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Mr Tony Pearce  
The Inspector- General of Emergency Management 
GPO Box 4356 
Melbourne VIC 3001 
 
Previously despatched as email, this is confirmatory hard copy 

 
 
Dear Mr Pearce 
 
I write to provide a submission for your inquiry into the 2020 bushfires in Victoria, in 
particular towards the term of reference; preparedness ahead of the 2019-20 fire season. 
 
I am a Beechworth resident. Beechworth, while not specifically affected by fire, was within 
ember attack range of the Abbeyard fire in early January 2020 and beyond. In ensuring my 
fire plan was ready, I observed what appears to be several deficiencies in preparation for 
fires in this Shire and Victoria more generally.   
 
I write with experience of emergency management.  I spent almost 30 years with the 
Northern Territory Police, retiring as an assistant commissioner. During that time, I was in 
Darwin for Cyclone Tracy, carried responsibility for emergency management for the Greater 
Darwin Area and Tiwi Islands for three years and attended courses at the former Counter 
Disaster College Mount Macedon.  Throughout my police career, I was involved in 
community preparation for disasters (mainly cyclones) and general counter disaster 
activities.  I was also a volunteer firefighter in the Northern Territory for ten years. 
 
While the emergency services throughout Victoria were undoubtedly prepared and 
responded magnificently to the fire threat, other agencies appear to have been unready, 
indeed totally caught out in their lack of preparation.  I refer primarily to Indigo Shire and 
VicRoads for their apparent lack of adequate preparations.   
 
I also note that not all telecommunication companies appear to be transmitting emergency 
advice, or, there are problems in the messages not being transmitted correctly. 
 
AMAYSIM 
 
My mobile phone is in contract with Amaysim using the Optus network.  On Thursday 2 
January 2020, I received an emergency evacuation advice (for NE Victoria) on my home 
telephone, which is serviced by Aussie Broadband using their network.  A second followed 
soon afterwards.  Neither was received on my mobile phone, which was switched on, in 
range of an operational tower and my text inbox was virtually empty. Something went wrong 
with the mobile alert to my mobile phone. 
 
VICROADS 
 
The 2009 Report of the Royal Commission into the Bushfires of that year identified that: 
 
 “Concerns that roadside vegetation had acted as a ‘fuse’ during the January–February 2009 
bushfires and that dead vegetation and logs on roadsides had contributed to the fires”.  The 



 2 

Commission also reported that roadside vegetation, mainly fallen trees, presented a risk for 
firefighters and other emergency workers, who needed access to roads to perform 
suppression activities, as well as residents seeking safety. 
 
The Commission made several recommendations about roadsides noting that “protection of 
human life was considered the highest priority’, (my emphasis) although the Commission 
was also mindful of the importance of environmental protection.” 

The Wangaratta to Beechworth, Chiltern to Beechworth and Wodonga to Beechworth 
Roads, all under the control of VicRoads, have trees overhanging the carriageway, some of 
them dead and all dangerous.  In places, the roadside has grass growing up to two metres in 
height ready to explode in fire.  After drawing this problem to the attention of VicRoads, I 
was advised that I would receive a call back to discuss the problem with me.  No such call 
has been received, so I am unable to describe what the Departmental view of the issue is.   
Funding may well be a problem for VicRoads as a senior departmental manager explained 
on the radio recently.  

 Whatever the reason, ignoring recommendations of the 2009 Bushfire Royal Commission 
may place communities at risk and endanger life, ‘fuses’ remain.  The problem of trees 
falling and blocking escape routes was seen in the Gippsland region where it has taken 
weeks to clear roads after a fire has passed through.  The roads mentioned above are 
critical evacuation routes from Beechworth. 

 
INDIGO SHIRE 
 
Indigo Shire Council appears to have also been unready to deal with the 2019 – 2020 
Bushfire season.  Despite having good plans in place to manage emergencies and roadside 
maintenance, it seems these plans were, in part, not followed or ignored.  The specific 
matters are listed below. 
 
 
The Municipal Emergency Management Plan 
 
Vulnerable people (Clause 2.4) 
 
This plan at Clause 2.4 deals with vulnerable groups.  Almost 37% of Beechworth residents 
potentially fall into the vulnerable persons category. In the case of the aged, many are frail 
and have cognitive problems.  Many of these older adults live on their own and are not on 
the Vulnerable Persons Register, indeed only six people are listed on the Register. The local 
Red Cross volunteers do not know of the document.  Many do not know what the Register 
is.  These same people have no understanding of the meaning of a ‘Place of Last Resort’ or 
what to do if an evacuation is called.  I know of at least three people who have been in tears 
when they understand that they cannot take pets to Places of Last Resort and one attended 
at a Council Office to enquire about evacuation centres only to be handed a notice which 
they had difficulty understanding but were not given further expansive advice. 
 
Many vulnerable residents still believe that Beechworth has an evacuation centre which it 
does not. There is a belief amongst many in this group that residents should gather at Lake 
Sambell ready to sit out a fire in the lake. Clearly, insufficient attention has been paid to 
including ALL vulnerable persons on the Register and more significant effort should be made 
to ensure all vulnerable persons are aware of the Register and how to be placed on it. 
 
Community Information Guide (Clause 3.1.6) 
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Clause 3.1.6 of the Plan requires that Council:  
 

• “Advise assist and make recommendations to the general public on fire prevention 
and related matters.  

• Facilitate community fire safety education programs and support Community 
Fireguard groups in fire-prone areas. Support fire services in the delivery of 
community fire safety education programs.” 

 
I (and many others spoken to) am not aware of any recommendations to the public 
regarding fire prevention or community fire safety education programs, nor indeed of support 
to the CFA in proving fire education programs before the fire season commenced.  
 
A Fire Information Meeting for the 2019/2020 season was called on 6 February 2020, three 
weeks before summer ended. 
 
 
Public Information and Warnings (Clause 5.3.10) 
 
This clause (5.3.10) describes how Indigo Shire Council understands the importance of 
timely, accurate and consistent public information being provided before, (my emphasis) 
during and after an emergency.  
 
There does not appear to have been any general advice issued at the beginning of the 
bushfire season providing clear, consistent information which might minimise the impact of 
any bushfire. 
 
In the shorter term, when the Abbeyard fire was close to Beechworth, several residents 
pleaded for more information to be widely disseminated.  Council properly declined to call an 
emergency town meeting as, under the plan, this was not their responsibility. What was still 
missing in the community was pre-event information, a clear Council task.  
 
Council then attempted to advise the community of the situation. What information was 
disseminated was primarily based on electronic means, unfortunately, the weekly bulletin 
was the primary mode of contact and this has a limited database of email addresses.  
Council advised that they also used social media and website posts.  Using the bulletin also 
presumes that most people can source information from electronic sources, this is simply not 
true in a town like Beechworth with an aging population.  Indeed, some hard copies of the 
bulletin were placed in high use areas to overcome the problem, but this pre-supposes that 
those who need to obtain the information will find them. 
 
Finally, Council staff advised a community member that the ‘bush telegraph’ was being used 
to keep the community updated.1  Whilst, perhaps, a valiant attempt to make sure the 
community was abreast of the situation, the dangers of using word of mouth to transmit vital 
information is, of course, well known.  The Canadian Red Cross, for example, warns that 
‘Misinformation and rumours during disasters can spread far and wide through word of 
mouth, but primarily via social media. It’s dangerous because it can put people at risk and 
negatively impact the efforts of emergency workers and aid organisations.2  

 
1 I have confirmed this statement with the community member who was given this advice and seen the email 
from the CEO in which the statement was made. 
2 https://www.redcross.ca/blog/2017/4/tech-talk-why-misinformation-can-be-dangerous-in-disasters.  See 
too;https://books.google.com.au/books?id=b7DZDQAAQBAJ&pg=PT122&lpg=PT122&dq=disasters+word+of+
mouth&source=bl&ots=6FiiFCz7wi&sig=ACfU3U2BPZUKK7_IW_tRwEr1Emosmr3Lzg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUK
EwicnI246fnAhXL7XMBHfYDDvoQ6AEwCHoECAoQAQ#v=onepage&q=disasters%20word%20of%20mouth&f=f
alse. 
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There was, and remains, a gap in community knowledge of the Shire Municipal Emergency 
Plan and what it means for them. 
 
 
 
 
FIRE MANAGEMENT PLAN AND ROADSIDE MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
Fire Hazard Removal (Fire Management Plan) Attachment 8 
 
This attachment requires that ‘ongoing liaison shall be maintained between the Council and 
the local fire brigades to ensure that fire hazards are minimised throughout the year. When a 
hazard is determined by Council appropriate measures will be instigated to have the hazard 
removed.’  
 
‘Property owners or occupiers are required to complete fire hazard removal, reduction and 
isolation…prior to the introduction of the declared fire danger period. Inspections are to be 
undertaken to ensure compliance.’ 
 
The inspections are supposed to be completed before the declaration of the fire danger 
period. Owners who have not undertaken the works will then be issued with a Fire 
Prevention Notice. …  ‘Property owners who have failed to have the work performed will 
have the work undertaken by others at the owner’s expense’. 
 
It is clear that these inspections are not undertaken, or if they are, fire hazards are not being 
identified and removed.  Two photographs follow which show the state of three blocks inside 
the Beechworth Town Boundaries as at 24 January 2020. The first two images are within 
200 metres of a service station!  There are a several residential properties in town which do 
not meet the required specifications in the attachment referred to above. 
 

 
 

     Mellish Street 
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Mellish Street 

A quick walk around the town demonstrates that this aspect of the plan is not followed in 
more than a cursory manner.  Several dangerous fire hazards are very visible.  See 
photograph below. 
 

 
 

 
 

Beechworth Wodonga Road inside Town boundary 

 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, there is the issue of roadside hazard reduction which 
Council have advised they do not have the finance or equipment to undertake. 
 
Clause 4.6 of the Roadside Conservation Management Plan provides that ‘Fire prevention 
works on a municipal road reserves must adhere to the recommendations outlined in the 
Fire Management Strategy and be subject to approval by Council’s Municipal Fire 
Prevention Officer and other stakeholders.’ 
 
Turning to that Attachment 7 of the Fire Management Plan which provides a general 
standard for roadside clearance. This suggests that Council, amongst other matters, 
‘remove hazardous trees, remove fallen branches and reduce surface fine fuel to a height of 
100mm on roadsides’.  
 
It is clear from driving around that there is little or no compliance with these plans.  One 
example is Diffey Road, defined in the plans as Strategic Fire Management Road (which is 
to be managed from fence line to pavement) this road has fuel growing significantly higher 
than 100 mm.  Two photographs of such hazards appear below.  On Council being 
approached about this, both the CEO and another Council officer explained to a resident 
that Council does not undertake roadside clearance because they do not have the money or 
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equipment to undertake such work.  Further, the staff member said that should a fire start 
on the roadside it would be embarrassing but nothing can be done to mitigate that 
situation. 3  
 

 
 

 
Diffey Road 

 

 
Diffey Road 

 
On face value, this non-compliance with plans drafted by the council is a grave breach of 
policy and has the potential to be a threat to human life.  I hope that I am wrong, but a failure 
to remove fire hazards from the Shire roadsides is placing the community in danger as 
identified in the 2009 Royal Commission Report. 
 
Doubtless, some will read this letter as an attack on the Indigo Shire Council and VicRoads.  
That is not true, but community members trying to draw attention to some of these issues 
have been ignored or fobbed off and this leaves no option but to raise the matter externally. I 
remain very concerned that the town of Beechworth is ill prepared for a fire and, in good 
faith, have provided the information to you in the hope that some action can be taken. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to read this; I trust that I have not wasted your time. 
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
 
 

 
(Dr) W. Wilson, APM OAM 
1 February 2020 

 
3 The community member who had these conversations has read this paper and confirmed that the 
discussions took place as reported. 
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