
Submission to the Inquiry into the 2019-2020 Bushfires 

Financial and Material Assistance to People Effected by the Fires 

 

Recommendations: 

1.It is recommended there be a thorough identification of the: 

• The type and level of financial and material aid provided; 

• The number and types of organisations providing aid; 

• The eligibility criteria for receipt of all the various types of aid; 

• How and when the community was informed of the aid available. 

• The experience of the community in relation to these issues. 

2. It is recommended there be a simplified structure for delivery of aid to avoid/reduce 

confusion arising from a situation of having many different organisations, offering different 

forms of aid,  under different eligibility criteria.. 

3. It is recommended there be a review of the types of aid offered. A comprehensive list of 

all the situations faced by people as a result of the bushfires should be compiled and a 

decision made as to whether and what form/level of aid should be provided to each 

circumstance , under what conditions, and who will deliver it. 

4. It is recommended the details of the new, simplified , aid delivery process, and a list of 

the aid available and the eligibility criteria attaching to it , be published and made available 

to every citizen , so that everyone knows before  the next emergency who to go to for aid, 

and what aid is available. The document to be updated annually, and after each emergency 

situation. 

5. It is recommended the above new, simplified, consistent and pro active approach to 

emergency aid be applied progressively to all forms of emergency eg floods, weather events 

etc. 

 

Background: 

 

6.I have first hand experience of these issues. I have been a volunteer at the St Vincent de 

Paul Bushfire Relief Call Centre since the new year. I have spoken to hundreds of people 

affected by the fires in a wide variety of ways, from total destruction of their property and 

livestock, to destruction of outbuildings, to smoke damage houses, to no physical damage 

but loss of livelihood, to loss of food following power outages, and more. 

7.The overwhelming impression I have gained from these conversations is one of complete 

confusion and frustration among the communities as to : 
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• Who to approach for help and how; 

• What sort of help is available and whether they are eligible.                                                                      

8.The  hundreds of people with whom I spoke were already traumatised by the danger they 

faced and the loss they experienced. In many cases, the “system” for providing aid added to 

and magnified that trauma. The number of different delivery organisations, the different 

forms of aid and eligibility criteria, and mixed messages from the different levels of 

government and aid bodies, often made the situation worse, not better. On numerous 

occasions, I told by callers who had risked their lives to save their house or crops, “I should 

have let the bastard burn, I would have been better off”. 

9.There was also confusion and frustration in the wider community and the media about : 

• Which organisations seeking bushfire donations were “official” ; 

• How the money would be used and whether it would get through to the victims or 

be spent on administration; 

• Why money was not being delivered immediately. 

• “Double dipping” by aid recipients. 

• Donations being locked away in trust funds. 

The Problem: 

10. The problem is that our response to bushfire aid : 

• Is reactive rather than proactive- we have lots of experience to draw on and prepare 

plans to address situations which arise in each type of emergency but it is clear from 

2020 experience that we have not used it. 

• Involves too many different organisations with different targets and different 

eligibility criteria; 

• Is not effectively communicated, if at all, before the emergency and is poorly 

communicated during the emergency, especially by politicians. 

11. It is worth looking at how insurance companies handle the provision of aid to people 

effected by emergencies such as bushfires. They have who to contact and  the type of aid 

and the eligibility criteria spelled out in detail in the policy. One of the consistent 

frustrations I encountered was from farmers and business people who took at face value the 

Prime Minister’s statement that the Commonwealth would support business “impacted” by 

the fires with financial grants. The problem was that “impacted” was not defined ( as it 

would be in an insurance policy) and in practice ‘impacted” meant “ burnt”. This excluded 

farmers who had their crops and homes destroyed by smoke, but not burnt, and tourist 

operators who were certainly impacted  through loss of custom, but were not burnt. If the 

type of loss  and aid available was clearly defined in advance the confusion and frustration 

would be avoided. 

 



                                                                        3. 

12. That is the principle to which government should aspire. Identify what circumstances 

will attract aid, the type of aid and the eligibility criteria, and have a single contact number 

to access the aid, and publicise it before the fires. 

 

Solutions 

13. All the facts needed to undertake this examination are readily available or can be 

obtained by surveying and consulting the victims of the fires and the services that delivered 

the aid. However, a degree of complexity exists because the issue involves all levels of 

government and a range of NGOs, all with vested interests. It is therefore recommended the 

study of what happened and the development of a proposed new approach be undertaken 

by an organisation outside of those directly involved, eg by a team from a university. The 

aim of the proposed reform is for the public to see and interface with a single, unified, 

system no matter where they live. However, Australia has a federal system of government 

and there are constitutional issues involved, let alone political issues. 

15. There can and should be changes which make use of the ADF much easier and swifter. 

However, I am not suggesting a fundamental change in the powers of the States ( 

responsible for fighting the fires) and the Commonwealth ( responsible for funding and 

support) because I do not think that is realistic. Rather, I am recommending a National 

Disaster Recovery structure be developed with clear lines of  roles for each player, clear 

levels of authority and  clear responsibility.  

16. This structure would include all levels of government and all NGOs who have a role to 

play. To some extent, this already exists in part, but 99% of the Australian public are not 

aware of it, and simply see many different organisations involved, saying different things 

and sometimes blaming each other. 

17. The structure should make it perfectly clear which organisation has which responsibility, 

for what. For example, in 2020, there was considerable confusion about the role of NGO’s 

such as the Red Cross, Salvation Army, Anglicare and St Vincent de Paul Society and where 

they fitted , if at all, within the structure for providing aid.  Equally, the concept of “first line 

responders” and “ second line responders” may have been understood by some 

government officials but it was not understood by the public. In some cases an organisation 

was a first line responder in one State and a second line responder in another in a world 

where television and internet information crosses borders and people under stress are 

unable to distinguish the details. 

18. This confusion of roles and responsibilities affects not only the stressed victims of the 

fire, but also the general public, who lose confidence in government and thus reduce the 

effectiveness of the recovery effort. 

19. I am not advocating doing away with the roles of NGO’s, local government etc. On the 

contrary, they can and do play an invaluable role. What I recommending is that a clear  
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structure be developed which includes these organisations and clearly sets out where they 

fit and what they do.  

20 To facilitate effective co-operation between all the players in the structure I recommend 

COAG establish an Office of Natural Disaster  Aid Co-ordination which  would be tasked with 

the role of continually keeping the effectiveness structure under review, proposing changes 

as necessary and developing and delivering training for staff of all the agencies involved. The 

Office would be a joint Commonwealth/State/Local Government body with staff seconded 

from all three levels of government, reporting to COAG. 

21. ONDAC would manage the single number/e mail  call centre which is an essential part of 

making the aid system accessible to the public. This does not mean there needs to be a large 

dedicated call centre established just for natural disasters, but rather capacity in existing call 

centres identified for use when required, and volunteers trained and on stand by for call up. 

ONDAC would prepare scripts for operators and train them to ensure consistency of 

approach. The objective would be to have a common face to the public, while behind the 

scenes, a range of different organisations may be working together.  

22. Communication of the structure, the aid available and the circumstances in which it is 

available is vital. It is vital before the fires, not after they start and we are playing catch up. 

23. One of the problems with communication during the 2020 fires were statements by 

politicians which raise expectations which cannot be realised. This can never be totally 

avoided, but it can be significantly reduced by producing a very clear structure of roles and 

responsibilities ( who is doing what)  and a very clear statement of which categories of loss 

warrant aid, what the aid is and the eligibility criteria for receipt of the aid. When questions 

arise as to what governments are doing, all that is required is reference to that document; a 

document which should have been distributed beforehand to every Australian household 

and business and be on line for all to see. 

24. One example of how to be pro active in a communications sense , is to explain to the 

public ( and the media) in advance that based on many years experience, it is known that 

only x% of aid funds are delivered in the first 2 -3 months, and that the majority of funds are 

not needed until many months later. And the practical reasons why that is the case should 

be explained . This information would have avoided a lot of unfounded public criticism of 

NGO’s and governments holding money back in the first few months. 

 

Conclusion 

22. The Australian people deserve a better system for delivery of bushfire aid than they 

received in 2020. All levels of government and many NGO’s worked very hard to help 

victims, but there was widespread confusion which significantly reduced the effectiveness of 

the aid. Moreover, there were victims of the aid system itself, frustrated and angry citizens 

who felt mislead or ignored by government/NGO’s. The frustration was also felt in the  
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general public, who responded with open hearts and wallets, only to wonder where the 

money was going and when. 

23. My recommendations do not involve rocket science. They simply constitute the 

principles of efficient management . How do you run an efficient and effective organisation 

? By setting out its objectives clearly, by having a structure with clear roles, authority and 

responsibility of each player, by having clear and defined policies and procedures and by 

having understanding and acceptance of all of the above among all the players.  

 

 

David Maiden 

 

 




