire Authority and the 

Metropolitan Fire Brigade as proposed in the 

Bill was not included among the 

recommendations of the fire services reviews 

undertaken over the last decade.  

The Committee also found that the 

Government had developed its restructure 

proposal secretly, hastily and without 

involving representatives from Emergency 

Management Victoria, the Country Fire 

Authority or the Metropolitan Fire Brigade.  

It found that the Government did not meet its 

statutory obligations to consult with 

volunteers and Volunteer Fire Brigades 

Victoria as required by the Volunteer Charter 

and the Country Fire Authority Act 1058.  

The Committee said this reinforced the 

perception of a bias towards the United 

Firefighters Union, and undermined 

confidence in the restructure proposal.  

The Committee was concerned that the 

Government’s claimed level of consultation 

was found to be false and observed that the 

Government’s failure to acknowledge and 

correct those errors until prompted by the 

Committee undermined confidence in the 

claimed consultation process. 

The Committee expressed concern about the 

Government’s failure to undertake 

implementation planning in parallel with 

developing the restructure proposal, 

reinforcing the importance of ensuring 

Victorian firefighting surge capacity was not 

diminished and highlighting its concern that 

the impact of the restructure on this vital 

surge capacity was unclear.  

Key recommendations were: 

• Not to proceed with the proposed Bill 

due to the lack of implementation, 

operational and funding certainty; failure 

to undertake consultation; and 

consequential polarisation of fire 

services volunteers and staff; 

 

• Separate ‘Firefighters’ Presumptive 

Rights Compensation’ legislative 

changes from legislation to restructure 

the fire services; 

 

• The Government ensure compliance with 

its consultation obligations under the 
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Volunteer Charter and the Country Fire 

Authority Act 1958 prior to proceeding 

with any further reform of the fire 

services; 

 

• The Government undertake meaningful 

and balanced consultation with 

Emergency Management Victoria, the 

Country Fire Authority, the Metropolitan 

Fire Brigade, staff and volunteer 

representatives prior to proposing any 

further reform of the fire services; 

 

• The Government develop and publish a 

detailed implementation plan in parallel 

with any further fire services reform 

proposal;  

 

• Country Fire Authority staff should 

continue to be employed directly by the 

Country Fire Authority, and solely within 

the Country Fire Authority chain of 

command. Secondment should only be 

used for staff exchange/development 

opportunities, not as a default 

employment mechanism;  

 

• The Government and its agencies not 

endorse any EBA, instrument or accord, 

which has the effect of limiting the 

exercise of statutory powers of the chief 

officer(s) of the fire service(s); 

 

• The Government ensure adequate 

infrastructure funding for the fire 

services independently of the 

restructure; 

 

• The Government develop and publish a 

detailed funding plan in parallel with any 

further fire services structural reform 

proposal. The funding plan should 

identify and address the impact of: 

 

o resource and asset transfers 

between the Country Fire 

Authority and Fire Rescue 

Victoria; 

 

o the creation of the Fire Rescue 

Victoria fire district on the Fire 

Services Property Levy revenue 

base beyond the two-year freeze 

period; and 

 

o any changes to the differential 

charging rates for the Fire 

Services Property Levy beyond 

the two-year freeze period; and 

 

• The Legislative Council refer the 

Department of Premier and Cabinet to 

the Legislative Council Privileges 

Committee for investigation of its 

interference with the Committee’s 

inquiry. 
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The minority report associated with this 

Committee agreed or agreed in principle with 

all but two of the overall recommendations.  

Both the full report and the minority report 

agreed that a detailed implementation plan 

needed to be published in parallel with any 

future consideration of the reform proposed – 

this did not happen and has still not 

happened.   

 

Victorian Fire Service Review – Drawing a 

line, building stronger services (2015) 

Both the Victorian Fire Services Review (2015) 

report and the State Government response 

recognised the importance of CFA volunteers 

and CFA as a volunteer based and fully 

integrated organisation to Victoria’s 

emergency management system. 

The report calls to improve leadership and to 

address a concerning culture that has 

tolerated treating people differently based on 

pay status; bullying and harassment; poor 

front-line worker and management 

relationships; and a them and us approach. 

There is a strong call for everyone in the 

sector to focus more energy on working as 

one. There is strong recognition of the need 

for CFA to have more flexibility in the way it 

deploys resources to support local brigades 

and community circumstances, and there is 

an identified need to improve leadership from 

agency executive level through to Brigade 

level and across the sector’s collective 

leadership. 

The review recognises the strengths of the 

existing fire services and says that effort 

should be focussed on ensuring the separate 

fire services share common effort, reduce 

duplication and work as one. The report 

explicitly advises against any contemplation 

of amalgamating the MFB and CFA, reporting 

that this would have a negative rather than 

constructive impact. 

The report acknowledges the extensive and 

essential capacity of CFA’s volunteer Brigades 

and the fundamental value of sustaining and 

building strong integration in those 

communities where paid staff are required to 

supplement volunteer capacity. The report 

identifies the essential nature of CFA’s 

volunteer Brigade surge capacity for major 

and concurrent events. 

There are 20 recommendations, and the 

Government has identified an action to 

address 18 of these. Several 

recommendations are earmarked for further 

discussion/work and the Government 

committed to work with VFBV and others on 

the detail of these. All work on this report 

ceased after the resignation of the Emergency 

Services Minister responsible. 
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Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human 

Rights Commission (VEOHRC) (December 

2015) 

Following the Victorian Fire Service Review 

(2015) which found significant cultural issues, 

in December 2015, then Emergency Services 

Minister Jane Garrett asked VEOHRC to 

undertake an Independent Review into Equity 

and Diversity in CFA and MFB, but the 

following year the UFU took legal action to 

stop VEOHRC from publishing its findings.  

On 4 October 2018 the Victorian Court of 

Appeal handed down judgment on the appeal 

brought by the United Firefighters Union of 

Australia Victoria Branch (UFUV) against the 

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human 

Rights Commission (the Commission). 

The appeal was part of the UFU's long-

running challenge to the Commission’s 

Independent Equity and Diversity Review into 

Country Fire Authority (CFA) and Metropolitan 

Fire Brigade (MFB).  

At the time, VEOHRC Commissioner Hilton 

said: "We are surprised and extremely 

disappointed by the decision. We conducted 

the Review at the request of government and 

were actively supported by the leadership of 

the MFB and CFA in doing so. Thousands of 

people participated in the process and it is a 

real blow that these stories will not be heard." 

The order prevented the Commission from 

making any comments about or publishing 

the report. The decision confirmed that the 

methodology used to conduct the Review was 

entirely reasonable, which was the primary 

objection of the UFU. The appeal was 

successful based on a technicality about who 

was able to commission such a review and on 

what letterhead it was requested.  

The outcome let down the hundreds of 

courageous CFA people, paid and volunteer, 

who had shared their stories in the hopes of 

improving Victoria’s fire services culture.   

The decision was particularly disappointing 

considering a decision in 2017 by the then-

CFA CEO Frances Diver not to release an 

internal report into the bullying, harassment 

and sexual assault at CFA that had been 

commissioned by her predecessor Ex Deputy 

Police Commissioner and CFA CEO Lucinda 

Nolan. The author of that report, Carolyn 

Taylor, expressed serious concerns about the 

culture of CFA at the time, and claimed she 

had been bullied out of CFA because of her 

work. 

 

Emergency Services Response Times 

(2015) 

Victorian Auditor-General’s Report 

undertaken to assess how accountable 

emergency service organisations (and others) 

are for their response time performance. 

Key findings included: 
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• Targets which relate to the number of 

minutes for emergency services to arrive 

at a structure fire are based on outdated 

scientific research from 1987; 

 

• Current response times set for 

performance standards do not 

necessarily reflect better outcomes or 

service efficiency; 

 

• Response times do not represent the 

extent of emergency response activity or 

adequately describe emergency service 

performance; and 

 

• The work of fire services extends well 

beyond responding to fires and this must 

be considered in relation to assessing 

resource requirements and protecting 

Victorian communities, this issue is 

complex and requires significant 

consideration of all aspects of the work 

undertaken 

 

Managing Emergency Service Volunteers 

(2014) 

Audit undertaken by the Victorian Auditor 

General to assess the CFA and Victorian SES 

on their effectiveness and efficiency at 

managing emergency services volunteers. 

Key findings include: 

• CFA does not have a sound 

understanding of the total number of 

volunteers needed to fulfil its operational 

requirements; 

 

• CFA does not know how many volunteers 

it needs; 

 

• An evidence-based assessment of the 

current workforce capacity and 

capability is needed for CFA to 

understand what is needed to meet 

service delivery; 

 

• Weakness in the processes to identify 

volunteer training needs limit the 

effectiveness of CFA training. Training is 

inconsistent and not always available 

when needed with career firefighter 

training prioritised; and 

 

• The management of recruitment and 

lack of focus on retention, particularly 

through gaining and understanding why 

volunteers leave needs to be addressed 

 

Senate Inquiry ‘Recent trends in and 

preparedness for extreme weather events’ 

(2013) 

Undertaken by the Environment and 

Communications Reference Committee to 

review recent trends on the frequency of 

extreme weather events and an assessment 
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of the preparedness for key weather events 

from infrastructure, planning, and insurance 

to prevention and response. 

Key findings include: 

• There is an anticipated increase in 

frequency, severity, duration and 

consequence of extreme weather events, 

which will likely result in great pressure 

on emergency services; 

 

• This potential increase in extreme 

weather events will result in the need to 

have a standing capacity of agencies 

both to prepare for, and to respond to, 

emergencies; and 

 

• It is uneconomic to maintain full-time 

paid fire and emergency services that are 

capable of combatting all conceivable 

events. 

Any future consideration of resource 

requirements for the State needs to consider 

the potential future impact of extreme 

weather events, and the critical support 

needed to sustain volunteers to ensure the 

State’s capacity and capability to respond to 

these events. 

 

Independent Inquiry – His Honour David 

Jones AM (2011) 

Commissioned by Deputy Premier Peter Ryan 

to examine the effect of arrangements made 

by CFA on the recruitment, training, 

deployment, and support to CFA volunteers.  

His honour Mr Jones was appointed to 

conduct the inquiry with terms of reference 

relating to the examination of the effect 

arrangements made by CFA were having on 

CFA volunteers and make recommendations 

to address any shortcomings of difficulties it 

identified.  

The report was a landmark in bringing 

together an independent examination of 

issues negatively affecting CFA volunteers, 

spanning key issues including recruitment, 

retention, training, engagement & effective 

consultation, institutional discrimination and 

deployment.  

The report itself is an important document 

which we strongly recommend be examined 

by the Commission to gain in insight to 

agency arrangements and their effects on 

volunteer satisfaction and retention.  

Key findings relevant to this review: 

• The process for addressing service needs 

and allocating resources must be clear 

and transparent. Decisions about 

allocation of additional career 

firefighters may affect the involvement of 

volunteers. Consequently, in accordance 

with the Volunteer Charter volunteers 

can reasonably expect to be consulted. 

‘Decisions such as allocation of resources 

and possible consequences on volunteer 
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involvement should be made by the CFA 

Board and CFA Chief Officer not by a 

Dispute Panel or Board or Reference 

formed by an industrial agreement’; 

 

• Communication and information 

technology investment is vital to the 

sustainability of the CFA model and to 

facilitate effective involvement of 

volunteers; 

 

• The CFA model of one integrated force 

(volunteer and paid members) can serve 

the community very well; 

 

• CFA encouraged to develop service 

models, standards and resource 

planning processes that are evidence 

based; 

 

• Developing a better skills database to 

capture the skills and qualifications of 

volunteers to holistically drive volunteer 

development and utilisation; develop a 

cadet scheme that taps young members 

of the community and promotes 

volunteerism to retiring and resigning 

employees; explore legislative options 

for protecting volunteers in relation to 

their employment; 

 

• That the CFA’s volunteer-based, and 

community embedded service model is 

fundamental to achieving community-

based responsibility for their own safety 

and engagement with local communities; 

 

• CFA culture, leadership and human 

resource management are keys to 

maintaining and strengthening the 

community’s understanding of, 

confidence in, support for and active 

participation in the volunteer-based 

emergency service model for Victoria, 

which is consequently, fundamental to 

the future success of the CFA; 

 

• Achieving an appropriate CFA 

organisational culture and providing 

sound organisational leadership driven 

by a commitment to principles and 

policy designed to achieve a successful 

volunteer-based organisation are critical; 

 

• Improving leadership in CFA from top to 

bottom is key to the success of the CFA 

integrated model – this cannot be over 

emphasised and is one of CFA’s biggest 

challenges. Entry to leadership positions 

(including operational paid staff) needs 

to be opened up to ensure the right 

people hold relevant positions; 

 

• Changes need to occur to single tier 

entry for paid firefighters; 

 

• All position descriptions and key 

selection criteria for roles in CFA require 

knowledge of and commitment to a 

statement of CFA vision, mission and 



 

   
 

Significant Report Summaries 

Page 93 of 109 

values which need to include principles 

that support and complement the 

principles in the Volunteer Charter and 

recognise the volunteer-based nature of 

CFA; 

 

• The changing circumstance of Victoria 

further emphasises the need for CFA to 

ensure it remains attractive to future 

potential volunteers, and more critically, 

that the CFA volunteer-based model that 

provides such valuable services is 

sustainable into the future; 

 

• Women are currently an untapped 

resource for CFA volunteer recruitment 

and specific action is required that 

facilitates the involvement of women as 

volunteers in the CFA at all levels; 

 

• CFA should further develop its 

community education programs to 

specifically engage culturally and 

linguistically diverse communities to 

address the importance of ethnic 

diversity; and more needs to be done to 

engage young people in CFA – there may 

be scope to do more work with schools; 

 

• Developing initiatives and strategies to 

maximise involvement of young people 

as volunteers and their retention as 

volunteers is of vital importance to the 

sustainability of the CFA model; 

 

• Industrial arrangements should not limit 

or restrict utilisation of volunteers; 

appointments to positions in CFA should 

be based on merit, appropriate 

competency and experience that do not 

discriminate against volunteers. CFA 

employment arrangements should be 

flexible and matched to support/service 

need; 

 

• Barriers to lateral entry and 

secondments are contrary to the best 

interests of CFA in that it inhibits the 

ability of CFA to appoint the most 

suitable person to the position. Where it 

prevents vacancies from being filled it is 

an unacceptable situation. CFA needs to 

revisit this arrangement with the United 

Firefighters Union (UFU). Restrictions to 

lateral entry is causing delays in CFA’s 

ability to fill key operational and 

management vacancies – sometimes for 

more than 12 months; 

 

• High turnover of Operations Officers and 

industrial arrangements which inhibit 

the appointment of suitably qualified 

volunteers to Operations Officers and 

Operations Managers who have a very 

important role in the management, 

leadership and support for volunteers 

and their brigades, significantly affects 

CFA brigades; 
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• The industrial barrier to CFA employing 

part-time or casual employees is too 

restrictive and inhibits the CFA in being 

able to best resource the needs of the 

organisation. This restriction should be 

revisited by the CFA with the UFU; 

 

• First Aid training and maintenance of 

currency qualifications – improvement is 

necessary with the delivery of First Aid 

training for volunteers; 

 

• There has been a lack of organisational 

and strategic planning for training. 

Forward strategic planning, in what is a 

dynamic area, is essential. It needs to be 

short term (next 12 months), mid-term 

(next two or three years) and long term 

(next five to 10 years). Such planning 

needs to include the allocation of 

resources and training resource levels 

need to be driven by training need. A 

solution needs to be found so that 

capacity can meet demand; 

 

• The need for volunteer training is 

increasing but the availability is 

reducing. Availability and accessibility to 

FTGs (Fire Training Grounds) is another 

consistent concern and issue. CFA must 

take initiatives to improve FTG 

accessibility to volunteers for training; 

 

• The availability of career training 

instructors at times that are likely to be 

convenient to volunteers as governed by 

industrial agreements is too restrictive; 

 

• The use of sessional instructors has a 

role to play in the effective, efficient and 

cost-effective delivery of training. 

However, again this is being inhibited by 

industrial arrangements, although, 

hopefully, some satisfactory outcome 

can be negotiated; and 

 

• Existing qualified volunteers are 

underutilised in Incident Management 

Teams. There certainly is a perception 

amongst volunteers that they are a last 

resort resource. That should not be the 

case as their better utilisation is 

beneficial to volunteer morale and the 

CFA. 

There is a range of other findings and 

recommendations on such matters as 

consultation and communications processes, 

internal dispute resolution, disciplinary 

arrangements and the creation of a Volunteer 

Ombudsman. 

 

Victorian Government Review of the 

2010/11 Flood Warnings and Response 

(2011) 

Examined the emergency management 

arrangements in response to significant and 

widespread floods of late 2010 and early 2011, 

which were severely tested. 
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Key findings include:  

• The need for CFA volunteers to be 

sustained, supported and equipped to 

enable the additional capacity required, 

and expected of them, to support and 

respond to other emergencies such as 

floods; 

 

• The need for Victoria’s emergency 

management arrangements to have 

scalability for both small- and large-scale 

events; and 

 

• Victoria’s volunteers must not be 

disenfranchised as the state relies so 

heavily on them for emergency 

management capability. 

Whilst the report focusses on the Victorian 

SES as primary responders to flood, its 

relevance is in highlighting that it is 

appropriate for Victoria to maintain an ‘all 

hazards, all agencies’ philosophy for 

emergency management and therefore 

resourcing considerations are not to be 

limited to local fire response. 

 

2009 Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission 

(VBRC) 

This was an extensive inquiry with its final 

report stretching over five volumes. Hearings 

were conducted from May 2009 through to 

July 2010. Final report published in July 2010 

included extensive observations plus 67 

formal recommendations.  

The VBRC gave particular recognition and 

acknowledgement to the strength of the CFA 

volunteer base and specifically the value of 

‘the surge capacity, the local knowledge and 

rapid response of volunteers. 

Council Assisting the VBRC advised that any 

changes to emergency management 

arrangements in Victoria should be treated 

against two key and interdependent aspects, 

these being how the changes improve 

Victoria’s ability to (a)manage bushfire prone 

areas (including preparing for and responding 

to major fires); and (b) service Victoria’s 

expanding urban fringe and growing regional 

towns. 

These two aspects are highly interdependent, 

and volunteers emphasise strongly that the 

soon to be replaced CFA service model in 

Melbourne’s growing urban fringe was 

absolutely fundamental to Victoria also 

having capacity to mobilise the large 

numbers of highly trained volunteer 

firefighters required for peak load and surge 

capacity associated with major state level 

emergencies, including bushfires.  

The VBRC recommendations are extensive 

and formal implementation monitoring 

processes and reviews also exist, so a full 

analysis has not been included here. Several 

matters of particular interest in the context of 

reform and resourcing are:  
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• Importance of CFA volunteers for surge 

capacity, local knowledge and rapid 

response; 

 

• Need for reliable technology for resource 

identification and tracking when 

preparing for and responding to 

incidents; 

 

• Need for reliable and effective 

communications equipment and need to 

overcome black spots and other 

communications problems between 

vehicles, fire crews and command and 

control personnel including incident 

management teams; 

 

• Need for appropriate numbers of 

command and control vehicles, 

strategically located around the state for 

rapid deployment; and 

 

• Need for increased numbers of trained, 

qualified and endorsed personnel for 

level 3 incident control and specialist 

incident management roles – including 

importance of harnessing and effectively 

utilising the volunteer resource and 

experience. 

 

 

 

CFA “Training Delivery” Review by David 

Garnock (2009) 

This review was undertaken following 

concern over the need for CFA to improve its 

ability to meet a number of the training 

delivery needs of firefighters.  

The report identified that the rectification of 

the training issues will be largely dependent 

on additional allocation of resources. The 

provision of effective and accessible training 

based on brigade needs to ensure they have 

the correct profile of active qualified 

volunteers for the brigade risk and role is 

fundamental to fire and emergency service 

delivery. 

Issues raised in this review and also in 

previous/subsequent reviews suggest the 

problems identified are still pertinent today. 

VFBV suggests issues requiring close 

attention is improved funding of training in 

CFA and the removal of industrial agreement 

provisions or work practices that inhibit 

training and better utilisation and 

empowerment of brigades and volunteers to 

support their own training and assessment 

needs. 

Successive annual VFBV Volunteer Welfare 

and Efficiency surveys highlight issues 

relating to flexibility of, access to, formats and 

resourcing of training remain the areas of 

most concern and dissatisfaction amongst 

volunteers. Not all of these concerns are 

issues that CFA can address alone and issues 
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of funding, work practices and industrial 

arrangements have been raised by VFBV with 

successive Governments. 

The review focussed on organisational 

arrangements and cultural issues and 

identified the need to address issues or face 

continued impediment to CFA’s capacity to 

rectify some longstanding training delivery 

issues.  

Relevant to this review, a summary of key 

findings includes: 

• CFA needs to improve flexible 

scheduling, delivery and availability of 

training to volunteers; 

 

• There are industrial agreement 

provisions impeding training of CFA 

volunteers and these need to be 

addressed; 

 

• CFA needs to develop options to increase 

delivery of training in locations and at 

times more accessible and suitable to 

volunteers; 

 

• CFA needs to improve duration and 

review any unnecessary mandatory 

requirements of training to improve 

flexibility and ensure training is aligned 

to actual need; and 

 

• Consistency of training approaches to 

skills maintenance training and 

recording and RPL/RCC processes need 

to be improved. 

 

Independent Government Review – Judge 

Gordon Lewis (2008) 

Instigated by Minister for Police and 

Emergency Services, Bob Cameron to 

determine the key obstacles in decision 

making processes for procuring firefighter 

equipment.  

Relevant to future reforms is the sad fact that 

the problems identified in the Lewis review 

remain largely as bad today as they were in 

2008. Internally, CFA senior management 

frequently discuss circumstances of external 

process interference and industrial 

negotiations barriers that prevent, delay and 

sometimes destroy CFA management ability 

to develop, procure, deploy and utilise vital 

firefighting equipment and resources in a 

timely, cost effective or operationally efficient 

manner.  

VFBV encourages sector leaders to actively 

explore the current reluctance or inability of 

CFA management to speak with 

independence about these concerns in a 

manner that will ensure facts are on the table 

without fear of reprisal.  

Also within CFA there is frustration amongst 

volunteers that too often commitments are 

made to act but action is not delivered; that 

consultation with volunteers is not always 
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genuine; that decision making processes are 

not transparent; and that there is a culture 

that punishes those who speak out against 

views of the clique or views of senior 

managers.  

These criticisms are not targeted to CFA 

management alone, there are many examples 

of delays and frustrations manifesting within 

CFA yet caused by problems, behind the 

scenes agreements or pressure at a broader 

Government, EM sector or external 

interference level.  

The impediments to CFA operating with the 

degree of statutory independence, 

transparency and accountability required to 

ensure policy, organisational arrangements, 

operational decisions and resource allocation 

priorities is driven by community needs, risk 

and cost effectiveness need to be fully 

examined. 

Key findings relevant to future reform: 

• CFA and MFB EBA agreements with paid 

firefighters effectively give power of veto 

to UFU, preventing management 

decisions being made and seriously 

delaying procurement of firefighter 

protective equipment; 

 

• CFA and Government failed to meet their 

commitment and obligations to consult 

with volunteers; 

 

• Firefighters and the public of Victoria 

poorly served by the inability of the UFU, 

CFA and MFB to work cooperatively; and  

 

• Future stakeholder relations effort and 

consultation arrangements must involve 

consultation with volunteer firefighters 

in Victoria and volunteers must be 

entitled to participate in any discussions 

directed at matters that affect them 

 

VFBV participated and/or submitted 

extensive submissions to each of these 

reviews, all of which are publicly available. 

Should you require any assistance locating a 

submission, or wish to explore any in further 

detail, please don’t hesitate to make contact 

and we will facilitate your request. 

Similarly, we are committed to assisting in 

any other capacity as required to help better 

understand the concerns and/or themes 

frequently raised by volunteers. 
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With the passing of the Firefighter 

Presumptive Rights Compensation 

Legislation and Fire Services Legislation 

Amendment Bill 2019 in June 2019, the 

following is a summary of the events that 

have led to this major change to the Victorian 

fire services sector.  

The extraordinary and tumultuous period for 

the fire services had its genesis in an industrial 

dispute.  It has resulted in nearly five years of 

mental and emotional trauma for many 

volunteers and staff and has led to an 

outcome that has raised serious concerns 

about the future effectiveness of Victoria’s fire 

services and the safety outcomes for Victorian 

communities.  

Industrial strife in the fire services 

2015:  In 2015 the United Firefighters Union 

and the CFA and MFB were in the midst of 

extended and fractious negotiations for a new 

Enterprise Bargaining Agreement (EBA) for 

paid firefighters.  The proposed EBA would 

replace the previous 2010 agreement that 

nominally expired in 2013.   

With a change in Government after the 2014 

election, a new Minister was appointed:  the 

Hon. Jane Garrett MP. The new Labor 

Government had different industrial policies 

to the previous Government, and this 

changed the nature of the negotiations.   

 

CFA volunteers had no interest in these 

negotiations until it became obvious that 

elements of the CFA EBA could seriously 

impede the powers of the CFA Chief Officer to 

direct and manage CFA resources, and would 

negatively affect CFA volunteers. 

2016:  In early 2016 the Government and fire 

services chiefs were aligned in their position 

that the EBA was “unreasonable and 

unworkable” as described by Minister Garrett.  

The CFA Board and CEO Lucinda Nolan, 

expressed concerns that the proposed EBA 

had unlawful and discriminatory concerns 

based on legal advice it had received, echoing 

the concerns of other fire services leaders.  

In March 2016, the Premier made an about-

face and announced his support for the 

proposed EBA, putting Minister Garrett under 

pressure given her opposition to the deal, in 

particular her concerns about ‘veto’ 

provisions that undermined the powers of the 

Chief Officer and gave an inappropriate 

increase in union power over the fire services. 

During this time both the MFB Chief Officer 

Peter Rau and CFA Chief Officer Joe Buffone 

publicly stated they had serious concerns 

about the impact of the very similar MFB and 

CFA EBAs on community safety and on 

operational ability. In September 2016 MFB 

Chief Officer Mr Rau resigned, citing bullying 

by the United Firefighters Union. 
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MFB acting Chief Officer Paul Stacchino re-

stated the EBA concerns before a 2017 

Parliamentary Inquiry into Fire Season 

Preparedness, saying the experience of the 

MFB under its current EBA had demonstrably 

proven that a ‘veto’ existed and the powers of 

the MFB Chief Officer had been compromised, 

and that the proposed MFB EBA was worse.  

In April 2016 thousands of CFA volunteers and 

more than 420 fire trucks rallied outside 

Parliament and left flowers on the steps of 

Parliament House in a gesture of support and 

appreciation for Minister Garrett’s position.   

A second rally was held at Parliament House 

on 3 June 2016 as volunteer concerns grew.  

On 10 June Minister Garrett resigned from 

her Cabinet position rather than direct the 

CFA Board to sign the agreement using her 

powers under the CFA Act. At the time 

Volunteer Fire Brigades praised Ms Garrett as 

“honourable, honest and values driven”. 

A new Minister, the Hon. James Merlino MP, 

was immediately appointed and within an 

hour had sacked the entire CFA Board when 

it refused to comply with his direction to sign 

an agreement that CFA legal advice said had 

unlawful and discriminatory clauses.  

On 17 June the popular and respected CFA 

CEO Lucinda Nolan, who had been 

appointed in 2015, resigned rather than sign 

an EBA she termed “destructive and divisive”.  

She later told a Parliamentary hearing she 

“could not stay and oversee the destruction of 

the CFA."   

On 29 June Chief Officer Joe Buffone, 

appointed by the Government in 2015, also 

resigned because of the dispute.  

In August the VFBV launched legal action in 

the Supreme Court seeking the right to be 

represented in negotiations for an EBA that 

had a direct impact on volunteers. At the 

same time the federal parliament was 

considering amendments to the Fair Work Act 

that would protect volunteer-based 

organisations from industrial interference.  

On 10 October 2016 the Commonwealth 

Government passed amendments to the Fair 

Work Act to prevent organisations signing 

EBAs that negatively affect volunteers, 

leading the UFU to withdraw its proposal 

because it could not pass the test. That CFA 

EBA has never been put to a vote. As a result 

the VFBV was able to cease the Supreme 

Court action. 

2017:  In February 2017 during the Victorian 

Parliamentary Inquiry into Fire Season 

Preparedness the committee fielded a 

substantial number of submissions including 

from the former CFA heads and MFB 

confirming the operational impacts and 

organisational impacts of the proposed EBA 

and how it impacts the agencies control and 

ability to meet its statutory obligations.  
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In March the CFA appointed new Chief Officer 

Steve Warrington AFSM. 

Fire services ‘reform’ proposed  

On 18 May 2017 the Victorian Government 

announced a plan for a major ‘reform’ of the 

fire services – splitting paid staff and 

volunteers into separate organisations.  This 

was recognised by most commentators as an 

attempt to bypass the Fair Work Act change 

that had stymied efforts to pass the 

controversial workplace agreement for CFA 

staff.  The legislation was drawn up in secret 

and neither the MFB, CFA or EMV were 

consulted on the drafting, and were not 

notified of the legislation until the day before 

the announcement.  

Volunteers were not consulted at all and were 

not informed by the Government until after 

the public announcement. The 

announcement was disingenuously cited as 

“much needed and overdue reform” despite 

no evidence being provided to back up the 

claim. 

The only party that appears to have been 

consulted on the legislation prior to it being 

publicly released was the United Firefighters 

Union, which has little to no understanding of 

how the CFA and CFA volunteers function.   

The UFU claimed it had only been consulted 

on the Presumptive Legislation component – 

which, disturbingly, had a strong and obvious 

bias against CFA volunteers, requiring them 

to give additional evidence and go through 

additional processes that did not apply to 

paid firefighters.  

The legislation received widespread 

condemnation for being ill-conceived, lacking 

consultation, driven by an industrial agenda 

that handed even more power to the union, 

diminishing and discouraging volunteer 

capacity, dismantling the CFA integrated 

model and eroding the CFA Chief Officer’s 

power and control of CFA resources.  The 

legislation provided no additional service 

capacity or capability to the existing 

arrangements.  

Yet the legislation was introduced to 

Parliament (Legislative Assembly) in May 

amidst strong concerns raised by many of the 

former Victorian fire services leaders who had 

been removed, as well as other fire services 

experts such as the lead counsel of the 

Victorian Bushfire Royal Commission Jack 

Rush QC, who said it was almost the exact 

opposite of the VBRC recommendations.  

During 2017 and beyond the Victorian 

Opposition party (Liberal-National Coalition) 

and various minor party and independent 

MPs moved motions to separate the 

structural reform from presumptive cancer 

claim legislation in order to deliver the 

presumptive legislation component as 

quickly as possible but was unable to gain 

Government agreement.  
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The linking of the two unrelated pieces of 

legislation was viewed as using leverage to 

influence the structural reform off the back of 

Presumptive Legislation.   

Concerns were also raised about the fairness 

of the Presumptive Legislation, given it 

required volunteer firefighters to jump 

additional evidentiary and bureaucratic 

hurdles that did not apply to paid firefighters.  

The proposed legislation was voted for in the 

Legislative Assembly (lower house) and 

referred to the Fire Services Bill Select 

Committee.  In August the committee 

completed its review and recommended 

the legislation be withdrawn.   

In its final report it cited a 'lack of clarity 

around implementation, operations and 

funding', 'failure to undertake consultation 

with affected parties and the near total 

polarisation of volunteer and career 

firefighters' as reasons for its 

recommendation the bill be withdrawn, or if 

not withdrawn, rejected by the Legislative 

Council.   

However the Government determined it 

would proceed with despite a lack of evidence 

and any bipartisan support in Parliament for 

what was a significant change to the 

operational delivery of an emergency service 

in Victoria.  

 

In July the Chief Executive Officer of the 

MFB Jim Higgins quit amid increasing 

pressure to sign an EBA he and his Board had 

labelled unworkable.  

MFB Acting Chief Officer Paul Stacchino 

resigned in August.  

2018:   In January the President of the MFB 

Andi Diamond, appointed in 2015, resigned 

immediately after a slim majority of the MFB 

Board voted to sign the EBA.  Under her 

leadership the MFB Board had resisted 

government pressure to sign the proposed 

EBA, having received legal advice that it 

contained unlawful and discriminatory 

clauses.  The composition of the Board had 

changed after several resignations and 

completed tenures, and new appointments 

by the Government in the latter half of 2017.  

Her resignation marked the removal of an 

entire generation of fire services leadership in 

CFA and MFB since 2015.  

In February a new Chief Executive Officer Dr 

Paul Smith started at CFA, replacing the 

interim CEO (health services bureaucrat 

Frances Diver).  

On 27 March the Fire Services Reform 

legislation was introduced to the Legislative 

Council (Upper House) for debate. The 

Government received strong criticism about 

the last-minute tabling of 29 pages of non-

material amendments, the lack of 

consultation or briefings prior to them being 
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tabled, and the sudden haste to push the 

legislation through while parts of Victoria and 

many volunteers were involved in or 

recovering from major fires. 

The absence of a sick Independent MP who 

had indicated she did not support the 

legislation gave the Government a slim one-

vote majority in the Upper House after it 

declined to give her a ‘pair’ (an arrangement 

in which an opposing MP also leaves the 

House to ensure democratic balance of 

Parliament).  The Government then used the 

one vote majority to extend the Upper House 

sitting late into the evening and force through 

a vote to pass the first reading of the Bill, with 

the support of the Greens and Reason Party 

MPs. The first reading of the legislation was 

supported by one vote.  

Debate resumed on Thursday 29 March and, 

with the ill MP still absent, the Government 

was able to force an extended 17 hour sitting 

that went into Good Friday.  Parliament had 

never continued sitting into Good Friday in 

the past, breaking a long-standing 

parliamentary convention.  

Debate therefore continued into 30 March, 

Good Friday. Amid riotous scenes in 

Parliament, the Bill was defeated when two 

Liberal Party MPs who had been paired and 

left Parliament returned to the House to cast 

their vote, breaking another long-standing 

parliamentary convention. This resulted in a 

one vote majority for the ‘no’ vote, and the 

legislation was defeated.  

On 18 April, after an international search, 

British fire chief Dan Stephens was 

appointed CEO/Chief Officer of MFB. Like 

those before him, Mr Stephens resigned just 

12 months into his five-year contract, 

following tensions between he and 

Government. 

The culture of the fire services was one of the 

reasons originally cited for the ‘reform’ 

legislation.  On 4 October the UFU was 

successful in long-running Supreme Court 

action to block the release of a report by the 

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human 

Rights Commission (VEOHRC), which had 

been commissioned by Minister Garrett in 

2015.  VFBV expressed deep disappointment 

and concern on behalf of the many fire 

services people – paid and volunteer – who 

had bravely shared their stories in the hopes 

of improving the fire services. The report was 

blocked based on a legal technicality – 

basically whether the request for VEOHRC to 

undertake the Review should have come from 

a Minister or a Government Department.  

A Victorian state election was held on 24 

November and won by the Andrews 

Government with a majority in the Lower 

House and a majority with cross-bench 

support in the Upper House, changing the 

dynamic of parliament and putting the fire 

services once again at risk of a vote in 



 

   
 

Evolution of current Victorian Fire  

Services Reform due July 1st 2020 

Page 104 of 109 

Parliament that lacked any bi-partisan 

support despite the grave, enduring state-

wide impacts it would have on the Victorian 

people.  

In the lead up to the election there was no 

proactive announcement about re-

introducing the Fire Services Bill, although 

there was passive inclusion on the ALP 

website. The Labor Party won the 2018 

election, however it did not raise the prospect 

of the Bill again until just after the Federal 

Election in May 2019.  Commentators had 

previously cited the Victorian fire services 

dispute as a key reason the federal ALP failed 

to win any seats in Victoria, and therefore the 

election, in 2016.  

2019:  After just over a year in the role, CFA 

CEO Dr Paul Smith resigned.  He was the fifth 

CFA CEO in four years.  

The federal election was held on 18 May.  

On 29 May the Victorian Government re-

introduced the Fire Services Bill to Parliament 

in the Legislative Assembly, saying it now had 

the numbers to force the legislation through. 

The move drew criticism as it was tabled with 

no notice and without MPs seeing the 

legislation before it was tabled for debate.  

In fact, the legislation was not seen by 

Parliamentary members or anyone else until 

the second reading on 4 June, which was also 

the date VFBV was offered (and attended) a 

briefing on the Bill.  

Sadly, not a single material change had been 

made to the legislation since it had originally 

been released in 2017, demonstrating there 

was no appetite to listen to the credible and 

very widespread concerns raised by Victorian 

fire services experts.   

Usually, after a Bill has been read a second 

time, debate is adjourned for two weeks to 

allow Members of Parliament to consider the 

Bill and consult with their constituents and 

stakeholders prior to the debate and third 

reading.  However the Government used its 

numbers in the Lower House to bypass this 

usual practice. 

On 5 June debate resumed. The government 

used its absolute majority in the Lower House 

to pass the third reading, rushing the Bill 

from the Lower House to the Legislative 

Council (Upper House) on the same day, 

even though the Bill had only been tabled in 

the Lower House three days before. 

The Upper House immediately pushed 

through the first reading in that Chamber on 6 

June. 

The Upper House was recalled on 7 June, 

despite it not previously being a sitting day, so 

that the Bill could be pushed through the 

second reading all in the same week it was 

first tabled. The final step was the third 

reading and the vote in the Upper House. 
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Parliament resumed on 18 June and the 

debate on the Fire Services Bill in the Upper 

House began. Very few amendments, and no 

material amendments relating to the 

concerns that had been expressed, were 

made during the debate.  

On 20 June, using a slim majority from the 

vote of several minor and Independent MPs, 

debate concluded and the Fire Services 

Reform Bill passed its third reading – 

effectively making it law.  

 

Voted to support the Bill: 

Labor – (17) votes 

Samantha Ratnam - Victorian Greens (1) 

Fiona Patten - Fiona Patten’s Reason Party (1) 

Andy Meddick - Animal Justice Party (1) 

Catherine Cumming – Independent (1) 

Total: 21 

 

Voted against the Bill 

Liberal: (10) votes 

National: (1)  

Jeff Bourman - Shooters, Fishers and Farmers Party(1) 

Stuart Grimley, Tania Maxwell - Derryn Hinch’s Justice Party (2) 

Tim Quilty, David Limbrick - Liberal Democrats (2) 

Clifford Hayes - Sustainable Australia (1) 

Rodney Barton - Transport Matters Party (1) 

Total: 18 
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Tonight, the controversial Fire Services (Reform) Bill has been passed by the Legislative Council, 

effectively bringing an end to the world respected CFA integrated model that has served Victoria so 

well. 

Understandably, many CFA volunteers will be incredibly disappointed by this outcome. 

And while many will go to bed tonight feeling betrayed and broken-hearted, all of them should sleep 

with a clear conscience. They have articulated their concerns, they have diligently put on public 

record their expert advice and analysis, and they have shared their vast knowledge and experience 

in warning of the dangers and unintended consequences that accompany such rash and ill-

conceived arrangements to our fire services as those proposed in this Bill. 

That their warnings and advice have gone unheeded by such a slim majority, that the promises and 

commitments made to the selfless men and women of our fire services through the Volunteer 

Charter has been so blatantly ignored by those supporting this Bill, and that our Parliamentary 

checks and balances have allowed such significant structural changes without any evidence, any 

modelling or any plan is extraordinary. These will be matters of deep disappointment for volunteers 

for quite some time. 

I have no doubt that CFA volunteers’ profound sense of duty to their communities and to the people 

of Victoria will overcome their immediate reactions. Don’t forget, CFA volunteers are used to 

overcoming impossible odds – they are agile and adaptable. They train and exercise to stand against 

the sometimes-unstoppable forces of mother nature and the ravages of fire every year. They are 

used to backing themselves and backing each other.  

They now have the unenviable task of doing their best to implement and work with what they have 

been given. It’s another unnecessary challenge laid before them to overcome.  And though many 

are sceptical and believe parts of this reform may simply be unworkable, they will proceed in good 

faith and look to salvage the best possible outcomes from these changes. They will work tirelessly 

to try and limit the potential damage of the changes, as well as continuing to seek real and practical 

improvements to such important areas such as operational training, safety, infrastructure and 

culture. 

Decision-makers must now be held to account for the structures, promises and commitments they 

have made. VFBV will work with our Brigades and Groups to ensure they are supported during these 

changes. VFBV delegates will be on hand to help members identify needs, challenges and 

opportunities, and areas requiring support. They will monitor impacts and ensure that detrimental 

impacts on volunteers, communities and CFA brigades is well known and understood. 
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It is now critically important that we all unite behind our common cause in putting our communities 

first and protecting lives and property. For our part - VFBV is committed to working hard with the 

Government, agencies and all stakeholders to find common ground and heal the divisions of the 

recent past. We are committed to working constructively and in good faith as we move into the next 

part of this journey. 

I also accept my responsibility to provide leadership and support for the work and challenges ahead 

of us. I have made this commitment direct to the Minister, Lisa Neville and we have made some 

positive progress on scoping a few early priority areas to focus on during the drafting of the new 

regulations.  VFBV will continue to work tirelessly to ensure that the welfare and efficiency of CFA 

volunteers is well known and understood at all levels across the sector – and that community safety 

outcomes drives our priorities and effort.  

I would like to thank all those who have been staunch defenders and supporters of the CFA and CFA 

Volunteers throughout this turbulent period. From MP’s to commentators, fire service experts and 

members of the general public - your support and confidence has been invaluable. 

And to my fellow CFA volunteers, supporters and friends – I offer my sincere thanks and respect. It 

has taken great courage and conviction to stand up for what you believe in – and in the face of 

significant odds. I have never been more proud to stand beside you. Never lose faith nor hope. We 

are stronger together, and together we will continue to stand up for our communities and the safety 

of all Victorians. 

 

Adam Barnett, Chief Executive Officer 

Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria 
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Volunteers play a critical role in the delivery  
of emergency management across Victoria.  
There are over 100,000 emergency management volunteers throughout the State across a wide range 
of agencies. A community focussed service delivery approach, with volunteers working together with 
agencies and paid staff, provides the best outcome for Victorian communities.

Through reference to the key principles set down in this Emergency Management Volunteer Statement, 
the parties commit to use and apply the Statement to strengthen the culture of volunteering in Victoria 
and build a shared understanding of, and respect for, the critical role that volunteers play in the  
emergency management sector and community.

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT  
VOLUNTEER STATEMENT

This Statement is dated the 4th of May 2016.

Daniel Andrews MP                       
Premier, State of Victoria                                                                           

Jane Garrett MP                                       
Minister for Emergency Services 

Craig Lapsley PSM                      
Emergency Management Commissioner

The Emergency Management  
Volunteer Statement:

 › Is an agreed commitment between the State of Victoria 
and emergency management volunteers, from agencies 
listed in the Emergency Management Manual Victoria;

 › Ensures the State of Victoria and the emergency 
management volunteer agencies will commit to 
consult with volunteers on matters which affect them, 
through volunteer engagement arrangements within the 
emergency management sector, including the Volunteer 
Consultative Forum, and in line with their agencies’ 
obligations; 

 › Is the framework for an enduring commitment between 
the parties. The Statement will be reviewed as required 
by the parties or at the end of four years from its date of 
commencement;

 › The parties commit to maintaining and further building 
emergency management volunteer capacity as 
required, to plan, prepare, respond and recover 
from emergencies and build community safety and 
resilience; and

 › Coexists and complements the enduring effect  
of the CFA Volunteer Charter.

Emergency Management  
Volunteers:

 › Selflessly give their time to protect and help others;
 › Are essential to the State’s response before, during  
and after both routine and major emergencies;

 › Are part of their communities and, as such, are 
fundamental to community safety and resilience;

 › Give of their time without expectation of financial 
reward, but to gain satisfaction from service, 
achievement, personal development and camaraderie;

 › Depend on the goodwill and practical support  
of their families, friends and employers to enable  
them to serve;

 › Provide their services for the protection of life  
and property, to create a safer community;

 › Work with all emergency management volunteers 
and paid staff in a mutually respectful and active 
partnership, having regard to the principles of their 
agencies, other organisations, government and the 
community;

 › Operate safely and undertake appropriate  
training and planning to ensure their personal  
safety and enhance the delivery of services in  
creating a safer community;

 › Are committed to maintaining positive and collaborative 
relationships with emergency management agencies, 
government and each other; and

 › Bring an extensive and unique range of community 
and industry skills to Victoria’s emergency management 
capability. 

Emergency Management  
Volunteer Agencies:

 › Recognise, value, respect, promote and support 
emergency management volunteers who come from 
widely diverse communities with differing needs and 
characteristics;

 › Recognise and acknowledge that a primary responsibil-
ity of agencies’ paid staff is to nurture and encourage 
volunteers and to facilitate and develop their skills 
and competencies, and maintain and build volunteer 
capacity at all levels of emergency management;  

 › Recognise and acknowledge the value of the time that 
volunteers provide and ensure that their time is optimally 
utilised; 

 › Work with and support a positive integration of paid 
and volunteer emergency management workers; 

 › Develop and maintain an organisational culture and 
organisational relationships that support volunteer 
engagement in all emergency management functions;

 › Ensure that volunteer views, opinions and concerns 
are considered before adopting any new or changed 
policies, procedures or approaches that impact on 
them as volunteers; 

 › Provide administrative, operational and infrastructure 
support in a timely manner to enable volunteers 
to perform their roles safely and effectively with 
appropriate resources; 

 › Commit to maintaining and building individual and 
overall emergency management volunteer capacity to 
carry out emergency management roles;

 › Recognise and value the unique range of community 
and industry skills that volunteers provide to emergency 
management;

 › Endeavour to utilise suitably qualified and experienced 
volunteers in key leadership positions; and

 › Recognise the value of volunteers and their local 
knowledge during emergencies.

The State of Victoria:
 › Recognises, values, respects and promotes emergency 
management volunteers, their families and employers 
for their contributions to the well-being and safety of 
Victorian communities;  

 › Commits to engage and consult with emergency 
management volunteers and their representative bodies 
on emergency management issues and matters that 
affect them, through the Volunteer Consultative Forum 
and other volunteer engagement arrangements within 
the emergency management sector taking into account 
the recognition of the importance of volunteers  
in Victoria’s emergency management arrangements 
under the Emergency Management Act 2013; and

 › Will ensure that the commitments and principles in this 
statement are supported across government and by 
emergency management volunteer agencies.

The Emergency  
Management Commissioner:

 › Commits to perform the functions having regard to 
the fundamental importance of the role that volunteers 
play in the performance of emergency management 
functions in Victoria.

These commitments are made within a legislative and policy framework that includes the obligations of the  
Emergency Management Commissioner and Emergency Management Victoria to have regard to the fundamental  
importance of the role that volunteers play in the performance of emergency management functions in Victoria,  
under the Emergency Management Act 2013; the roles of emergency management volunteer agencies 
under the State Emergency Response Plan and the State Emergency Recovery Plan; and the principles and obligations  
agreed between the Victorian Government, CFA and its Volunteers set out in the CFA Volunteer Charter 2011  
and the Country Fire Authority Act 1958.

TOGETHER, WE WORK AS ONE

 
  

Ken Lay APM 
Ambulance Victoria  
Chair

Penny Harrison 
Australian Red Cross – Victoria   
Executive Director

Raymond A Campbell ESM 
Australian Volunteer Coast Guard  
National Commodore 

John Peberdy 
Country Fire Authority  
Acting Chair

Tom Mollenkopf 
Life Saving Victoria  
Chair

Major Eddy Holman 
Salvation Army – State Liaison Emergency Services Officer, 
Victorian State Council 

Cameron Oxley 
St John Ambulance  
Victorian Chair 

Peter Akers 
Victoria State Emergency Service  
Chair 

Stuart Stuart 
Victorian Council of Churches  
Chief Executive Officer 

Dr Faye Bendrups 
Volunteer Emergency Service Association  
Independent Chair

Nev Jones AFSM 
Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria 
State President

Emergency Management  
Agencies Signatories:
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Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria thanks all the CFA volunteers who took 
time to participate in the 2018 VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 
Survey. We also take this opportunity to recognise our volunteers 
who freely give their time to protect their local communities and 
communities right across Victoria. 

Victoria’s emergency management sector relies heavily on CFA 
volunteers. They are a vital resource in the protection and resilience 
of Victorian communities. The CFA Act 1958 enshrines the obligation 
of the CFA and the government of Victoria to consult with VFBV as 
the volunteer representative on “any matter that might reasonably 
be expected to affect them”. It requires that CFA “develop policy 
and organisational arrangements that encourage, maintain and 
strengthen the capacity of volunteer officers and members” to 
undertake their roles, and that the Volunteer Charter must be 
followed1.The Volunteer Charter was first signed by the State 
Government in 2001 and reaffirmed in 2011 and the Emergency 
Management Volunteer Statement was signed by the State 
Government and other key parties in May 2016. 

This annual survey was designed by and for volunteers and 
has been conducted since 2012. It is thought to be one of the 
biggest in Australia. It provides direct, evidence-based feedback 
about their expectations of and satisfaction with matters they 
say are important to their general welfare and efficiency when 
delivering their vital public safety role.  The results are made 
available to volunteers, CFA, all levels of government and other 
key decision-makers. It is also available on the VFBV website. The 
survey identifies areas that are working well and those that need 
immediate to long-term attention to sustain the essential CFA 
volunteer resource. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In a volunteer-based organisation such as 
CFA, it is vital to have a culture, policies and 
organisational arrangements that are well-
tuned to encourage, maintain and strengthen 
the effectiveness, morale and capacity of those 
volunteers. 

In fact, it is so important to Victoria’s emergency management 
capability it is a legislated obligation on CFA and the State 
Government in the Country Fire Authority Act 1958. 

If these settings are not right, CFA risks losing volunteers and will 
struggle to sustain the capacity and effectiveness of the volunteers 
who deliver a world-respected emergency capacity essential to 
Victoria’s safety and resilience.  Given the decline in volunteer 
numbers reported by CFA in 2018, it becomes even more important.

The VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency survey gives CFA and 
other decision-makers clear feedback, directly from volunteers, 
about the issues that are affecting their efficiency and welfare. 

This report highlights concerning gaps in CFA’s arrangements and 
approach that are impacting on volunteer welfare and efficiency, 
and that these are not being addressed. 

The survey measures what volunteers say is important to their 
welfare and efficiency and how CFA is performing according to what 
they are experiencing on-the-ground. The gap between importance 
and performance is called the VolWEL (Volunteer Welfare and 
Efficiency Level).

An overall VolWEL of 2.1 is concerning, indicating high levels of 
dissatisfaction in areas that have been identified by volunteers as 
important to their welfare and efficiency.  That translates directly 
into retention and attraction capability for what is an essential 
emergency resource for Victorians. 

Any gap above 2.0, and certainly any gap above 2.5, should be 
considered a critical issue for CFA in relation to the welfare, safety 
and sustainability of its volunteer workforce. 

The best performing areas, with a VolWEL below 1.5, are not critical 
issues, but there is still great opportunity for improvement.

The 2018 VolWEL results are largely consistent with previous seven 
years – the areas that had the highest VolWEL when the survey was 
introduced in 2012 are still the areas causing the highest levels of 
dissatisfaction among volunteers.

The most notable trend over the past seven years has been the 
lack of movement on issues identified by volunteers as seriously 
impacting them. More needs to be done to address issues that 
volunteers say are significant concerns. 

The most significant shift was a decline in the perception of training, 
with a particularly poor rating among volunteers in brigades serving 
urban communities. 

Cooperation across CFA also remains a significant concern for 
volunteers. While volunteers felt that consultation and involvement 
in decision-making at their brigade level was among the best 
performing areas, consultation and involvement in decision-making 
at corporate CFA level was the single worst performing measure.  
Many volunteers include the State Government as ‘corporate CFA’, 
based on the anecdotal feedback used to help analyse the results. 

The results highlight the most critical issues that need to be 
addressed if CFA is to maintain and strengthen its volunteer 
capacity as it is obliged to do under the Act. 

With such a strong participation rate, these results are a true 
indicator for CFA’s volunteer workforce.  VFBV is committed  
to working with CFA and the State Government to encourage  
short and long-term actions that will sustain and strengthen  
this vital resource. 



2018 VFBV Volunteer Welfare & Efficiency Survey

METHODOLOGY

SEVEN KEY THEMES 

People Management 
– My Brigade

7
Recruitment 
& Retention

Training by 
CFA

Support From 
CFA

654
Cooperation 
Across CFA

My Role as 
a Volunteer

321
Respect & 

Professionalism

The purpose of the VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey 
is to gain feedback direct from volunteers about their expectations 
and satisfaction with matters they feel are a priority for their 
general welfare and efficiency. This report is made available to 
Government and CFA as vital feedback to inform what needs 
attention in order for the vital foundation of Victoria’s volunteer-
based emergency service to be better recognised and supported 
to meet the future emergency services needs of the Victorian 
community. 

Introduced in 2012 as a broad consultative mechanism to capture 
formal, evidence-based feedback directly from volunteers, the 
annual VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey, along with 
other extensive consultative forums coordinated by VFBV, provides 
invaluable information to help ensure CFA establishes appropriate 
culture, policy and organisational arrangements that encourage, 
maintain and strengthen volunteers. 

The survey was designed with expert, independent organisational 
and people performance consultants, informed by broad 
consultation with CFA volunteers on what issues were most 
important to them. Following this a series of statements were 
developed that were identified as being most critical to volunteer 
welfare and efficiency. These statements form the core of the 
survey and were grouped into seven key themes, within which are 
several questions.  There are also specific statements relating to 
volunteer’s overall satisfaction levels and future intentions. 

Participants are also invited to provide additional comments as 
feedback, and these form a valuable insight into the quantitative 
results, the formation of observations and possible improvement 
ideas. 
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SURVEY PROMOTION AND ACCESSIBILITY 

Volunteers from CFA brigades from across Victoria were invited to 
take part in the survey during the months of September and October 
2018, participation in the survey is on an opt in basis. The survey 
was promoted via:

• Direct and indirect communication with CFA volunteers. 

• Electronic reminders and promotion via social media.

• Physical (paper, flyers, cards) reminders and promotions.

• Multiple lodgement options (electronic and physical). 

All online survey responses are entered into a securely encrypted 
electronic survey record system. 

Measures were implemented to block/limit the opportunity for 
an individual to complete multiple responses and to de-duplicate 
respondents and verify respondent’s eligibility.

 An external, independent review2 of survey controls confirmed that 
survey response controls were adequate and there is high reliability 
in the reported results. Any additional measures to further control 
survey respondent identification would be “detrimental to the 
stated goals of inclusion and providing an independent voice  
to the volunteers”2. 

Accessibility and optional anonymity are considered a critical 
component of the survey and therefore controls that enforce 
verifiable personal (individual) responses were not employed.  
These controls are considered complicated and can have the 
adverse effect of causing members to avoid responding at all.

SURVEY & DATA RELIABILITY 

Respondents to the survey could be anonymous or potentially 
identifiable (respondents have the option to leave contact details, to 
enable their volunteer status to be verified). 

A random sample of potentially identified respondents were 
validated as CFA volunteers, resulting in confidence that 90% of the 
respondents3 who left contact details could be verified as active CFA 
volunteers2. 

Results were analysed separately by anonymous and identified 
responses – when viewed as a conglomerate4, there was no 
indication of a difference between the two cohorts.

It is therefore considered any ‘falsified’ records are in the minority2. 
There is no suggestion of bias and the results are representative of 
the target population.

The large number of respondents provides confidence that the 
results are likely to represent that of the overall population2. 

The Relative Standard Error5 is less than 1.5%. This means that a 
movement in the VolWEL outcome of 0.05 indicates true movement 
in views and is not just ‘noise’.2 

The VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey tools and 
processes have been reviewed by independent data analyst 
specialists Symbolix to undertake an audit of the survey instrument, 
access controls, representation and integrity of the findings. This 
audit reached the conclusion that “reasonable steps had been 
taken to engage the target population, [and] the returned results 
are reliable and broadly representative.” This review also stated that 
“with high confidence values and minimal opportunity for bias, the 
surveyed gaps reported appear legitimate and reliable measures of 
community experiences.”2

Demographic information about respondents was gathered, 
including brigade type (rural, urban, integrated), leadership levels, 
age, length of service etc. 

The demographic distribution of the respondent’s indicates that the 
likelihood of bias due to a particular cohort with particular views is 
unlikely. 

Additionally, the reliability of results as representative of the overall 
CFA volunteer population is enhanced by the close correlation to the 
demographic of the broader CFA volunteer cohort. 

SURVEY REPRESENTATION 



0 2 4 6 8 10
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Strongly Agree  
performance matches  

the statement

Strongly Disagree  
performance matches  
the statement

THE STATEMENT IS  
VERY IMPORTANT

THE STATEMENT IS  
NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT

The Gap between how closely Performance meets the expectation 
of Importance, is referred to as the Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 
Level (VolWEL) outcome. 

The VolWEL outcome is a way to simply illustrate where things are 
working well or what needs attention. 

A high VolWEL outcome is a sign that things are not working well  
and by what degree volunteer expectations are not being met. 

A low VolWEL outcome is a sign that things are working well and 
indicates that volunteer expectations are closer to being met. 

While a 0.05 VolWEL shift is considered an indicator of true 
movement2, for practical purposes VFBV has chosen to consider  
any change of 0.1 or higher to be significant.
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THE VOLUNTEER WELFARE 
AND EFFICIENCY LEVEL 
SURVEY SCORING

DETERMINING THE GAP AND VolWEL OUTCOME 

Meeting 
Expectations

Small Gap – potential  
for improvement

Mid-range Gap – need 
for improvement

Large Gap – remedial 
action to be taken

Significant Gap – immediate 
attention required

Critical need for 
priority attention

0 – 0.9

1.0 – 1.4

1.5 – 1.9

2.0 – 2.4

2.5 – 2.9

>3.0 A Gap of 3.0 or more indicates that there is a critical gap between volunteer expectations  
and performance and volunteers are highly dissatisfied.  Priority attention is needed.

A Gap between 2.5 and 2.9 indicates there are significant issues that need to be addressed.   
Immediate action should be put in place to rectify areas of concern.

A Gap between 2.0 and 2.4 indicates these issues are impacting volunteer welfare and efficiency and will be causing 
dissatisfaction with the volunteering experience.  Action to address volunteer concerns should be implemented.

A Gap between 1.5 and 1.9 indicates that volunteer expectations are not being met and should be addressed  
in both action and strategic plans, in the shorter term.  Volunteers are indicating lower levels of satisfaction.

A Gap between 1.0 and 1.4 indicates longer term planning should include addressing volunteer concerns.  
Volunteers are reasonably satisfied.

A Gap of less than 1.0 indicates that on the whole, volunteer expectations are being met.   
These results would be evidence of high levels of satisfaction.

DESCRIPTIONS

The survey instrument (Survey Monkey) uses a Likert scale (a scale 
used to represent people’s attitudes to a topic) to measure the 
Importance that a particular factor represents for the respondent 
and then also for the respondent’s view of the Performance of that 
particular factor. 

A score of 10 indicates that the factor has high Importance or 
Performance for the respondent. While a score of 1 indicates low 
Importance or Performance for that topic. 



RESPECT AND 
PROFESSIONALISM

MY ROLE AS A 
VOLUNTEER

COOPERATION 
ACROSS CFA

SUPPORT  
FROM CFA
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VolWEL OUTCOME – 
CFA VOLUNTEERS

The overall VolWEL outcome is the best overall indicator of how well 
volunteer expectations are being met.

An overall VolWEL of 2.1 is considered a large gap indicating that 
these issues are impacting volunteer welfare and efficiency and will 
be causing dissatisfaction with the volunteering experience. Action 
to address volunteer concerns should be implemented. 

The VolWEL outcome shows clearly where CFA and brigades are 
meeting the expectations of volunteers and where there are areas 
that should be prioritised to address volunteer concerns. 

For example, CFA volunteers felt that the Recruitment and 
Retention and People Management – My Brigade themes were 
closer to meeting their expectations, while the Cooperation  
across CFA and Training by CFA themes tended to have poorer 
VolWEL outcomes.

VOLUNTEER WELFARE AND EFFICIENCY 
LEVEL (VolWEL) – OVERALL

WORKING WELL

NOT WORKING WELL
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SUMMARY BASED ON RESPONSES TO INDIVIDUAL STATEMENTS

MOST POSITIVE

Volunteers responded most negatively to the  
following statements;

TRAINING BY CFA

• CFA provides enough training opportunities in formats, at time 
and locations that make it easy for me to participate. 

• CFA provides good leadership training for volunteers in people 
management, brigade management, conflict resolution and 
mentoring.

• Training is available and provided within a reasonable distance 
from members’ brigades. 

SUPPORT FROM CFA

• CFA corporate policies and leadership support an effective 
volunteer-based and fully integrated organisation. 

• Paid personnel in local brigades / Districts are committed to 
supporting and empowering volunteers.

COOPERATION ACROSS CFA

• Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at CFA corporate level. 

• CFA workforce arrangements allow paid staff and volunteers  
to work cooperatively as an integrated team. 

• Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at local District / Regional level. 

• Volunteers and CFA staff work cooperatively at all levels to 
achieve shared goals and serve the community.

RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION

• Brigades are successful in recruiting and retaining young  
people as volunteers. 

KEY OBSERVATIONS

Volunteers responded most positively to the  
following statements;

RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION

• There are no barriers to the roles that women can occupy  
within a brigade. 

• Diversity is accepted and welcomed at brigades. 

• New volunteers are actively supported to allow them to turn out 
to incidents within a reasonable time of joining the brigade.

• New volunteers in non-response roles are actively supported  
to allow them to contribute in my brigade within a reasonable 
time of joining. 

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT – MY BRIGADE 

• Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at brigade level. 

• There is a friendly environment within brigades, which welcomes 
new members and has good morale. 

MY ROLE AS A VOLUNTEER

• Volunteers feel the time they devote to CFA is productive and 
worthwhile. 

AREAS FOR SIGNIFICANT IMPROVEMENT

A VolWEL outcome of less than 1.5

A VolWEL outcome of 2.5 or more
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XX The biggest shift in opinion relates to training. This gap has 
increased by 0.2 this year, reversing the trend from 2017 and 
making it a critical need to be addressed. 

XX Within the theme of training, urban brigades report the largest 
gap between expectation and performance overall, including a 
critical 3.5 VolWEL on the specific statement about availability 
and opportunity for training in formats, locations and times that 
are accessible. 

FURTHER OBSERVATIONS

XX Members are most satisfied with their role and activities at a 
brigade level. Most members feel the time they devote to the CFA 
is productive and worthwhile. 

XX Members are least satisfied with cooperation across CFA at the 
corporate / management level, which includes how CFA consults 
and involves volunteers in decisions that affect them, how 
policies support CFA volunteers, how staff work with volunteers, 
and support for volunteer leadership and people management. 

XX The biggest gap between expectation and performance within 
an overall theme is in Cooperation across CFA.  This theme has 
the poorest overall VolWEL outcome of all themes in the survey 
at 2.9.

XX All four statements in the cooperation theme (page 12) received 
a VolWEL of 2.5 or above, a significant gap between expectation 
and performance requiring immediate action. 

XX The most negative perception for the entire survey relates to 
the statement that CFA volunteers are effectively consulted and 
involved in decision-making at the ‘corporate’ level, with a large 
and concerning VolWEL of 3.5.

XX Feedback comments indicate that CFA volunteers include the 
State Government in the ‘corporate / management’ category. 

XX Overall, 80% of volunteers intend to continue with the CFA since 
the drop reported in 2016, however this remains well below the 
positive intention rates of 87% reported in 2013 and 2014. 

XX Only 67% of volunteers from integrated brigades and 78% from 
urban brigades intended to remain with the CFA, compared 
to 84% for rural brigades. As a significant portion of Victoria’s 
critical surge capacity comes from urban and integrated 
brigades this is a major concern, in particular considering the 
drop in volunteer numbers reported by CFA in the past year.

XX These results should be of significant concern, particularly as it 
is possible that some of the most dissatisfied members resigned 
in the past year, meaning this may be under-reported in the 
results.

XX Rural brigade members are most likely to recommend being 
a CFA volunteer (78%), followed by urban brigade members 
(70%). Volunteers from integrated brigades are least likely to 
recommend being a CFA volunteer (54%). 
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• The number of CFA respondents (2541) continues to be high 
and statistically robust and has been independently confirmed 
as a valid representation of the wider CFA population by an 
independent review.

• The demographics profile of respondents largely represents the 
overall CFA volunteering population. 

• However there is a slight under-representation of younger  
people and women compared to CFA’s broader demographics, 
although their participation rate in the survey has been 
consistent over the years. 

• All CFA Districts are represented in the responses.

• A small group of respondents identified as being under 25 
(approximately 3%). This is consistent with previous years.

• 33% of respondents provided additional comments to support or 
add to their views. 

SURVEY PARTICIPATION 

XX Overall, 75% of respondents were satisfied with their role as 
a CFA volunteer. Volunteers from rural brigades are the most 
satisfied (78%), and those from integrated brigades are the least 
satisfied (56%). The decline in this measure first reported in 2016 
has not improved. 

XX Only 50% of volunteers are satisfied with how they are treated 
by the CFA. This remains concerningly low and has not improved 
since the decline began in 2016. A breakdown by brigade type 
indicates rural members are the most satisfied (55%) and 
integrated and urban brigades the least satisfied (43%). 

XX Volunteer leaders who work above the brigade level (eg. Group 
and District) are the least satisfied, with an alarming 3.7 gap 
between the expectation and performance of CFA corporate 
/ management given they are the members most commonly 
engaging with the CFA leadership. 

XX Volunteers reported little concern about barriers to the roles 
women can occupy, and high levels of inclusiveness of all 
backgrounds and beliefs.  The responses for women in these 
categories were slightly less favourable than men when 
responding to questions on diversity and bullying. 

XX People management at brigade level was the best performing 
theme with a VolWEL of 1.6. This includes that the environment 
at their brigade is friendly and welcoming, that volunteers 
are effectively consulted at brigade level, and that workplace 
bullying is not tolerated in brigades. 

XX However there were some concerns about brigade leaders 
dealing effectively with bullying and conflict resolution and 
morale, which ties into the feedback that volunteer leaders are 
not receiving enough training in these areas.

XX ‘Recruitment and retention’ continues as one of the more positive 
areas, but results highlight the recruitment and retention of 
younger volunteers as an ongoing concern. 

XX Younger members have the best VolWEL outcomes of all age 
groups, although they are generally more concerned than older 
members about attracting and retaining young people.

XX Volunteers with less than one year membership are generally 
more satisfied, with a VolWEL of 1.0, while members with six 
years’ and above service are significantly less happy with a 
VolWEL of 3.0.
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TRENDS BY THEME

Q:    CFA consistently and proactively promotes public  
understanding of community confidence in the role  
and professionalism of CFA volunteers and their brigades.

Q:    In general, CFA staff accept and recognise  
the professionalism of volunteers.

Q:    The respect and value of the contribution of  
volunteers is evident in CFA’s actions and culture.

Q:    I respect and appreciate the effort made  
by CFA to support me as a volunteer.

TREND

“In the fifty years I have served as a 
volunteer firefighter, Captain, Deputy 
Group Officer and Group Officer I have 
never seen the morale of volunteer 
members so low.”  
Brigade leader

1. RESPECT AND PROFESSIONALISM 

The relative measure of how closely performance meets the 
expectation of importance, is shown by the gap and indicated 
in red. 

A gap of 2.5 or more is indicative of a significant issue needing 
to be addressed.  

A gap of less than 1.5 indicates volunteer expectations are 
closer to being met.

Importance (9)

Performance (7) Gap (2)

Example:
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TREND

Q:    CFA proactively provide opportunities for me to progress  
and develop my skills to more senior/diverse roles as part  
of an individual volunteer career pathway.

Q:    CFA recognises and utilises the skills and experience  
that I bring to CFA.

Q:    Volunteers who no longer wish to perform operational roles  
are supported to continue their volunteer service in other  
non-operational/operational support roles in a positive  
and supportive way.

Q:    I feel the time I devote to CFA is productive and worthwhile.

TREND

Q:    CFA is doing everything it can to facilitate a good balance  
between my service and time commitment as a volunteer  
and other parts of my life.

2. MY ROLE AS A VOLUNTEER

3. COOPERATION ACROSS CFA

Q:    Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved  
in decision making at CFA Corporate level.

Q:    Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved  
in decision making at my local District/Regional level.

Q:    CFA’s workforce arrangements allow the paid staff  
and volunteers to work cooperatively as an integrated team.

Q:      Volunteers and CFA staff work cooperatively at all levels  
to achieve shared goals and serve the community.

“It is the interference of Government 
into decisions that affect volunteers 
without consulting those volunteers 
first and not CFA specifically that 
causes the most concern and conflict.”   
Brigade leader
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“Volunteers are being actively excluded 
from opportunities that used to exist. … 
CFA culturally has been progressively 
ignoring opportunities for volunteers  
to step up and be involved in the 
operation of the organisation.”   
Brigade member

“I have skills recognised at a national 
level, but not allowed to use them  
under CFA policy.”  
Brigade member
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TREND

Q:     CFA provides enough training opportunities  
in formats, at times and at locations that make  
it easy for me to participate.

Q:     Most training is available and provided within  
a reasonable distance from my brigade.

Q:      CFA provides good leadership training for volunteers  
in people management, brigade management,  
conflict resolution and mentoring.
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5. TRAINING BY CFA

Q:    Volunteer leaders in my brigade are effectively supported and 
empowered to manage my brigade and undertake their roles.

Q:      CFA paid personnel in my local brigade/district area are  
committed to supporting and empowering volunteers.

Q:     My employer is effectively recognised and supported  
to release me to undertake my volunteer commitments.

Q:    CFA works actively to discourage workplace bullying.

Q:      CFA corporate policies and leadership supports an  
effective volunteer based and fully integrated organisation.

4. SUPPORT FROM CFA

“LISTEN to what we have to say and 
become more flexible and adaptive to 
address OUR needs. There has been 
too much ‘direction’ and not enough 

‘conversation’… Plan [forums] according 
to our needs and schedules rather than 
what suits people in Melbourne.”  
Brigade leader

“In a recent CFA budget I noticed the only 
line which didn’t increase was volunteer 
training. That says all about CFA 
attitude to volunteers.” 
Brigade member

“The lack of training packages is a 
continual frustration, in particular 
structural fire fighter, and structural 
crew leader, which have been withdrawn 
and “under review” for a number of 
years now.”  
Brigade leader
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TREND

6. RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION

Q:      New volunteers are actively supported to allow them to turn  
out to incidents within a reasonable time of joining the brigade.

Q:       New volunteers in non-response roles are actively supported to allow 
 them to contribute in my brigade within a reasonable time of joining.

Q:      There are no barriers to the roles women can occupy in my brigade.

Q:      The environment across the wider CFA is volunteer-friendly  
and welcoming to new members.

Q:      People from all cultural backgrounds, different religious,  
political and personal beliefs are all made welcome at my brigade.

Q:      My brigade is successful in ‘retaining’ younger  
people as volunteers.

Q:      My brigade is successful in ‘recruiting’ younger  
people as volunteers.

7. PEOPLE MANAGEMENT – MY BRIGADE

Q:      Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved  
in decision making at my brigade level.

Q:    The environment at my brigade is volunteer-friendly,  
welcoming to new members and creates good morale.

Q:     People management issues, conflict resolution and volunteer 
morale are generally well managed within my brigade.

Q:    Workplace bullying is not tolerated in brigade of which I have  
been a member.

Q:     My brigade leaders are able to deal effectively with human  
resource,conflict resolution and morale issues at brigade level.

“Attracting new young members is 
essential for the survival of country 
brigades. More needs to be done to 
help recruit.” 
Brigade leader

TREND
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“I am a very happy and motivated 
volunteer and have very good support 
from my Brigade BMT and members.   
I find CFA very productive volunteering.”  
Brigade member



90%
of respondents indicated awareness 
of the role VFBV plays in support of 
brigades and volunteers
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Vision:  
Strong volunteerism, embraced to build community 
resilience for a safer Victoria. 

WHO IS VOLUNTEER FIRE 
BRIGADES VICTORIA?

Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria (VFBV) was established under the 
Country Fire Authority Act 1958 to represent CFA volunteers on all 
matters that affect their welfare and efficiency. 

VFBV is an independent Association, operating autonomously from 
CFA but at the same time working closely with CFA and other key 
stakeholders to engage volunteers in CFA and other deliberations 
and provide advice on all matters affecting CFA volunteers. 

VFBV actively partners with government and emergency 
management agencies to ensure volunteers and their communities 
remain actively involved in emergency management decision making 
at every level through day to day practical work in VFBV/CFA Joint 
Committees, Volunteer Consultative Forum and working to ensure 
positive, practical results flow from various reviews impacting  
on volunteers, volunteerism, emergency management and 
community safety. 

The VFBV Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey is an initiative 
by VFBV, designed by and for volunteers, to help capture and 
communicate fundamental issues as volunteers see them and 
to measure and understand how satisfied volunteers are with 
arrangements in place to support, encourage and enable them in 
their significant contribution to Victorian communities. 

15
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SATISFACTION 

Satisfaction with their role as a volunteer has 
shown either little or no improvement over the 
past three years. 

Satisfaction with the way volunteers are 
treated by CFA remains concerningly low 
– with no improvement on the decline first 
reported in 2016. 

There has been a slight but gradual 
improvement in the number of members who 
would recommend being a CFA volunteer and 
in their intention to continue. 

Coupled with the decline in volunteer numbers 
reported by CFA in 2018 it is possible that 
many dissatisfied volunteers have already 
resigned or withdrawn from CFA, which 
may have influenced the trends across all 
satisfaction measures. 

OBSERVATIONS
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Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction  
on a 10-point scale: from 1 “not at all” to 10 “very” 
(with 5 indicating unsure). 

7-10
SATISFIED

5-6
UNSURE

1-4
DISSATISFIED

Overall how satisfied are  
you with the way volunteers  
are treated by CFA?

Overall how satisfied are 
you with your role as a  
CFA volunteer?

7-10
YES

5-6
UNSURE

1-4
NO

Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction 
on a 10-point scale: from 1 “definitely not” to 10 
“definitely” (with 5 indicating unsure). 

I intend to continue my  
membership with CFA.

I would recommend being a  
CFA volunteer to people I know.

RESULTS
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MOTIVATION

The survey asked respondents 
to select one of six potential 
main reasons they volunteer. 
Overwhelmingly, CFA volunteers 
contribute their time for one of two 
main reasons – shown in the graph.
The trend in the shift away from volunteering for a sense of fulfilment 
in supporting my community in a meaningful way towards to help 
protect the community I live is evident in the results since the second 
year of the survey in 2013. 

This trend appears to have remained consistent with the 2017 results.  
The change in reason for volunteering could be an indication that 
volunteers do not feel that their contribution to CFA is valued. 

To help protect the  
community I live in.

A sense of fulfilment in 
supporting my community  
in a meaningful way.

SUMMARY OF TRENDS

FOOTNOTES

1. Section 6, Country Fire Authority Act 1958

2. VFBV engaged independent data analyst specialists Symbolix in 2018 to conduct an audit of the 
survey instrument, access controls, representation and integrity of the findings and report on these 
findings to VFBV. 

3. 95% statistical confidence that the true value lies within the window [78.2% - 96.7%]

4. Using a technique called Non-metric Multidimensional scaling, or NMDS.

5. The Relative Standard Error (RSE) is an expression of confidence in the reported metrics ability to 
reflect the true population. 

* Minor grammar and spelling corrections have been made for readability, and some quotes have been  
 edited for conciseness. Every effort has been made to retain the relevance and intent of the full quote.

OBSERVATIONS
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60%

1%%

To help protect the  
community I live in. 

34%

To learn 
new skills

To enjoy 
social contact

Other

A sense of fulfilment in 
supporting my community 
in a meaningful way.

2%3

Nb: To meet new people attracted 0% (n=10) of responses. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In any volunteer-based organisation, it is vital that the culture, 
policies and organisational arrangements are well-tuned to 
encourage, maintain and strengthen volunteer participation and 
effectiveness. 

The 2018 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey attracted 
responses from 5,939 fire service volunteers from across Australia. 
It gives leaders and decision-makers clear feedback, direct from 
volunteers, about how those settings and arrangements are 
impacting their welfare and efficiency. This should help focus 
discussions about priorities and actions needed to address 
volunteer concerns. 

This is the third national survey for fire service volunteers to 
determine how well their welfare and efficiency requirements are 
being met.  The original Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey was 
established in 2012 by Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria (VFBV) and 
was Victorian based.  

VFBV agreed to conduct a national survey on behalf of CAVFA in 
2016, which was well received by volunteer associations as an 
excellent tool for helping focus and prioritise discussions with fire 
agencies on what volunteers think is important, and how those 
agencies are performing against volunteer expectations. 

The survey tool and system were designed and developed by 
volunteers for volunteers and identified key themes that affect 
volunteer welfare and efficiency. These themes form the basis for 
this report. 

The survey is one of the biggest volunteer-based emergency services 
welfare and efficiency surveys in Australia. As such it plays an 
important role to give a voice to volunteer views. 

The 2018 results show that all participating fire services volunteers 
shared common areas of dissatisfaction, although the degree of 
dissatisfaction varied by organisation. Another common trait was 
that the trends in all states were fairly consistent, indicating that all 
participating agencies must do more to address volunteer concerns. 

Consistently, volunteer expectations are closest to being met at their 
local brigade level. The areas of the survey that focus on recruitment 
and retention and people management at a brigade level have the 
smallest gaps between volunteer expectations and performance. 
Survey results are clear in showing that volunteers feel that their 
brigades are volunteer-friendly and welcoming to new volunteers.  
The results also indicate that volunteers feel it is very important to 
support equity and diversity within their brigade, and they think this 
is what is happening. 

Supporting the positive culture, the survey results show that bullying 
is unlikely to be tolerated within brigades.  

Volunteer expectations are furthest from being met in the area of 
consultation and being involved in decision-making at a corporate 
and regional level. Performance across all participating agencies 
has not improved significantly since the last survey. This should 
be considered a priority focus area, as it is evident that volunteers 
continue to be dissatisfied with performance in this area.

Training is the second key area with a large gap, where the results 
clearly show a lack of genuine improvement and a need for agencies 
to priorities their efforts if they wish to keep the volunteers they rely 
on satisfied and engaged. It is evident that fire service volunteers 
would like to see more opportunities for training in the areas of 
people management, brigade management, conflict resolution and 
mentoring. 

VOLUNTEER SATISFACTION

• 80% of respondents indicated they are satisfied with their 
volunteer role

• 85% of respondents indicated they intend to continue in their 
volunteer role

• 81% would recommend being a fire service volunteer to others

By contrast, the average across the sector for volunteers being 
satisfied with how they are treated by their agency was at a low 65%.
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METHODOLOGY
The Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey is an initiative of 
Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria (VFBV), the volunteer association 
formally established in the CFA Act to represent CFA volunteers in 
Victoria.  The initial survey tool was developed and designed by 
volunteers, for volunteers, and launched in Victoria in 2012.

In 2016, the Council of Australian Volunteer Fire Associations (CAVFA) 
endorsed an expansion of VFBV’s Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 
Survey and fire service volunteers across Australia were given the 
opportunity to participate. The survey is offered to volunteers 
through their respective state level volunteer association. The 
associations then work independently and collectively in providing 
the results to key stakeholders within and beyond each fire service, 
and more broadly across each State, Territory or at a national level.

The survey provides evidence-based, quantitative and qualitative 
data on matters of importance to volunteers. Expansion of 
the survey across Australia provides a valuable opportunity to 
volunteer representatives and volunteer organisations to harness 
direct feedback from volunteers on the issues shared among fire 
service volunteers right around the country. It can help focus 
work on matters of significance on behalf of the entire fire services 
volunteering population. 

The survey was designed with expert, independent organisational 
and people performance consultants, informed by broad 
consultation with volunteers on what issues were most important 
to them. Following this a series of statements were developed 
that were identified as being most critical to volunteer welfare and 
efficiency. These statements form the core of the survey and were 
grouped into seven key themes, within which are several questions.  
There are also specific statements relating to volunteer’s overall 
satisfaction levels and future intentions. 

Participants are also invited to provide additional comments as 
feedback, and these form a valuable insight into the quantitative 
results, the formation of observations and possible improvement 
ideas. 

The national survey results provide CAVFA with the ability to discuss, 
influence and advocate about the views of fire service volunteers 
across the states. The results provide the emergency management 
sector, governments and fire services with a direct volunteer 
perspective. Identifying common themes across the county will 
facilitate the sharing of good practice, new learnings and initiatives 
which improve volunteer satisfaction. 

SEVEN KEY THEMES 

People Management – 
My Brigade

7
Recruitment 
& Retention

Training by 
[Agency]

Support from 
[Agency]

654

Cooperation 
across [Agency]

My Role as 
a Volunteer

321
Respect & 

Professionalism

2018 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey



SURVEY PROMOTION AND ACCESSIBILITY

The Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey for fire service 
volunteers was open to participants during September and October 
2018. The methods used to communicate, distribute, promote and 
engage volunteers to participate in the survey was determined by 
each volunteer association. 

Methods used to engage volunteers included email distribution 
lists (where available) that allowed the survey to be sent directly 
to volunteers where they could complete the survey via a securely 
encrypted electronic record system; newsletters, social media and 
other communication distribution channels. Communications 
usually included access to a link that allowed the survey to be 
completed via the securely encrypted electronic record system.  

Processes were employed to block or limit the opportunity for an 
individual to complete the survey multiple times and measures were 
taken to de-duplicate respondents and verify respondent’s eligibility 
as a fire service volunteer. An external, independent review1 of survey 
controls confirmed that survey response controls were adequate 
and there is high reliability in the reported results. Any additional 
measures to further control survey respondent identification would 
be “detrimental to the stated goals of inclusion and providing an 
independent voice to the volunteers”. 1

SURVEY REPRESENTATION

Respondents could be anonymous or potentially identifiable, 
meaning respondents who left contact details, enabling their 
volunteer status to be verified. The purpose of allowing identification 
was to allow for the ability to verify results as being that of the 
appropriate volunteer population. 

Methods used to verify results include ensuring the demographics 
of the respondents align overall with the demographics of the 
relevant fire service and/or comparing the results from anonymous 
respondents with those who could be verified and determining if 
there were any anomalies in the data, which could suggest intention 
to manipulate the survey results. 

It is considered that any ‘falsified’ records would be in the minority 
and there is no suggestion of bias in any of the surveys.

DATA RELIABILITY

The large number of respondents provide a measure of confidence 
that the results are likely to be near that of the overall population.  
At a State level, the percentage and participation for each fire  
service varied. 

For the purpose of this report, the total results for each fire service 
contributed to the average – a method used to avoid the fire services 
with a higher response level having a greater influence in the overall 
results. The results indicate similar views, regardless of which fire 
service a volunteer is a member with, indicating a high level of 
reliability in the outcome of the survey.

PARTICIPANTS

This report summarises the feedback from 5,939 fire service 
volunteers from across Australia. All States except South Australia 
were represented. The ACT and NT have not participated in any year 
to date. 

Volunteers participated from the following fire service agencies:

• Country Fire Authority – Victoria 

• Rural Fire Service – New South Wales

• Rural Fire Service – Queensland  

• Tasmania Fire Service – volunteer brigades  

• Volunteer Fire and Rescue Service – Western Australia 

1. In 2018, VFBV engaged independent data analyst specialists, Symbolix, to 
undertake an audit of the survey instrument, access controls, representation and 
integrity of the findings
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THE VOLUNTEER WELFARE 
AND EFFICIENCY LEVEL 
(VolWEL)
SURVEY SCORING 

The survey instrument (Survey Monkey) uses a Likert scale (a scale 
used to represent people’s attitudes to a topic) to measure the 
Importance that a particular factor represents for the respondent 
and then also for the respondent’s view of the Performance of that 
particular factor. 

A score of 10 indicates that the factor has high Importance or 
Performance for the respondent. A score of 1 indicates low 
Importance or Performance for that topic. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Strongly Agree  
performance matches  

the statement

Strongly Disagree  
performance matches  
the statement

THE STATEMENT IS  
VERY IMPORTANT

THE STATEMENT IS  
NOT AT ALL IMPORTANT

DETERMINING THE GAP AND VolWEL OUTCOME

The gap between how closely Performance meets the expectation 
of Importance, is referred to as the Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency 
Level (VolWEL) outcome. 

The VolWEL outcome is a way to simply illustrate where things are 
working well or what needs attention. 

A high VolWEL outcome is a sign that things are not working well and 
by what degree volunteer expectations are not being met. 

A low VolWEL outcome is a sign that things are working well and 
indicates that volunteer expectations are closer to being met. 

0 2 4 6 8 10

Importance (9)

Performance (7) Gap (2)

VOLUNTEER WELFARE AND EFFICIENCY LEVEL – DESCRIPTORS

>3.0 Critical need for  
priority attention

A Gap of 3.0 or more indicates that there is a critical gap between volunteer expectations  
and performance and volunteers are highly dissatisfied. Priority attention is needed. 

2.5 – 2.9 Significant Gap – immediate 
attention required

A Gap between 2.5 and 2.9 indicates that there are significant issues that need to be addressed.  
Immediate action should be put in place to rectify areas of concern. 

2.0 – 2.4 Large Gap – remedial action 
to be taken

A Gap between 2.0 and 2.4 indicates these issues are impacting volunteer welfare and efficiency  
and will be causing dissatisfaction with the volunteering experience. Action to address volunteer  
concerns should be implemented. 

1.5 – 1.9 Mid-range Gap – need for 
improvement

A Gap between 1.5 and 1.9 indicates that volunteer expectations are not being met and should be addressed  
in both action and strategic plans, in the shorter term. Volunteers are indicating lower levels of satisfaction. 

1.0 – 1.4 Small Gap – potential  
for improvement

A Gap between 1.0 and 1.4 indicates that longer term planning should include addressing volunteer concerns. 
Volunteers are reasonably satisfied. 

<0.9 Meeting  
Expectations

A Gap of less than 1.0 indicates that on the whole, volunteer expectations are being met.  
This would be evidence of a high level of satisfaction throughout the volunteer population. 

2018 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey



The overall VolWEL outcome is the best indication of how well 
volunteer expectations are being met. Translated as the VolWEL, the 
outcome shows clearly where agencies are meeting the expectations 
of volunteers and where there are areas that should be prioritised to 
address volunteer concerns. 

The National Fire Service overall VolWEL score of 1.7 represents 
a need to address volunteer concerns through both action and 
strategic plans. There may be poorer or better VolWEL outcomes 
within each agency beyond the overall National Fire Service  
VolWEL outcome. 

All agencies have the best results for Recruitment and Retention 
and People Management at a Brigade Level and worse results for 
Training and agency level Cooperation. 

1.4
1.8

2.3 2.2

1.5

1.7
NATIONAL
OVERALL

VolWEL SCORE

1.8 1.7

RESPECT AND
PROFESSIONALISM 

MY ROLE AS A
VOLUNTEER 

COOPERATION
ACROSS

[AGENCY]

SUPPORT
FROM

[AGENCY] 

Note: Range depicted on illustration is indicative of the results for each individual agency.

TRAINING BY
[AGENCY]

RECRUITMENT
AND RETENTION

PEOPLE
MANAGEMENT
- MY BRIGADE

LARGEST GAP

SMALLEST GAP

NOT WORKING WELL

WORKING WELL

4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

VolWEL OUTCOME –  
AUSTRALIAN VOLUNTEER 
FIRE SERVICES
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KEY OBSERVATIONS
PARTICIPATION

• 5,939 fire service volunteers participated in the 2018 survey, 
compared to 6,136 respondents in 2016 and 6,474 respondents 
in 2017. 

OVERALL RESULTS

• The results showed consistency in the ranking of where volunteer 
expectations are, or are not, being met.  

• However the size of the gap between importance and 
performance varied among states.

• Results are largely consistent with the outcome of the 2016 and 
2017 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Surveys. The areas with 
the largest gaps therefore remain as the key areas for attention if 
agencies are to meet the expectations of their volunteers.

• Volunteers are least satisfied in areas which are the responsibility 
of the corporate level of their agency.  

• Volunteers are most satisfied with performance where the 
responsibility lies with the local brigade. 

The VolWEL outcome has improved for the following theme:

• Cooperation Across [Agency] 

The VolWEL outcome remains the same for the  
following themes:

• Respect and Professionalism

• Support from [Agency]

• Training by [Agency] 

The VolWEL outcome has worsened for the following themes:

• My Role as a Volunteer

• Recruitment and Retention

• People Management – My Brigade 

WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT TO FIRE SERVICE VOLUNTEERS?

Consistently, the statements in the survey are ranked as being 
at least 8 out of 10 when asked how important the matter is to 
volunteer welfare and efficiency.  

As well as being the area where volunteer expectations are closest 
to being met, it is evident that what happens at brigade level has the 
most impact on volunteer satisfaction and matters of welfare and 
efficiency.  Statements in the themes that relate to predominantly 
brigade level activity and authority often rated at 9 or above out of 
10 as to how important they are.

The areas that are most important to volunteer welfare and 
efficiency are identified as:

• No tolerance for bullying – including the fire service actively 
working to discourage bullying behaviour.

• No barriers to the roles women can occupy. 

• The environment at brigades needs to be volunteer-friendly, 
welcoming to new members and have good morale.

• People from all cultural backgrounds, religious, political and 
personal beliefs are all made welcome. 

• Volunteer leaders need to be effectively supported and 
empowered to manage their brigade and undertake their roles. 

• The environment across the wider fire service should be 
volunteer-friendly and welcoming to new members.

2018 Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey



 Fire service volunteer expectations are furthest from being met 
in areas that are the responsibility of the corporate levels of their 
agency. 

 The four questions below come from the surveys Cooperation 
Across [Agency] and Training by [Agency] themes. The VolWEL 
outcome for both these themes is poor, as they showed the 
largest gaps between volunteer expectations and performance. 
Specifically, the poorest results came from the following 
statements:

 Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at [Agency] corporate level. 

 Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at local District/Regional level. 

 [Agency] provides enough training opportunities in formats, at 
times and at locations that make it easy for me to participate. 

 [Agency] provides good leadership training for volunteers in 
people management, brigade management, conflict resolution 
and mentoring. 

WHERE DOES PRIORITY ACTION NEED TO BE TAKEN? 

A VolWEL outcome  
of 2.2 or more

 Each of the statements where fire service volunteer’s expectations 
are closest to being met come from the People Management – 
My Brigade and Recruitment and Retention themes. 

 These two themes have the best VolWEL outcomes.  Overall, the 
results indicate that fire service volunteer expectations are closest 
to being met at their brigade level.  Specifically, the best results 
came from the following statements:

 There are no barriers to the roles women can occupy in my 
brigade.

 People from all cultural backgrounds, different religious, political 
and personal beliefs are made welcome at my brigade. 

 I feel the time I devote to [agency] is productive and worthwhile. 

 The environment at my brigade is volunteer-friendly, welcoming 
to new members and creates good morale. 

 Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision 
making at brigade level. 

 New volunteers are actively supported to allow them to turn out 
to incidents within a reasonable time of joining the brigade. 

 Workplace bullying is not tolerated in brigade of which I have 
been a member. 

 New volunteers in non-response roles are actively supported to 
allow them to contribute in my brigade within a reasonable time 
of joining. 

WHICH EXPECTATIONS ARE CLOSEST TO BEING MET? 

A VolWEL outcome  
of less than 1.5
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THEMES AND TRENDS
Below are the results for each of the survey themes show a 
comparison between the results for 2016, 2017 and 2018.

A smaller gap (better VolWEL outcome) indicates a positive result. 
A larger gap (poorer VolWEL outcome) is indicative of worse results 
when comparing the results between the three years.

RESPECT AND PROFESSIONALISM 

Q:  I respect and appreciate the efforts made by [agency] to support me as a 
volunteer. 

Q:  The respect and value of the contribution of volunteers is evident in 
[agency’s] actions and culture.

Q:  In general, [agency] staff accept and recognise the professionalism of 
volunteers.

Q:  [Agency] consistently and proactively promotes public understanding 
of community confidence in the role and professionalism of [agency] 
volunteers and their brigades. 

2016
NATIONAL AVERAGE
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���

���

���

���

2017
NATIONAL AVERAGE

2018
NATIONAL AVERAGE
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8

6

4

2

0

VolWEL

1.8

MY ROLE AS A VOLUNTEER 

Q:  I feel the time I devote to [agency] is productive and worthwhile.

Q:  [Agency] is doing everything it can to facilitate a good balance between 
my service and time commitment as a volunteer and other parts of my 
life. 

Q:  Volunteers who no longer which to perform operational roles are 
supported to continue their volunteer service in other non-operational/
operational support roles in a positive and supportive way. 

Q:  [Agency] recognises and utilises the skills and experience that I bring to 
[agency].

Q:  [Agency] proactively provide opportunities for me to progress and 
develop my skills to more senior/diverse roles as part of an individual 
volunteer career pathway. 
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VolWEL
2.3

COOPERATION ACROSS [AGENCY] 

Q: Volunteers and paid staff work cooperatively at all levels to achieve 
shared goals and serve the community. 

Q: [Agency’s] workforce arrangements allow the paid staff and volunteers to 
work cooperatively as an integrated team. 

Q: Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision making at 
my local District/Regional level. 

Q: Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision making at 
[agency] Corporate level. 2016

NATIONAL AVERAGE
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2017
NATIONAL AVERAGE

2018
NATIONAL AVERAGE
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2

0
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VolWEL
2.3

Importance (9)

Performance (7) Gap (2)

Example:
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SUPPORT FROM [AGENCY] 

Q: [Agency’s] corporate policies and leadership supports an effective 
volunteer based and fully integrated organisation.

Q: [Agency] works actively to discourage workplace bullying. 

Q: My employer is effectively recognised and supported to release me to 
undertake my volunteer commitments. 

Q: [Agency’s] paid personnel in my local brigade/district area are 
committed to supporting and empowering volunteers. 

Q: Volunteer leaders in my brigade are effectively supported and 
empowered to  manage my brigade and undertake their roles. 

2016
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TRAINING BY [AGENCY] 

Q: [Agency] provides good leadership training for volunteers in people 
management, brigade management, conflict resolution and mentoring. 

Q: Most training is available and provided within a reasonable distance 
from my brigade. 

Q: [Agency] provides enough training opportunities in formats, at times and 
at locations that make it easy for me to participate.
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RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION 

Q: My brigade is successful in ‘recruiting’ younger people as volunteers. 

Q: My brigade is successful in ‘retaining’ younger people as volunteers. 

Q: People from all cultural backgrounds, different religious, political and 
personal beliefs are all made welcome at my brigade. 

Q: There are no barriers to the roles women can occupy in my brigade. 

Q: New volunteers are actively supported to allow them to turn out to 
incidents within a reasonable time of joining the brigade. 

Q: The environment across the wider [agency] is volunteer-friendly and 
welcoming  to new members. 

Q: New volunteers in non-response roles are actively supported to allow 
them to contribute in my brigade within a reasonable time of joining. 

. 
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PEOPLE MANAGEMENT – MY BRIGADE 

Q: My brigade leaders are able to deal effectively with human resource, 
conflict resolution and morale issues at brigade level. 

Q: Workplace bullying is not tolerated in brigades of which I have been a 
member. 

Q: People management issues, conflict resolution and volunteer morale are 
generally well managed within my brigade. 

Q: The environment at my brigade is volunteer-friendly, welcoming to new 
members and creates good morale. 

Q: Volunteers are effectively consulted and involved in decision making at 
my brigade level. 

2016
NATIONAL AVERAGE

���

���

���

���

���

���

2017
NATIONAL AVERAGE

2018
NATIONAL AVERAGE

10

8

6

4

2

0
1.4

VolWEL

���

���

11



DEMOGRAPHICS
GENDER

There were similar gender profiles for the respondents across 
the fire services. Gender category options in the survey included: 
female, male, transgender, prefer not to say and other. The reported 
demographics for gender are limited to female and male genders, 
as responses in the other categories was small enough that it could 
potentially identify the respondents.  

AGE

Most age groups were well represented among the respondents, 
with the exception of younger volunteer cohorts. This could also be 
reflected in the survey results that indicate that the recruitment and 
retention of younger volunteers is an issue for some fire services, and 
an area that needs to improve.  

LENGTH OF SERVICE

There was consistency across the fire services in relation to the 
length of service of respondents to the survey. It is common across 
all fire services that scoring for performance decreased as length of 
service increased. Especially evident after one year of service. 

SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

Participants were asked to provide 
demographic information, such 
as their age bracket, gender and 
length of service with their agency, 
to enable agencies to identify if 
different cohorts held particular 
views.

If a cohort was large enough to ensure individual volunteers could 
not be identified, the results for each cohort has been provided to 
agencies. Commentary in this report relates to consistent views 
across all fire services. 
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SATISFACTION

OBSERVATIONS

  Volunteer satisfaction levels in their role, 
intention to continue in their role and 
recommending volunteering to others are all at 
80% or above.

  Contrasted against satisfaction with their 
role, intent to continue and recommending 
volunteering to others, only 65% of volunteers 
are satisfied with the way they are treated by 
their agency. This result however has remained 
steady when compared to 2017. Factors that 
may influence this include the possibility that 
the most dissatisfied volunteers from previous 
surveys have either resigned or withdrawn from 
their volunteer service.

  It is very clear that some fire services, where 
satisfaction with the treatment of volunteers 
by the fire service is as low as 50%, should 
prioritise actions to improve in this area.



SATISFACTION

OBSERVATIONS

RESULTS

Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction  
on a 10 point scale: from 1 “dissatisfied” to 10  
“satisfied” (with 5 indicating unsure). 

7-10
SATISFIED

5-6
UNSURE

1-4
DISSATISFIED

Overall, how satisfied are you with  
your volunteer role?

Overall how satisfied are you 
with the way volunteers are 
treated by your agency?

Respondents were asked to rate their satisfaction on a  
10 point scale: from 1 “not at all” to 10 “definitely”  
(with 5 indicating unsure). 

7-10
YES

5-6
UNSURE

1-4
NO

I intend to continue in my 
volunteer role.

I would recommend being a 
[Fire Service’s] volunteer to 
people I know.
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MOTIVATION
THE SURVEY

The survey asked respondents 
to select one of six potential 
main reasons they volunteer. 
Overwhelmingly, fire service 
volunteers contribute their time for 
two main reasons – as shown in the 
graph. 

In the past two years there has been a shift in primary motivation 
– the number of volunteers selecting ‘protecting their local 
community’ is increasing and the number who volunteer for ‘a sense 
of fulfilment’, is slightly decreasing.

SUMMARY

To help protect the  
community I live in.

A sense of fulfilment in  
supporting my community 
in a meaningful way. 

2016

���
���
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2017 2018
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51%
said they volunteer to help  
protect the community I live in  

41 %
said they volunteer for 
a sense of fulfilment in 
supporting my community  
in a meaningful way 

1 %

To meet new 
people

To enjoy  
social contact 

with other 
volunteers

1 %

To learn  
new skills

%2

SUMMARY

5%

‘Other’  
reasons
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SURVEY OVERVIEW

  Across Australia communities 
rely on trained and committed 
fire service volunteers to for 
community safety and response 
to disasters.  Volunteers 
– who are in and of the 
community – are fundamental 
to a community-centred 
approach to safe and resilient 
communities. It follows that the 
welfare of volunteers and the 
efficiency of the service they 
provide must be key concerns 
for fire services, governments 
and decision makers. 

The Volunteer Welfare and Efficiency Survey for fire service 
volunteers plays a vital part in information flow – it is a reputable 
tool that provides evidence-based, qualitative and quantitative 
information on matters of importance to volunteers.  Expanding 
the survey across Australia has provided a valuable opportunity 
to harness feedback directly from volunteers and gain an 
understanding of what issues are shared among fire service 
volunteers right around the country. By identifying common 
themes within the fire services sector, the survey can be used as 
a collaborative tool to provide frank responses, share effective 
strategies, facilitate the development of reforms, target investment 
and build capacity and capability.

The survey covers topics such as professionalism, cooperation, 
support and training, as well as reasons for volunteering and 
satisfaction with the volunteer experience.  Individual fire service 
results are not identified in this report, they are provided directly to 
each fire service volunteer association to contribute to influencing, 
planning and overall decision making with the respective fire service, 
informed directly by volunteers.  

The survey allows for a greater degree of anonymity and 
transparency as it is conducted by the volunteer associations which 
represent volunteers.  Volunteer Associations work with their fire 
service to represent and support the needs of volunteers. 

BACKGROUND

The Volunteer Fire Brigade Victoria’s (VFBV) Volunteer Welfare and 
Efficiency was established in 2012 for CFA volunteers.  In April 2016, 
CAVFA endorsed a proposal to expand the VFBV Volunteer Welfare 
and Efficiency Survey across Australia, giving fire service volunteers 
the opportunity to voice their views on matters relating to their 
welfare and efficiency.

The inaugural National Fire Service Volunteer Welfare and  
Efficiency Survey was launched in 2016 and is conducted by  
VFBV on behalf of CAVFA.  

In 2018, the survey has been offered to fire service volunteers across 
the country for the third time, allowing for a comparison in views 
between 2016, 2017 and 2018.

. 
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SURVEY OVERVIEW

  CAVFA would like to thank the NSW 
Rural Fire Service Association, 
Volunteer Fire and Rescue Services 
Association and Country Fire Service 
Volunteers Association for their 
generous contributions towards 
the funding of the 2018 National 
Fire Service Volunteer Welfare and 
Efficiency Survey. 

  CAVFA would also like to thank 
Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria for 
undertaking the project of delivering 
the survey and analysis of results  
to volunteer fire associations  
across Australia.  

Authorised and published by Volunteer Fire Brigades Victoria in conjunction with the Council of Australian Volunteer Fire Associations. 

WHO IS CAVFA?
The Council of Australian Volunteer Fire Associations (CAVFA) 
was established to give volunteer firefighters a united voice 
in discussions and negotiations with governments and key 
stakeholders. CAVFA provides a forum to promote the interests of 
over 250,000 volunteer firefighters and to ensure that volunteer 
firefighting continues to help keep the communities of Australia safe 
from bushfires and other emergencies. CAVFA is committed to:

• Providing a forum for its members to work together to put 
views of its combined volunteer membership to the Federal 
Government and other key stakeholders.

• Assisting Volunteer Fire Brigade entities and fostering the 
interests of volunteer firefighters in Australia through the sharing 
of information, networking and advocacy on matters of policy 
which impact volunteer firefighters. 

• Assisting volunteer firefighters to support and protect their 
communities and the diverse environments across Australia, 
and to ensure that volunteer firefighting remains a viable and 
attractive volunteering choice into the future. 

CAVFA is an affiliate member of AFAC – the Australian and New 
Zealand National Council for Fire and Emergency Services, a 
member of the Australian Emergency Management Volunteer Forum 
(AEMVF) and in 2018 signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
with the National State Emergency Service Association (NSESVA) 
for mutual understanding, cooperation and collaboration when 
representing Australia’s emergency service volunteers. 
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BACKGROUND 
This report provides comment & detail on matters considered to be important to CFA Volunteer’s attitudes 
towards planned burning, and where appropriate there are cross references to the 2013 CFA survey response 
data to illustrate or support specific observations. This report is not intended as an analysis or detailed 
commentary of CFA’s survey results, but is rather a narrative and Volunteer perspective of issues raised 
throughout the survey period, and also a commentary on conclusions and findings raised within CFA’s Draft 
2013 Report into Increased Planned Burning Participation of CFA Personnel of which VFBV on behalf of 
Volunteers where we may have a different perspective to CFA. We have limited our responses to the issues 
raised & discussed in CFA’s Draft report. 
 
 

HOW DATA WAS COLLECTED 
VFBV assisted with the dissemination and promotion of CFA’s electronic Planned Burning Survey’s,that were 
officially open for Brigade/Volunteer respons between the 5th July and the 5th August 2013. 
 
Concerned that many brigades would be unable to participate due to the tight timeframes and exclusive 
electronic aspect of the survey, VFBV wrote to each of CFA’s 1,217 Fire Brigades, drawing attention to the 
survey, and providing a paper copy of the survey they could use to complete it. Paper surveys were then posted 
back to VFBV who manually entered these into CFA’s electronic survey. In total, VFBV received & consequently 
entered 275 paper responses (over 60% of all responses) into CFA’s electronic survey. CFA’s official count of 
returned surveys (and the basis of CFA’s corresponding report - Gooding 2013) was 434 adjusted to 391 to 
account for multiple responses received from single Brigades.  
 
Brigades/Volunteers who returned their paper surveys close too or after the official deadline, raised their 
concern that their results would not be counted, so VFBV has made the commitment to those brigades that it 
would use all responses received, at the time of writing this report, and in its future reflection on the data. For 
the purposes of this report, charts and data referred to as “Links to CFA’s 2013 Survey Data” comprise the total 
of 452 responses received, 64 of which were received after CFA’s official cut-off.  
 
During the study period of July through to September 2013, VFBV employed a part-time Project Officer to assist 
with VFBV’s direct engagement of CFA Volunteers and brigades, to explore themes arising from the 2013 
survey, and any additional perspectives that could be gleaned by face to face and one-on-one engagement. 
This engagement included; 
 

• Over 40 one-on-one CFA Group Officer Interviews (2 from each of CFA’s 20 Districts) 

• 10 Larger Focus Group Sessions 

• 6 CFA Group meetings 

• 2 VFBV State Council Meetings (52 Volunteer representatives representing each of CFA’s Districts) 

• 5 VFBV District Council Forums 

• And over 200 individual interviews & conversations with individual members not able to participate in 
any of the larger group sessions 

 
VFBV also draws upon its considerable organisational memory, through its regular District Council, State 
Council, VFBV Board, and Regional Forums and other VFBV structures, committee’s and working parties, and 
its regular interaction with CFA officers and staff, in the development of this reports observations.  
 
 

VOLUNTEERS VIEW OF THE IMPORTANCE OF PLANNED BURNING 
 
A significant majority of Volunteers believe planned burning to not only be important, but also believe their 
participation and involvement in planned burning activities to also be important. 
 
Despite such a positive view of its importance, and their willingness to be involved, this view does not appear 
to be commensurate with the actual recorded number of Brigades who are actually conducting or participating 
in planned burn activities. This suggests either an underutilization of existing capacity, missed opportunities to 
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encourage, support & expand the potential capacity, or procedural or practical barriers that are preventing 
volunteers from being involved.  

 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
Importance 
 

• Volunteers consider planned burning to be very 
important 
 

• Burns conducted on high priority strategic area’s 
(life/asset protection burns) are considered more 
important than low value broad scale burns 
 

• Volunteers believe that strategic burns on private 
land that contribute to life & asset protection 
within their communities - should be counted as 
part of the State’s overall burn targets, as they are 
equally, if not sometimes more important than 
remote burns conducted exclusively on public 
land 
 

• Volunteers have always considered planned 
burning to be very important. Results from CFA’s 
2005, 2010 and 2013 surveys continue to show 
over 90% of volunteers considering planned 
burning as important, with the 2013 survey results 
actually indicating an increase (to 95%) of 
volunteers rating planned burning between 
important to very important 

 
Participation 
 

• Volunteers believe their participation in planned 
burning is important  
 

• They consider their participation in planned 
burning to be important, not only from a risk 
reduction perspective, but they also believe it has 
significant benefits to their training and skills 
maintenance in improving understanding of fire 
behaviour 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Volunteer views on how important planned burning is as a 
treatment for bushfire risk overall? (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 
Figure 2: Volunteer views on the importance of planned burning. 
(Extracted from CFA’s 2005, 2010 & 2013 Survey Data) 
 

 
 
 
Figure 3: Volunteer views on how important it is that brigade 
members participate in planned burning, from a training & skills 
maintenance perspective. (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 
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VOLUNTEER WILLINGNESS TO DO MORE 
 
Volunteers believe not enough planned burning actually occurs in their local area, and indicate they would like 
to do more. 

 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
Does more Planned Burning Need to be done? 
 

• Volunteers believe more planned burning needs 
to be done. 
 

• From a local perspective, volunteers do not 
believe there is enough planned burning being 
done within their community 
 

• Road and rail corridors continue to be of concern 
to Volunteers – with many believing them not to 
be adequately treated 
 

• Volunteers do not believe that existing IFMP 
processes and plans are identifying all the area’s 
that require treatment 
 

• Volunteers prioritize risk reduction within their 
communities as their highest priority. This is an 
important factor to be considered when judging 
the wiliness and capacity of volunteers to 
participate in burns outside their local area. 
 

• Volunteers believe burn prioritization & planning 
should be driven from a land tenure blind 
approach, which is more strategic and risk based 

 
Do Volunteers Want to do More? 
 

• Volunteers express a desire to do more planned 
burning 
 

• This willingness is often contingent on removing 
barriers that is making their participation in 
planned burns more difficult 
 

• Volunteer support for planned burns is highest 
when the burn is considered to be of a high and 
strategic nature. 
 

• Short duration burns, and local burns are more 
attractive to Volunteers as these burns provide 
greater flexibility in their time commitments 
 

• Burns requiring a high level of site preparation 
and/or after burn patrols are less attractive to 
Volunteers due to the higher impost on their time 
 

• Ground crew participation in broad acre and 
remote burns are the least supported, as these 
burns are often not perceived as being 
strategically important, and are also the least 
flexible on the demands they place on Volunteers 
times, due to longer travel times and more 
delineation of roles and resources involved in 

 
Figure 4: Volunteer views on if they think there is enough planned 
burning done in their community? (Extracted from 2013 CFA 
Survey results) 

 

 
 
Figure 5: Volunteers indicating their brigade would like to do more 
planned burning? (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 

 

 
 
Figure 6: Where Volunteers indicated their brigade would be 
interested in doing more planned burns? (2013 CFA Survey)  
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more complex broad acre style burns which often 
leads to underutilization of volunteers time 
 

• However broad acre and remote burns would 
provide opportunities for involvement by 
Volunteers in IMT roles which would be attractive 
to members pursuing IMT training and experience 
 
 

 
VOLUNTEER AVAILABILITY & CAPACITY 
 
The limited availability of Volunteers is frequently assumed to be the reason why many are not available to participate in 
planned burning activities. This assumption is only magnified when viewed through the prism of a system that has been 
planned & designed to allocate full time paid resources to planned burns. Judging the availability of Volunteers to commit 
to shifts, durations & locations that have been designed around a paid workforce, is deeply flawed and will ultimately show 
volunteer availability for these burns to be strictly limited or non-existent. This in essence leads to the assumption that the 
use of volunteers for these kind of activities is unreliable and difficult to predict or plan for. 
 
If no effort is made to actually plan and design burns around the times Volunteers actually have available, and in locations 
and configurations more suitable to volunteer involvement, then volunteer availability will continue to be a significant barrier 
to volunteer involvement. More burns on weekends and less reliance of burns during early weekday daytime hours normally 
chosen to suit a paid workforce, are all examples of the principle of identifying what volunteer capacity & availability actually 
exists in the first place - and then designing burns around them. 
 
In addition to the timing of the planned burns, other factors that can increase the availability of Volunteer availability for a 
burn are; 
 

• Advance planning 

• Minimal down and idle time 

• Easier and more streamlined permit/approval process that allow for larger burn windows 

• Matching burn size and duration with available volunteer capacity and availability 

• Greater flexibility in roles and shift durations 

• Increase awareness of underlying importance and advantages of burns to local communities and employers 

• Incentives for employers to release volunteers 

• Targeted effort to identify available volunteer capacity and availability in the planning of burns 
 
The ability for Volunteers to plan in advance their commitments to planned burning is also a significant factor to increasing 
their involvement. The highly variable, and unpredictable nature of the weather, and the effect this has on the ability to plan 
burns in advance, is a significant barrier to volunteers. Regardless of if a Volunteer is in paid employment, is self-employed, 
or retired – Volunteers need the capacity to plan what time they are going to volunteer in order to minimize the effect it will 
have on their employment, income and/or family obligations.  
 
Employer attitudes & wiliness to release employees at short notice are an additional factor. Many employers are strong 
supporters of employees who are volunteers, and will often release them from work to deal with local emergency needs. 
However, that support drops as the nature of the incident moves from being an emergency, to participation in a planned 
and controlled event, such as planned burning, particularly when the benefit of the burn is not well understood or accepted. 
Attitudes of the self-employed, and farmers in particular, mirror the challenges facing employers.  Public campaigns that 
educate and acknowledge the contribution employers and the self-employed make to volunteerism and the community 
safety benefits of local burns, would greatly assist in mitigating this dropping support. 
 
Capacity is difficult to estimate or predict, as there are so many factors which impact on whether volunteers are able to 
commit to an activity, and there is no formal system or process in place that allows Volunteers to indicate their availability 
for particular burns. Historically, planned burning within CFA has not been a centralized activity, and has predominately 
occurred at the will and enthusiasm of individual brigades and local partnerships between brigades and local DEPI units.  
 
VFBV contends that if a more strategic approach was taken to CFA involvement in planned burning, that didn’t rely on large 
numbers of members from single brigades, but rather drew members from a larger catchment of brigades (groups or 
districts) with a stronger organisational priority and support for those activities, then available capacity would significantly 
increase. 
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VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
Burn Timing 
 

• Volunteers believe the current timing of burns is 
the most significant factor why they are 
unavailable for burns  
 

• To the extent possible, timing of planned burns 
need to be aligned to the times of greatest 
Volunteer availability. Weekends and Dusk burns 
are two examples. 
 

• Greater effort needs to be made to give 
volunteers advance notice of burns, to assist 
Volunteers with leave planning 
 

• More flexible shift durations and configurations to 
cater to a volunteer workforce 
 

• Maximize and align the Volunteer contribution to 
the peak of burn activities (such as lighting) where 
they will gain the most experience from actual fire 
conditions, which is the most important from a 
training perspective, rather than during periods of 
preparation or patrol which are more time 
consuming and thus less appealing to Volunteers 
 

• Acknowledgment that the peak season for 
planned burns often coincides with traditional 
harvesting periods, which will have an impact in 
smaller rural locations 
 

• Greater organisational planning would provide 
more opportunities for metropolitan regions to 
contribute to burns in smaller rural locations 
where Volunteer capacity may be smaller 
 

• Overly conservative no-go conditions that cancel 
planned burns at short notice are a significant 
source of frustration for volunteers who have 
planned time off and are told they are no longer 
needed at short notice. More flexible resource 
planning that allows burns to proceed whilst 
mitigating any increased risks due to changed 
conditions would minimize no-go burns 
 

 
Figure 7: 88% of responses from Brigades Involved, indicated Burn 
Timing and their ability to be available at those times as the main 
reason members would not be interested or available for planned 
burns (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey results) 
 

 
 

 
Figure 8: Reasons given by Volunteers for why members would not 
be interested or available for planned burns (2013 CFA Survey)  

 

 
 

 
Volunteer Demographic 
 

• Observations/assumptions that have created a perception that an ageing Volunteer demographic is a 
significant inhibitor to Volunteer participation in planned burns needs to be historically tested 
 

• VFBV contends that due to the current timing of burns, and the propensity to only resource burns via individual 
brigades significantly distorts the demographic perceptions being relied upon. For example, burn timing and 
shift arrangements that are organized around a paid workforce model, will narrow the demographic range of 
Volunteers available. For example weekday early day burns will be overly representative of retirees or farmers 
as an example, due to their increased availability during the times and durations being requested. 
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• Timing and arrangements that are more attractive to Volunteers will naturally see a shift in the demographic 
participating, if plans are prepared around times that younger members are normally available. 
 

• There are over 21,000 CFA Volunteers under the age of 45, highlighting the quantum of capacity that is being 
ignored in demographic observations. Younger volunteers will tend to have higher career and family 
commitments, as a result their availability tends to be more heavily influenced by burn timing and inflexible shift 
durations/arrangements 
 

• CFA brigades often reflect the demographic within their communities, so in communities that are suffering from 
decline or an ageing population, this trend will normally also be reflected within the local brigade, similarly for 
those communities experiencing high growth and high birth rates, brigades will see a falling in age 
demographic. Thus the importance to plan resourcing strategically and involve a greater range of brigades 
over a wider geographic area (District/Region etc) 
 

• Regardless of CFA age demographics or community demographics, the core question needs to be whether 
there are Volunteer crews available & physically capable of participating in planned burns, and effort should be 
made to plan burns around what capacity is actually identified, rather than rely on averages or trend analysis of 
the entire membership  
 

Volunteer Health & Fitness 
 

• CFA’s Draft Report indicates the lack of a mandatory Fitness Test for CFA Volunteers is a major impediment to 
their involvement in Joint Planned Burning activities alongside DEPI staff, whom complete a regular and 
mandatory Fitness test (Pack Hike) 
 

• Apart from an initial assessment during a recruit firefighters interview process, CFA paid staff and volunteers 
are not treated any differently in assessing a members health and fitness. CFA do not have any ongoing 
mandatory fitness requirements for either its paid staff or Volunteers 
 

• CFA has advised that its own Worksafe and Hazard reporting systems do not show any evidence of member 
fitness being attributed to any higher incidence of mortality or injury amongst its members due to the lack of 
mandatory fitness assessments. We are further advised that numerous Australian and International studies 
have indicated that Pack Hike and similar tests are a simplistic & poor measure of an individual’s overall health 
 

• Tasking to an individual’s skills, experience and fitness should be used to mitigate any health and safety 
concerns, which is centred on a member’s ability to carry out the specific task assigned. 
 

• The health & safety of members is always of paramount importance. VFBV contends that the health and 
fitness of individuals is best done by localized tasking of individuals commiserate with the task at hand, rather 
than a blanket exclusionary process which has little relevance to one’s overall health. 
 

• CFA Volunteers and paid staff work side by side with DEPI firefighters at Campaign Fires and in less controlled 
and predictable conditions than planned burning. Dynamic Risk Assessments and a Safety First approach 
should be used to monitor firefighter safety during planned burning activities, rather than the lack of a 
mandatory fitness test being used as a blanket excuse to ignore Volunteer involvement in planned burning 
 

• During Joint activities during emergencies and the fire season, the lack of mandatory fitness tests has not been 
raised in agency debriefs, indicating it does not appear to impact on joint activities. Therefore, if it does not 
impact upon emergency response activities, it should not be seen to impact on planned burning activities, 
which by their nature are less dynamic and have a higher degree of advanced planning involved, leaving 
ample opportunity for any risks to be mitigated. 
 

• CFA run a comprehensive Health Monitoring service available to all paid and Volunteer members, which 
provide confidential advice to members on their current health and fitness levels 
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CAPACITY PLANNING 
 
When it comes to resourcing, volunteers cannot simply be dealt with in the same way that you would treat an 
employee. In order to maximize the use of volunteers, systems and procedures used to determine and plan for 
volunteer availability and capacity needs to be modified.  
 
To maximize availability, Volunteers need maximum notice and lead time of planned burns, in order to arrange 
for either time off work, or the reorganization of personal, family and/or business commitments. They also need 
to know detailed information about duration of deployments so they can make appropriate arrangements in their 
business, jobs or family lives. Local’s brigades also need time to factor in what resources are remaining in area, 
in order to maintain local security. 
 
As remuneration or career progression is neither the reward or motivation for volunteers – systems and 
processes used to task Volunteers must be adapted to cater for what motivates and proactively utilizes 
Volunteer time and skills. Only tasking volunteers with the menial or labour intensive tasks runs counter to 
motivating volunteers to make themselves available for a burn. Ensuring employees are working side by side 
with volunteers in any menial or labour intensive tasks will reduce Volunteer dissatisfaction with this kind of 
tasking and avoid perceptions that employees have cherry picked roles. Volunteers will ultimately do what is 
required, providing they don’t think they are just being left with the tasks that no-one else wants to do. 
 
Incentives, such as respect & recognition of their skills and experience, formal recognition of their participation 
through the logging of roles for skills maintenance and training purposes, expense reimbursement and the 
satisfaction of reducing a strategic and identified hazard to their communities is often all that is required to 
appeal to volunteers. 
 

 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
RESOURCE PLANNING 
 

• CFA lacks formal systems to notify DEPI of 
identified trained & competent volunteers 
available to fill roles. Organizational capacity & 
capability is unknown at any given time, leaving 
any Volunteer capacity or capability under utilized  
 

• CFA has no formal system or process in place to 
register volunteer availability/assignments – when 
and for what role that informs 
District/Region/State of what is available and 
allows the local monitoring and approval by 
Brigades of deployments to agreed operating 
limits that maintain local security. 
 

• Ad-hoc & manual systems are used to determine 
availability for Planned Burning at either Brigade 
and/or Group level with no ability to escalate that 
information to District/Region or State level in 
order to know what availability/capability exists 
 

• Unlike Campaign Fire response, volunteer 
availability and capability for planned burning is 
usually left to individual brigades to arrange – 
often putting the burden on individual brigades 
rather than spreading the load more strategically 
& making better use of neighbouring resources 
 

• There needs to be better education amongst 
other agencies & bodies as to recognising that the 
deployment of volunteers not only impacts on the 
volunteer personally, but has a flow on effect to 
employers or loss of income for self-employed 

 
Figure 9: How many members within their Brigade, Volunteers 
indicated were interested and available to participate in planned 
burning. (Results from 280 Responses from brigades currently 
involved in planned burning – 2013 CFA Survey) 
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individuals, and hence the need to prioritize 
Volunteer time & ensure it is used to maximum 
effect 

 
TASKING 
 

• The competency of volunteers is often not 
recognized by those responsible for determining 
assignments, with Volunteers only being assigned 
menial or labour intensive tasks at complex burns  
 

• Volunteers will have more trust in equity of 
tasking and overall objectives when volunteers 
are involved at all levels of the burn 
(management, incident control, down to 
firefighters.) Shared ownership/accountability 
between staff and volunteers is critical to a 
motivated and eager volunteer workforce  
 

• Perception that staff sometimes cherry pick roles 
and then request volunteers to fill the residuals 
 

• Volunteers become disenfranchised when they 
are not being used optimally. Due to what they 
are often sacrificing to make time to volunteer 
(employment, money and time with their families) 
volunteers time is extremely valuable, and they 
will quickly lose confidence if they feel their 
involvement or participation is simply window 
dressing or symbolic. Use them & respect them - 
or lose them. 
 

 
TRAINING 
 
In general, volunteers are well trained and have sufficient access to the training and competencies required to 
participate in the general duties required of firefighters in planned burns. However access and provision of 
training for the higher roles such as Burn Planners, Burn Controllers and Incident Management roles continue 
to be out of reach and inaccessible to many Volunteers, even when they have a desire to undertake such 
training. Priority for this training within CFA continues to be given only to Operational Paid Staff. 
 
The problems involving access to training for volunteers and the subsequent barriers faced by CFA Volunteers, 
are well documented in previous reviews and enquiries, and are not going to be covered again in this report. 
Issues and Barriers are well documented in the Garnock Report (2008), The Victorian Bushfires Royal 
Commission (2009), and the Honourable Judge Jones Report (2011). 
 
The need to ensure Volunteer participation in planned burns is recognized, both from a training and skills 
maintenance perspective, is equally important to attract Volunteers. Formal recording and logging of roles, 
durations and activities within planned burns would ensure Volunteer’s time was recognized and counted 
towards other training and/or endorsement requirements. 
 
The need to ensure a strong focus on RPL and RCC is as equally important as skills acquisition, to ensure that 
what skills and experience Volunteers already hold by past and previous service/activity (sometimes by 
decades of experience performing these roles) is understood, and recognized.  
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VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
TRAINING 
 

• The competencies required for Bushfire/Wildfire 
Firefighting (Crews) & agreed between agencies 
for Joint Operations are identical between CFA & 
DEPI. Neither CFA or DEPI have any specific 
competency standards for ignition and patrol 
crews above these agreed competencies for 
planned burning operations 
 

• There are currently 37,981 CFA operational 
Volunteers who have attained these 
competencies (referred to within CFA as Minimum 
Skills) 
 

• There are far fewer volunteers who have been 
trained in higher roles such as Burn Planners & 
Burn Controllers. CFA only have 329 Burn 
Planners & 95 Burn controllers state-wide. The 
majority of whom are staff. 
 

• Volunteers frequently report that their prior skills 
or experience is not formally recognized through 
RPL or RCC, as evidenced by the extremely low 
figures of accredited volunteer Burn Planners & 
Burn Controllers 
 

• If there is to be a concerted effort to strengthen 
the pool of Volunteers trained in these 
competencies, the first priority must be to apply 
RPL/RCC 
 

• With the introduction of CFA VMO’s, there is less 
need for Brigades to be self sufficient in 
accredited Burn Planners, however the inability of 
volunteers to perform the Burn Controller or OIC 
role is often seen as a disincentive for Volunteers 
to be involved in planned burning operations and 
is a barrier to brigades being self-sufficient or 
capable of building this capability at the local level 
 

• CFA operational paid staff receive priority for all 
Burn Planning & Burn Controller courses. 
Courses appear to only be planned around how 
many places are required to fulfil its obligations 
for CFA operational career staff rank progression, 
with only the remaining places being available to 
Volunteers & non operational CFA employee’s 
 

• CFA prioritization of who is offered places on 
Planned Burning courses should not be driven by 
pay status or employee classification. CFA 
currently gives priority to paid Station Officers due 
to EBA requirements. Whilst CFA needs to meet 
its EBA requirements, there should also be 
sufficient opportunities for Volunteers and non 
station staff to undertake this training. The current 
approach is flawed. 
 

 
Figure 10: Percent of Volunteers from Brigades currently involved 
in Planned Burning, indicating they would like more training for 
their members. (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 

Figure 11: Percent of responses from Brigades currently involved 
in Planned Burning, that indicate they have enough members in 
their brigade trained and capable of maintaining current planned 
burns? (2013 CFA Survey) 
 

 
 

Figure 12: Percent of responses from Brigades currently involved 
in Planned Burning, that indicate they have enough members in 
their brigade trained and capable of increasing the amount of 
planned burning they already do? (2013 CFA Survey) 
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• VFBV is not aware of any volunteer trainers or 
assessors that are used to deliver this training. 
Training is only currently provided through CFA’s 
employed Wildfire Instructor pool 
 

• Presently, courses are only being conducted once 
or twice a year, Mon – Fri during normal business 
hours, at Fiskville 
 

• Training is not provided at times, places or in 
formats conducive to volunteer involvement 
 

• Due to the relative small number of Level 2 & 3 
Bushfires during each fire season, Volunteers are 
having difficulty finding opportunities to be trained 
and mentored in critical IMT roles. Larger and 
more complex planned burns provides a 
significant opportunity for volunteers to gain the 
required experience and skills maintenance for 
IMT roles in general and are also a good 
opportunity to encourage and strengthen joint 
agency participation at this level. 
 

• Given the move to a requirement for active 
involvement in complex and larger fire situations 
as a prerequisite for mid to high level Incident 
Management Roles (eg: Sector Commander and 
above) the involvement of Volunteers in senior 
planned burning roles within IMT’s will be 
fundamental to the maintaining of a sufficient pool 
of trained and practiced incident management 
personnel for Victoria. 
 

• Planned burning is a valuable opportunity for 
training and/or skills maintenance. Hence the 
need to ensure participation in planned burning is 
recognized from a training and skills maintenance 
perspective, and recorded 
 

 
Figure 13: Percent of responses from Brigades currently involved 
in Planned Burning, that indicate they consider Planned Burning to 
be important from a Training & Skills Maintenance perspective? 
(2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 

Figure 14: Percent of responses from Brigades currently involved 
in Planned Burning, that indicate whether or not their members 
actually receive Skills maintenance recognition when participating 
in planned Burns (2013 CFA Survey) 
 

 
 

 

VEHICLES 
 
Brigades in general support the notion that appliances should be used for planned burns, on the provision that 
local area security is maintained for fire cover, and that a representative of the Brigade goes with the vehicle. 
Support reduces where burns are not in support of priority or strategic treatment areas, or when they will be left 
without a vehicle for an extended period of time.  
 
In Brigades with only one firefighting appliance, the release of a vehicle for a planned burn has a significant 
impact on the ability of the local brigade to attend to incidents within their local community, and is thus a highly 
undesirable outcome.  Better use of vehicles from multi-appliance brigades would mitigate many of these 
concerns. 
 
Volunteer resistance to the release of Brigade owned vehicles, is frequently misunderstood, and is often based 
on previous bad experiences where a Vehicle has been misused, damaged, or brigade owned equipment has 
been stolen from the vehicle whilst it is gone. The financial impacts upon maintenance, and resale value, all of 
which will have to be funded by Volunteers themselves needs to be understood and recognized when 
considering the use of brigade Owned vehicles. 
 
The need to respect the vehicles, send with a brigade representative or crew where possible, return them 
promptly, and return them to the brigade in an operational state and in good condition is critical to building 
Volunteer confidence and support in the use of vehicles.
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VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
CFA & BRIGADE OWNED APPLIANCES 
 

• All appliances within the CFA Fleet are available 
at the Chief Officers discretion, Volunteers 
support the principle that firefighting appliances 
be released & made available when required  
 

• Support for the release of an appliance drops 
when volunteers feel that their community will not 
have sufficient resources left to provide local 
security and fire cover, and where there are not 
clear arrangements in place that tell the brigade 
when, where and for how long a vehicle is 
required 
 

• As guardians and caretakers of the appliances, 
brigades expect to be consulted on where, when 
and for how long vehicles need to be released 

 
BRIGADE OWNED APPLIANCES 
 

• Ownership of CFA’s firefighting vehicles is divided 
between those fully funded by CFA, and those 
that are either in whole or in part funded by 
brigades. 
 

• Brigades fundraise for additional vehicles when 
they feel that their community has need for 
additional vehicles not able to be funded or 
allocated by CFA. Additional vehicles must be 
approved by CFA and must be deemed to be 
operationally required for approval to be gained.  
 

• It is this gap between what brigades think they 
require in order to serve their communities vs 
what CFA has the capacity to fund within existing 
budgets that is the reason for an underlying 
resentment some volunteers feel at being asked 
to provide the very vehicle that the State was 
unable to fund in the first place. 
 

• Anecdotal evidence suggests that the ease and 
ability to fundraise has become harder since the 
introduction of the Fire Services Levy, with the 
public perception that brigades are now fully 
funded by the levy. The ability of Brigades to raise 
future funds through fundraising will heavily 
influence a brigades attitude to exposing their 
vehicles to an activity that may  shorten the life 
span or increase the maintenance costs of their 
Vehicles 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 15: Only 7% of responses indicated they would not support 
the use of their CFA owned vehicle for Planned Burning under any 
circumstance? (Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey Data) 

 

 
 

Figure 16: this figure only rose to 9% of responses indicating they 
would not support the use of their Brigade owned vehicle for 
Planned Burning under any circumstance?  
(Extracted from 2013 CFA Survey Data) 

 

 
 

Figure 17: A large percent of brigades indicated they have 
personally had a bad experience in someone else using their truck 
which might influence their Brigade’s attitude to sharing their truck 
or equipment in the future? (2013 CFA Survey) 
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WHY DO THEY CARE? 
 

• A brigade will invest a great deal of time in pursuit 
of funding a brigade owned vehicle, sometimes 
over a 10 – 15 year period 
 

• All CFA owned vehicles enjoy full maintenance 
and replacement costs borne by CFA. This is 
known as level 1 maintenance. Brigade owned 
vehicles on the other hand, are only on a level 3 
maintenance agreement with CFA, which means 
the brigade is paid a small annual subsidy, but the 
Brigade must itself fund the ongoing 
maintenance, mechanical repairs and running 
costs (with the exception of fuel) and the full 
replacement cost of the vehicle itself when it ends 
its serviceable life. 
 

• Any activity that increases the wear and tear of 
the vehicle – will be borne by the brigade itself 
 

• Any additional kilometres put on the vehicle will 
also be borne by the brigade through a reduced 
re-sale value when it comes time for the brigade 
to replace/dispose of the vehicle 
 

• Volunteers are understandably protective of these 
assets, and seek to protect them from damage 
and/or any wear and tear that will ultimately fall on 
them to pick up the cost for  
 

• The high number of brigades with whom have 
indicated a bad experience with someone else 
using their truck, such as damage or theft of 
equipment, only reinforces these attitudes 
amongst volunteers 
 

 
MOST FREQUENTLY EXAMPLES GIVEN OF BAD 
EXPERIENCES 
 

• Theft of equipment (branches & hose etc) 
 

• Returned in dirty condition and with no fuel 
 

• Unexplained damage 
 

• Vehicle left in poor condition 
 

• Clutch burnt out 
 

• Damage to vehicle 
 

• Disrespect to equipment 
 

• Unexplained absences  
 

• Not told when it would be returned 
 

• CFA owned appliances not depleted/used first 
 

• No recognition of additional costs incurred by the 
brigade by using vehicle for other activities 

 
Figure 18: Responses by brigades currently involved in Planned Burning, indicate things that would encourage their brigade to make their 
vehicles more available to other brigades or agencies wanting to conduct planned burns. (2013 CFA Survey) 
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EQUIPMENT 
 
Volunteers are generally satisfied they have a sufficient level of operational equipment to be involved in planned 
burning, however any increased role in larger and more complex burns, would likely create demand for 
additional equipment to cater for the changing environment. As an example, due to the typology of the CFA 
fleet, with a larger emphasis on larger vehicles (Tankers) equipment such as quick fill pumps is likely to be in 
higher demand. Also, if organisational priority shifts, and the frequency of brigade involvement in planned 
burning increases, brigades are likely to investigate the procurement of small mechanical equipment that would 
ease labour intensive activities such as those required during site preparation and patrolling activities.      

 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
EQUIPMENT 
 

• Generally, Volunteers feel they have enough 
equipment necessary  
 

• The most common types of equipment requested 
by those brigades who feel they do not have 
enough are; 
 

o Quick Fill Pumps 
o Drip Torches 
o Weather & Moisture Meters 
o Traffic Management Signage 
o Equipment to assist with site Preparation 
o More appropriate vehicle (ultra light etc) 

 
Figure 19: Percent of responses that indicated their brigade have 
sufficient equipment necessary to conduct more planned burns 
(2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 

 

 
PAYMENT TO VOLUNTEERS 
 
VFBV is not in favour of volunteers receiving income in return for their voluntary firefighting services, and has 
sent CFA a copy of VFBV’s Policy & Position Paper (June 2008) on Payment to Volunteers for reference during 
this review. This policy also includes VFBV’s position on Reimbursement of Expenses, Volunteers Right to 
Decline, Emergency Service Leave, & Reimbursement for Employers or Self employed. The entire position is 
not going to be repeated here, but the rationale behind why we are not in favour of volunteers receiving income 
in return for their services is included below; 
 
Rationale: 
 
According to the National Standards on Volunteering, volunteering is defined as an activity which takes place 
in not for profit organisations and is undertaken 
 

• to be of benefit to the community and the volunteer,  
• of the volunteer’s own free will and without coercion; 
• for no financial payment; and  
• in designated volunteer positions only. 

 
Volunteering one’s time is a gift to the volunteer’s community. When income is attached, it is no longer given 
freely. 
 
Throughout the research and recommendations explored by CFA and CFA personnel during this current review, 
VFBV has indicated unease with a preoccupation by some CFA personnel to promote/investigate models that 
would see volunteers offered payment for their services.  During both the CFA Survey, and responses during 
focus groups and interviews, the majority of Volunteers flatly rejected the idea of  any form of payment for their 
services. 
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VFBV cautions such a move, and re-states its position that payments to volunteer members would mean that 
they are no longer volunteers – and would be classified as paid casual or project firefighters. This would be a 
matter between CFA and the relevant unions, and would potentially expose volunteers and these members to 
increased tensions between DEPI and their industrial bodies, which would seem to be a counter to the harmony 
and cooperation that needs to exist to maximize the two agencies working closer together. Such a model also 
has many significant impacts on volunteerism, has proven to be highly ineffective in other states (refer 2009 
Victorian Bushfires Royal Commission testimony around retained firefighters) and also the culture of CFA 
brigades and personnel involved in planned burning activities.  
 
CFA also includes observations in their Draft Report, (and associated reports – Gooding 2013) that indicates 
support for investigating dedicated burn brigades, possibly paid, and the introduction of dedicated work units 
made up of paid personnel that would focus primarily on planned burning.  
 
A preliminary assessment of these models would be that they would be seen to be in conflict of VFBV’s 
understanding of the stated aims of this review (increased participation by volunteers in planned burning) and 
CFA’s obligations under the CFA Act Sections 6F and 6I which reinforce the value and importance of CFA’s 
volunteer and community based model in the delivery of its services.  
 
Reference is often made to the model used by RFS in New South Wales, where a paid State Mitigation Unit 
has been created, made up by paid employees, but whom must demonstrate volunteer membership of a 
volunteer RFS Brigade as a pre-requisite for emploympent. Whilst parts of this model may have merit, 
references to this model are inconsistent in this context, and when looking from a Victorian perspective, as RFS 
are also responsible as the land manager of crown (public) land, (operating under tenure blind legislation) and 
in a role more similar to that which DEPI play’s here in Victoria. As a result, a direct comparison between CFA 
and RFS activities in this context is deeply flawed. 
 
VFBV urges CFA, as its first priority, to use its best endeavours to identify barriers and disincentives, remove 
legislative and any other existing barriers or disincentives to volunteer involvement, and develop arrangements 
that encourage, support and strengthen the capacity of its volunteers to undertake this important work before 
seeking alternatives that may have long and lasting impacts on the culture and volunteer capacity of CFA in the 
future, a precious resource that is critical to emergency management in Victoria. 

 
 
PLANNING PROCESSES 
 
Outcomes from the focus groups conducted by VFBV, consistent and supported by reports received over recent 
years from the Joint CFA/VFBV Community Safety Advisory Committee, indicates that Volunteers are 
increasingly feeling like they are being inappropriately excluded from the planning and priority setting process, 
and are dissatisfied with the Integrated Fire Management Planning Process (IFMP) that has seen direct brigade 
involvement, replaced with CFA operational catchment staff representation, in place of Volunteer involvement. 
 
Volunteers are not dissimilar to the general population, in that the key to ensuring their support and enthusiasm 
to be involved, is directly connected to whether or not they believe what they are being asked to do is 
reasonable, will be of benefit to their local community and is a productive & respected use of their time. 
Volunteers especially, will have a much greater trust and respect for burns, if they have been involved in the 
planning and prioritization process. There are often many competing interests and priorities when setting burn 
plans & targets, and volunteers who have been involved in the whole journey and consideration of those 
competing priorities will have a far greater understanding & acceptance of the final decisions, and may ultimately 
be strong advocates amongst other Volunteers and the general community, of the final decisions. 
 
Good engagement often results in far more supportive and proactive pursuit of the proposed burns, than those 
that have had no involvement. In fact, volunteers involvement and engagement during the planning process, 
yields powerful advocates within their own communities that can lead and influence discussions amongst 
residents of the need, importance and community tolerance of planned burns. 
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VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
IFMP & Planning Changes 
 

• Brigades used to be represented at Municipal Fire 
Planning Committee’s (MFPC) via the mandatory 
election of two brigade representatives from each 
brigade who would attend the MFPC on behalf of 
the Brigade. 
 

• Under the new IFMP model, brigades are now 
often represented by CFA Operations Officers or 
nonoperational employees. These officers do not 
always live in the area, or necessarily have any 
affinity with the local community & meetings are 
frequently held at times/locations that are not 
conducive to good volunteer involvement 
 

• Brigades frequently report not knowing about 
meeting dates or any formal information flow from 
or to brigades from the new IFMP structure or 
follow-up up from previous issues raised 
 

• Volunteers support a move away from measuring 
hectares burnt to priority area treated 
 

• Local brigades must have a real say in what area 
to treat.  Local involvement in treatment of local 
risk will be most viable, small area short duration 
burns likely to gain most support 
 

• Need more flexibility in planning, approvals and 
empowerment for local decision making to enable 
activation when conditions are right – not waiting 
for remote approvals.  Remove red tape 
 
 
 

 
Figure 20: A large number of responses (36%) indicated that 
Volunteers did not think their Municipal Fire Management Plan 
accurately identifies the areas in their community that need 
planned burning (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 
Figure 21: A very large number of responses (44%) indicated they 
would like their brigade more involved in Municipal Fire 
Management Planning (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 

Figure 22: Over half of responses indicated their brigade had no 
involvement in DEPI Fire Operations Plans (2013 CFA Survey) 
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TRAFFIC MANAGEMENT 
 

 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
Who’s Responsibility? 
 

• CFA is not a land manager or land owner. The 
planned burning it does do, is by request of the 
land holder. The responsibility for Traffic 
management therefore rests with the land holder.  
 

• Volunteers have become increasingly frustrated 
with their inability to conduct burns on area’s they 
consider to be of high priority. Frequently, the 
reason given by councils and landowners is that 
they cannot afford the cost of Traffic 
Management. Over recent years, volunteers have 
reluctantly taken on more responsibility for Traffic 
Management, as in many cases it is the only way 
they are able to proceed with the burn in the first 
place.  
 

• Where they can, Brigades will often offer to assist 
with the Traffic Management for a number of 
reasons; 
 

o For small burns, it is often easier just to 
manage the Traffic Management 
themselves, as it saves having to deal 
with an external contractor 
 

o Volunteers prefer not to close the roads 
completely (the only option if Traffic 
Management is not provided) due to the 
inconvenience this places on local 
residents 
 

o As the cost of Traffic Management is 
often a significant component of the total 
cost, Volunteers understand the 
budgetary pressures faced by local 
councils and small land holders, and as 
local rate payers themselves, they will 
often offer to take on the Traffic 
Management in order to reduce the 
overall cost to the landowner 
 

• CFA is no longer funding or providing training in 
Traffic Management, and has not done so for 
several years. This is reducing the pool of CFA 
members who are trained & qualified to provide 
Traffic Management.  
 
Volunteers have been raising concerns for 
several years, through the Joint CFA/VFBV 
Training Committee regarding Volunteers concern 
about the loss of this training, and the impact this 
is having on their ability to conduct burns. 
 

 
Figure 23: Responses were close to evenly split between those that 
think Brigades or the Land owner should have responsibility for 
traffic management during planned burns (2013 CFA Survey) 

 

 
 

 
Figure 24: However, indicating that there was some confusion on 
what was being asked in the previous question, only 22% of 
responses indicated that the land manager/owner should have no 
responsibility for traffic control (2013 CFA Survey) 
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• Many brigades prefer not to do the Traffic 
Management due to not having the appropriate 
road signage and/or equipment necessary to 
conduct it on their own and/or fears of the legal 
exposure this puts on CFA when they undertake 
the Traffic Management component of the 
planned burn  
 

 

ORGANISATIONAL SUPPORT 
 
The support and encouragement Brigades & Volunteers receive from CFA, both organisationally, and through 
the provision of direct support from CFA paid staff, is fundamental to building increased volunteer capability 
and capacity to participate in more planned burning.  
 
There are two distinct classifications of CFA staff support that will have the most benefit to planned burning; 
 

• The support and encouragement from CFA Operations Officer’s will be the key factor in encouraging 
more brigade involvement in burns on public land, as the majority of planning and approval processes 
will be handled by DEPI.  

 

• The support and provision of VMO services is the key factor to CFA having greater capability to conduct 
burns on private land, as VMO’s handle most of the planning and permit components of a planned burn 
as well as embedding ecological and environmental best practices into those plans conducted by 
Brigades. 

 
 

VFBV Assessment of Volunteer Views Links to CFA Survey Data Results 

 
OPERATIONS OFFICERS 
 

• Operations Officers are the first operational 
management line of CFA paid staff support to 
brigades  
 

• Volunteers feel that planned burning is not seen 
to be promoted as “core business” and thus does 
not enjoy the same level of organisational 
support, encouragement or priority as other CFA 
activities  
 

• Volunteers feel Operations Officers are already 
spread fairly thinly in most regional and rural 
locations, and busy with other activities, and thus 
have limited time or capacity to be more involved 
with brigades 
 

• Many volunteers feel that as more OO’s come 
directly and only have experience & exposure to 
metropolitan/urban structural risk environments, 
and with very little regional, rural, bushfire or 
volunteer experience expected during their career 
progression, that the knowledge of planned 
burning at this layer is diminishing amongst newer 
OO’s 
 

• Brigades praise and are usually very supportive of 
those OO’s who support, encourage and assist 
brigades with their planned burning preparations 

 
 

 
Figure 25: responses by brigades with current involvement in 
Planned Burning that indicate their brigade currently engages with 
the CFA Vegetation Management Officer (VMO) for their area?  
(2013 CFA Survey) 
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VEGETATION MANAGEMENT OFFICERS 
 

• The comments concerning VMO’s by volunteers 
is normally very positive, as the VMO’s key role is 
to support brigades with the permit and planning 
processes of planned burns –two elements 
volunteers say hinder them doing more planned 
burning 
 

• The most frequent complaint of VMO’s is that 
there are not enough of them. There are currently 
only 12 VMO’s across the state. 
 

DEPI – JOINT AGENCY SUPPORT 
 

• Volunteers are generally very supportive of Joint 
Agency activities when it comes to planned burns, 
and most report good experiences with DEPI and 
DEPI staff 
 

• Where local relationships have been built 
between local DEPI offices and CFA Brigades – 
the relationships tend to be the strongest and 
most resilient 
 

• There is a need to ensure a supportive & positive 
culture exists amongst DEPI staff towards the 
participation of Volunteers on planned burns, 
before embarking on increased encouragement of 
Volunteer involvement  
 

• Volunteers must be seen as core partners in 
planned burning and every effort must be made to 
avoid industrial issues causing disharmony 
between paid staff and Volunteers working side 
by side 

 
VOLUMNTEER LIABILITY 
 

• Frequent references to a perceived increased 
exposure to Volunteers and CFA from planned 
burning activities was raised during many focus 
groups 
 

• A more litigious society, and more complex 
legislation and increased red tape increases 
Volunteers concerns around the perceived 
increase of exposure 
 

• Clarity around liability and legislation will improve 
Volunteers understanding of their rights and 
obligations when undertaking planned burning 
and will ease Volunteers concerns  
 

 
Figure 26: Over 51% of respondents indicated the burn approvals 
and permit process as a factor hindering their brigade being 
involved in planned burning?(2013 CFA Survey) 
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