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The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements was established 
on 20 February 2020 in response to the extreme bushfire season of 2019-20 which 
resulted in loss of life, property and wildlife and environmental destruction. 

The Letters Patent for the Royal Commission set out the terms of reference and 
formally appoint Air Chief Marshal Mark Binskin AC (Retd), the Honourable Dr 
Annabelle Bennett AC SC and Professor Andrew Macintosh as Royal Commissioners.  

The Commission will deliver a final report by the end of August 2020. 
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Terms of Reference (a), (b) and (f): 

We direct you, for the purposes of your inquiry and recommendations, to have regard to… 

(a) the responsibilities of, and coordination between, the Commonwealth and State, Territory and local 

Governments relating to preparedness for, response to, resilience to, and recovery from, natural 

disasters, and what should be done to improve these arrangements, including with respect to resource 

sharing; 

(b)  Australia’s arrangements for improving resilience and adapting to changing climatic conditions, what 

actions should be taken to mitigate the impacts of natural disasters, and whether accountability for 

natural disaster risk management, preparedness, resilience and recovery should be enhanced, 

including through a nationally consistent accountability and reporting framework and national 

standards; … 

(f)   ways in which Australia could achieve greater national coordination and accountability – through 

common national standards, rule-making, reporting and data-sharing – with respect to key 

preparedness and resilience responsibilities…  

Firefighting and emergency services personnel 
Thousands of firefighters and emergency service personnel worked tirelessly over the 2019-20 bushfire 
season, showing great dedication and professionalism. They saved lives, homes and natural environments. 
They faced tough conditions and endured often long periods away from their jobs and families. Tragically, 
some lost their lives and others lost their homes while protecting their community.  

This paper provides a brief overview of some of the issues that affect fire and emergency services, and 
poses a number of questions concerning, among other things: 

 how personnel are recruited, trained and supported before, during and after the emergency; 

 how equipment is managed;  

 how personnel communicate during an emergency; and  

 how organisations share resources. 

Volunteers 

Volunteers made a significant contribution to the firefighting efforts during the 2019-20 bushfires. 
Volunteers make up the significant majority of firefighters and emergency services personnel in Australia. 
However, volunteer firefighting numbers appear to have generally declined over the last decade. Many 
firefighters and organisations have highlighted to the Royal Commission the values of volunteerism, and 
the need to encourage greater institutional and governmental support for volunteers.   

Training 

Fire and emergency services have training systems designed to give personnel the skills they need to fulfil 
their function in a natural disaster. The Commissioners are interested in understanding the quality, 
consistency, and transferability of training and qualifications offered by organisations. Members of the 
community have expressed concern about qualifications obtained in one jurisdiction not being recognised 
in other jurisdictions. The Commission has received submissions in support of a national training and 
accreditation program.  

Equipment  

Firefighting equipment is generally acquired and managed by state and territory fire authorities and local 
brigades. These organisations are also responsible for maintaining and replacing equipment and for safety 
standards. Equipment types and standards can vary between jurisdictions and organisations. Differences in 
equipment across borders can mean personnel deployed interstate might be required to use unfamiliar 
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equipment, or may encounter difficulties integrating their equipment with those used in the receiving 
jurisdiction.  

Communication between firefighters and other emergency services personnel is critical to enable 
cooperation in responding to natural disasters. A range of different communication platforms are used 
within and across jurisdictions. One key platform used across Australia is radio equipment. Personnel rely 
on radio equipment to communicate during natural disasters. The Commission has heard that differences in 
radio equipment can obstruct communication and cooperation. In 2018, the Council of Australian 
Governments agreed to a strategic roadmap to deliver a national Public Safety Mobile Broadband capability 
for public safety agencies.  

Resource sharing  

During natural disasters, states and territories are able to share resources, including personnel and 
equipment. Such arrangements were called upon during the 2019-20 bushfire season. Arrangements exist 
to enable resource sharing, such as the Arrangement for Interstate Assistance (AIA) between the various 
Australian jurisdictions and New Zealand. Australia also has related agreements with Canada and the 
United States. Resources can also be shared less formally at the local level.  

Incident management 

Fire and emergency services need to communicate and coordinate internally and with other organisations 
during natural disasters – the extent and severity of the 2019-20 bushfires significantly tested these 
systems. All fire and emergency services in Australia use the Australasian InterService Incident 
Management System (known as AIIMS) to manage incident response and coordination.  

The Royal Commission is interested in understanding what arrangements are in place to support 
coordination: 

 between levels of government, 

 across agencies, 

 between control centres, including across state and territory borders,  

 between personnel on-the-ground, 

 between aerial assets and ground teams, and 

 between state agencies and non–government organisations such as forestry brigades, farm fire 
units and community fire units.   

Accountability  

Each state and territory has its own accountability and review processes to evaluate operational and 
procedural decision making by fire and emergency services. Typically, state and territory fire authorities 
conduct post incident reviews, such as the 2018 Independent Report into the Bega Valley Fires. The Royal 
Commission is seeking further information on state based accountability mechanisms and what role the 
Australian Government could play in improving accountability and transparency in natural disasters.  

This paper poses a number of questions on which the Royal Commission invites comment by 29 June 2020, 
10am (AEST).  To comment, please use the response form on the Commission’s website: 
https://rcndasubmissions.lawinorder.com.au/ 

 

Question 1.  

Is there, and should there be a nationally consistent approach to training and certification for firefighters 

and emergency services personnel that is of a high quality, and allows qualifications and capabilities to be 

transferable between jurisdictions? How could existing training arrangements be improved nationally? 

 

https://rcndasubmissions.lawinorder.com.au/
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Question 2.  

How do fire authorities ensure equipment is interoperable between agencies and across the country, and 

appropriate to respond to fires in the face of changing climatic conditions? How could these arrangements 

be improved?  

Question 3.  

What barriers impede the establishment of common communication platforms for emergency services 

agencies across Australia? Will the Public Safety Mobile Broadband address problems with communication 

between emergency services on-the-ground? 

Question 4.  

How do fire authorities make decisions about sharing resources (personnel and equipment) within their 

jurisdiction and across Australia?  

Question 5. 

What issues exist in seeking and deploying international assistance in Australia?  

Question 6.  

What arrangements are in place to attract and retain volunteer and paid firefighters and/or emergency 

services personnel, and how could these arrangements be improved? 

Question 7.  

What before, during, and after support and/or wellbeing services are available for professional and 

volunteer emergency services personnel?  How could these services be improved?  

Question 8  

How are activities on the fireground coordinated between agencies, personnel and organisations (as 

described above in Incident management)? Do the current practices enable collaborative, timely decision 

making and information sharing?  

Question 9  

What post-event assessment and reporting frameworks are in place to ensure accountability for 
prevention, preparedness, response and recovery for natural disasters? How could they be improved?  
 
Question 10.  
Should the Australian Government play a greater role in any of the arrangements described in this issues 
paper? If so, how? 

Next Steps 
Responses to this paper will inform the Royal Commission’s consideration of the role of fire and emergency 
services, including personnel associated with these organisations, in natural disaster management. 
Responses will also assist with the panels that the Commission intends to hear from later in June-July 2020. 

The Royal Commission continues to gather information and analyse evidence, and will not make findings or 
draw conclusions until it has completed this process. 

This paper does not seek to cover every issue relevant to state and territory government that the Royal 

Commission might consider. Further issues might be explored in relation to state and territory governments 

and natural disasters. 
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