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Chapter 1 
Introduction and Background 

Referral 
1.1 On 5 February 2020, the Senate referred the following matters to the Finance 

and Public Administration References Committee (the committee) for inquiry 
and report by the last sitting day of 2021:1 

Lessons to be learned in relation to the preparation and planning for, 
response to and recovery efforts following the 2019-20 Australian bushfire 
season, with particular reference to: 

(a) advice provided to the Federal Government, prior to the bushfires, 
about the level of bushfire risk this fire season, how and why those 
risks differed from historical norms, and measures that should be 
taken to reduce that risk in the future; 

(b) the respective roles and responsibilities of different levels of 
government, and agencies within government, in relation to bushfire 
planning, mitigation, response, and recovery; 

(c) the Federal Government’s response to recommendations from 
previous bushfire Royal Commissions and inquiries; 

(d) the adequacy of the Federal Government’s existing measures and 
policies to reduce future bushfire risk, including in relation to 
assessing, mitigating and adapting to expected climate change 
impacts, land use planning and management, hazard reduction, 
Indigenous fire practices, support for firefighters and other disaster 
mitigation measures; 

(e) best practice funding models and policy measures to reduce future 
bushfire risk, both within Australia and internationally; 

(f) existing structures, measures and policies implemented by the Federal 
Government, charities and others to assist communities to recover 
from the 2019-20 bushfires, including the performance of the National 
Bushfire Recovery Agency; 

(g) the role and process of advising Government and the federal 
Parliament of scientific advice; 

(h) an examination of the physical and mental health impacts of bushfires 
on the population, and the Federal Government’s response to those 
impacts; and 

(i) any related matters.2 
 
 

 
1 The last sitting day of 2021 being Thursday, 2 December.  

2 Journals of the Senate, No. 37, 5 February 2020, pp. 1223-1225.  
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Conduct of the inquiry 
1.2 Following its referral, details of the inquiry were placed on the committee’s 

website at http://www.aph.gov.au/senate fpa and the committee wrote to the 
relevant Commonwealth, state and territory government departments and 
agencies, seeking submissions. In addition, the committee invited submissions 
from local government associations, business and tourism bodies, charity 
groups, insurance companies, banking and housing organisations, academic 
and research institutions, wildlife and conservation organisations, fire services, 
and other stakeholder groups by 9 April 2020. On 19 March 2020, the 
committee agreed to extend the closing date for submissions from 9 April 2020 
to 22 May 2020. 

1.3 On 11 December 2020 – following the tabling of the committee’s interim report 
on 7 October 2020 – the committee re-opened submissions to the inquiry and 
invited submissions (or supplementary submissions) by 11 February 2021. 

1.4 In calling for additional submissions, the committee once again wrote to 
stakeholders to advise that, in addition to the issues contained in the Terms of 
Reference, it would welcome submissions in relation to: 

 Hazard reduction – including existing hazard reduction practices (the 
possibilities for future hazard reduction regimes) and Indigenous burning 
practices and their efficacy. 

 The 2019-20 bushfire season – and the level of recovery one year on 
(including the progress and status of recovery efforts). 

 Mitigation infrastructure and land-use planning – including an assessment 
of the types (and costs) of mitigation infrastructure that would effectively 
reduce risk in fire-prone areas. 

 Insurance issues – the effects of fire on insurance premiums in fire affected 
regions (one year on from the 2019-20 fire season). 

 Aerial firefighting – including the establishment of a sovereign aerial 
firefighting fleet, the use of aerial resources and early suppression. 

1.5 At the time of the tabling of the committee’s interim report, the committee had 
received 145 submissions. The committee received 192 submissions in total, 
which are listed at Appendix 1. 

Public hearings  
1.6 As noted in the interim report, the committee had proposed to travel to areas 

that were significantly impacted by the 2019-20 bushfire season. The 
committee had hoped to meet with locals in their own communities, and gain 
a first-hand understanding of how the bushfires had impacts people’s lives, 
communities and environment. 

1.7 Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the committee was not able to 
travel to conduct interstate hearings and site visits as intended. The committee 
was able to hold one public hearing in Sydney and nine others were held – 
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largely via videoconference – from Canberra. The list of public hearings held is 
as follows: 

 27 May 2020 
 10 July 2020 
 29 July 2020 
 30 July 2020 
 12 August 2020 
 2 March 2021 
 17 March 2021 
 28 April 2021 (Sydney) 
 27 July 2021 
 29 September 2021 

1.8 A list of the witnesses who gave evidence at the hearings is available at 
Appendix 2.  

1.9 Submissions to the inquiry and the Hansard transcripts of hearings may be 
accessed on the committee’s website. 

Acknowledgements 
1.10 The committee would like to thank the organisations and individuals who 

provided written submissions to the inquiry. The committee would also like to 
thank those who provided evidence at public hearings. Your efforts have 
greatly assisted the committee in its deliberations. 

Interim report  
1.11 The committee’s interim report largely focused on issues such as financial 

assistance, the level of funding for disaster relief, and reporting requirements. 
Several of the committee’s recommendations related specifically to disaster 
recovery funding arrangements and disaster recovery payments and 
allowances.  

1.12 The committee made recommendations in relation to funding for health-
related matters, including research into the health impacts of significant and 
hazardous levels of bushfire smoke, and funding for permanent mental health 
support services. 

1.13 The central role of timely and clear communication was also raised by the 
committee, and its recommendations included appropriate levels of funding 
for the ABC to continue, and enhance, its emergency broadcast services. 
Funding for the establishment of a permanent aerial firefighting fleet was also 
recommended. 
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Final report 
1.14 The committee’s key focus during the second phase of its inquiry, and in this 

final report, is the impact of the 2019-20 bushfires on human health and 
welfare, and the recovery process for those who lived through the fires and are 
attempting to rebuild their lives in impacted regions and communities. The 
report examines the progress of recovery from the point of view of these 
people and documents the issues raised during the inquiry. The report also 
examines the positive, and the less helpful, aspects of the assistance provided 
and the appropriateness of recovery programs. It also summarises 
stakeholders’ suggestions in relation to consultation with communities, 
systems to increase efficiencies, and ways to ensure more coordinated, 
equitable and efficient recovery processes. 

Report structure 
1.15 This chapter outlines the conduct of the committee’s inquiry, including the 

terms of reference, the submissions received and the public hearings held. 

1.16 Chapter 2 provides an overview of the issues raised, and the recommendations 
made by the committee in its interim report. It provides some background in 
relation to the Royal Commission (including its findings and 
recommendations) and summarises the Federal Government’s response to 
these inquiries and their recommendations. It also outlines other recent 
inquiries into the 2019-20 bushfire season. 

1.17 Chapter 3 examines the issue of aerial firefighting, including the Royal 
Commission’s recommendations in relation to a sovereign aerial firefighting 
fleet. The chapter also outlines the views of stakeholders’ – including federal, 
state and territory governments, industry and tourism bodies and community 
representatives. 

1.18 Chapter 4 provides an update on progress within communities and examines 
the status and level of recovery from the 2019-20 fires. It outlines 
Commonwealth, state and territory, community and individual approaches to 
recovery from the point of view of stakeholders, and examines what has 
worked, what has been less than effective and the lessons that have been 
learned. The chapter also identifies some of the gaps and shortfalls in the 
delivery of financial and logistical support.  

1.19 Taking the lessons learned and advice received from local communities, the 
fifth chapter examines what a future recovery model should look like, and 
how recovery efforts can be better co-ordinated and managed through a 
national governance framework and the recently established National 
Recovery and Resilience Agency. 
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1.20 Chapter 6 outlines the impact fires are having on insurance – particularly in 
fire affected regions. The chapter examines the increased cost of insurance 
premiums, and the impact on communities, small business and tourism.  

1.21 The concluding chapter, Chapter 7, examines the issues of mitigation 
infrastructure, land use planning and hazard reduction regimes. The chapter 
outlines some of the existing hazard reduction practices and examines the 
efficacy of Indigenous burning practices. The chapter also examines the cost 
and assessment of mitigation infrastructure and building standards.  
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Chapter 2 
Bushfire Inquiries - findings and updates 

2.1 The following chapter reviews some of the key issues which were raised by 
stakeholders and have been examined by the committee, particularly during 
the initial stages of its inquiry. It also summarises the key recommendations 
made by the committee in its interim report. 

2.2 The chapter also provides the background to the Royal Commission’s inquiry 
and summarises its key findings, and the recommendations made in its final 
report. It also summarises the Federal Government’s response to the findings 
and recommendations made by both the committee and the Royal 
Commission. 

Bushfire inquiries 
2.3 The 2019-20 bushfire season has been the subject of a number of reviews and 

inquiries. In addition to the evidence collected during its own inquiry, the 
committee has had access to the evidence and information contained in these 
reviews and reports. Some of these investigations focused on particular issues 
and did not involve wide public participation, while others involved 
submission processes and hearings. The committee specifically acknowledges 
those conducted by state and territory governments.1 

2.4 The NSW Government established the NSW Bushfire Inquiry, an independent 
inquiry led by former Deputy Commissioner of NSW Policy, Dave Owens and 
former NSW Chief Scientist and Engineer, Professor Mary O’Kane. The final 
report of the NSW inquiry was released on 25 August 2021. Victoria’s 
Inspector-General Emergency Management conducted an inquiry into the 
2019-20 Victorian fire season, with a final report provided on 30 July 2021. 

2.5 The Queensland Bushfires Review 2019-20 was undertaken by Queensland’s 
Inspector-General Emergency Management, and the final report of the review 
was released on 20 February 2020. In January 2020, the South Australian 
Government established the Independent Review into South Australia’s 2019-
20 Bushfire Season. The report in relation to the South Australian review was 
released in June 2020. 

2.6 The Australian Capital Territory government also released three reports 
during 2020. These reports were largely focused on the operational responses 
of emergency services. 

 
1 Department of Parliamentary Services, Parliamentary Library, Research Paper Series 2021-22, 

2019-20 Australian bushfires – frequently asked questions (updates), 2 July 2021, p. 7. 
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2.7 In addition to the state and territory government reports, the committee has 
also been able to access the findings of the National Bushfire and Climate 
Summit 2020 and the reports presented by the Royal Commission into 
National Natural Disaster Arrangements. 

Committee’s interim report  
2.8 On 7 October 2020, the committee tabled an interim report which presented 

the committee’s preliminary findings regarding the 2019-20 bushfire season.2 
The committee’s interim report: 

 examined Australia’s existing national natural disaster management 
arrangements – in particular, the interaction between the Commonwealth 
and the states and territories; 

 considered the actions of the Government in the lead up to the 2019-20 
bushfire season and presented some of the evidence received regarding the 
role of hazard reduction; 

 examined both the physical and mental health impacts of the bushfires, and 
the implementation of various health measures to address the impact of the 
2019-20 bushfire season; 

 commented on the impact of the bushfires on Australia’s wildlife, including 
the need for effective wildlife and environmental rehabilitation programs; 

 examined Australia’s aerial firefighting capacity and funding arrangements, 
including its capacity in the lead up to the 2019-20 bushfire season; 

 described the role of the insurance industry – including its role in mitigating 
the risks of natural disasters, and the actions that have been (or will be) 
taken by the industry, both for policy-holders, and in relation to emissions 
reduction and mitigation; 

 explored the role of clear communication during an emergency, including 
via community and commercial radio and identified areas for improvement 
in emergency communication systems and frameworks; and 

 considered the forecasts for coming bushfire seasons – including the role of 
ongoing mitigation.3 

2.9 The committee’s interim report contained 13 recommendations.4 Several of 
these recommendations related to funding, financial assistance and reporting 
requirements – in relation to the National Bushfire Recovery Fund (NBRF), 

 
2 A copy of the committee’s report: Senate Finance and Public Administration References 

Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, 
October 2020, can be found on the committee’s website: 
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary Business/Committees/Senate/Finance and Public Admin
istration/Bushfirerecovery 

3 Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to 
the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, pp. 14-15. 

4 See Appendix 3.  
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Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements, the Emergency Response Fund, the 
Australian Government Disaster Recovery Payment, and the Disaster 
Recovery Allowance. 

2.10 The committee also made recommendations in relation to health funding: for 
research into the health impacts of unhealthy and hazardous levels of bushfire 
smoke, as well as permanent mental health support services. 

2.11 Recommendations were also made about the need to research (and monitor) 
the impact climate change and severe weather events are having on the 
insurance industry - particularly in relation to the sector’s financial 
vulnerability and the increasing cost of premiums. 

2.12 In the area of communication, the committee recommended that the ABC be 
provided with an appropriate level of funding for its emergency broadcast 
services, and that the development of the Australian Warning System and the 
Australian Fire Danger Rating System be completed as a matter of priority. 

2.13 Further, it was recommended that the Commonwealth develop a business case 
which would progress the establishment of a permanent, sovereign aerial 
firefighting fleet. 

2.14 A full list of the committee’s recommendations made in its interim report can 
be found at Appendix 3. 

2.15 The committee notes that its interim report was a significant body of work, 
with recommendations to best address the most pressing issues following the 
2019-20 bushfire season. The committee suggests that its interim report and 
this current report are best considered together.  

2.16 In this current report, the committee will consider the matters which have been 
raised in the previous 12 months, most importantly the ongoing impact of the 
bushfires on local communities and their mental wellbeing, as well as 
community-led recovery and issues in relation to accessing grant funding. 

Government response to committee’s interim report 
2.17 The committee received the Federal Government’s response to its interim 

report in May 2021. The Government indicated support for recommendations 
in relation to the review of the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 
(DRFA), and the release of funding for mitigation projects through the 
Emergency Response Fund (ERF). The Government also indicated it 
‘supported in principle’ the recommendation for research into the health 
impacts of bushfire smoke. The remainder of the recommendations were 
‘noted’ by the Government.5 

 
5 A copy of the Government’s May 2021 response to the committee’s interim report, titled: 

Australian Government response to the Finance and Public Administration Reference Committee 
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Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements  
2.18 Since the 1927 Royal Commission into bushfires in New South Wales, more 

than 240 formal inquiries and reviews have been conducted into natural 
disasters: most commonly fires. While these inquiries varied in their form and 
focus, their primary purpose was to identify the causes of these disasters and 
examine their consequences.6 

2.19 While it was acknowledged that the 2019-20 fires were not the first to cross 
state borders, it has been noted that “their impact on the environment and 
Australian communities was the most extensive in living memory”.7 In the 
wake of the 2019-20 bushfires, the jurisdictions of New South Wales, Victoria, 
South Australia, Queensland and the Australian Capital Territory undertook 
their own inquiries. 

2.20 The 2019-20 bushfire season was also the catalyst for a Royal Commission. The 
Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements (Royal 
Commission) – also known as the Bushfires Royal Commission – was 
established on 20 February 2020.  

2.21 Appointed to Chair the Inquiry, Air Chief Marshal Mark Binskin, AC (Retd), 
was joined by two other Royal Commissioners: the Hon. Dr Annabelle 
Bennett, AC SC and Professor Andrew Macintosh.  

2.22 The terms of reference for the Royal Commission were broad, and directed 
Commissioners to examine a range of issues, including: 

 the responsibilities of, and coordination between, Australian, state, territory 
and local governments relating to natural disasters; 

 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 changes are needed to Australia’s legal framework for the 
involvement of the Commonwealth in responding to national emergencies.8 

2.23 In undertaking its inquiry, the Royal Commission noted that while a number 
of inquiries had examined particular disasters or the emergency management 
arrangements of one state, the Royal Commission was the first to focus on 

 
report: Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20, is included at 
Appendix 4. 

6 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Background Paper: Australian 
inquiries and reporting concerning natural disasters, May 2020, p. 4. 

7 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Background Paper: Australian 
inquiries and reporting concerning natural disasters, May 2020, p. 4. 

8 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 48.  
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natural disasters from a national perspective. The inquiry focused on national 
natural disaster coordination and accountability arrangements and on 
identifying improvements to national arrangements, with a view to making 
Australia more resilient to natural disasters. 

2.24 The Royal Commission’s final report, which was tabled in Parliament on 30 
October 2020, contained 80 recommendations. Central to the Royal 
Commission’s recommendations was the call for a national approach to 
natural disaster arrangements – including a greater role for the 
Commonwealth Government. It was recommended that the states and 
territories should retain primary responsibility for protecting life, property and 
the environment within their own jurisdictions. In recognition of the need for a 
whole-of-nation effort, on multiple fronts, it was recommended that the 
Commonwealth should take the lead in building resilience, coordinating 
greater resource sharing, improving national data collection and supporting 
individuals and communities to understand and manage the disaster risks 
within their control.9 

Government response to Royal Commission recommendations 
2.25 On 13 November 2020, the Federal Government announced support (or 

support in principle) for most of the 55 recommendations directed at 
Government.10 The recommendations centred around: 

 national coordination arrangements; 
 improvements to collection and sharing of national disaster risk data; 
 enabling the Federal Government to declare a national state of emergency; 
 a national register of fire and emergency services personnel and equipment; 
 a public safety mobile broadband capability; 
 employment protections for volunteers; 
 an increased role for the Australian Defence Force; 
 a supply chain review to ensure supply of essential goods during natural 

disasters; 
 community education; 
 evacuation planning; 
 an Australian Fire Danger Rating System; 
 national air quality monitoring and forecasting; 

 
9 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 

Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 3. 

10 The Federal Government’s response to the recommendations made by the Royal Commission into 
National Natural Disaster Arrangements, can be found in Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The Commonwealth Government response to the Royal 
Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, November 2020, p. 3. This document can be 
accessed at https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/publications/national-approach-national-
disasters.pdf. 
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 Indigenous land and fire management; 
 land use planning and building regulation (to address natural hazards 

risks);  
 a single national scheme for regulation of charitable fundraising; and 
 nationally consistent delivery of recovery services and financial assistance.11 

Additional measures 
2.26 In responding to the Royal Commission’s recommendations, the Federal 

Government also announced that it would be implementing a number of 
additional measures.12 The key measures included: 

 Power to declare a national emergency: the Royal Commission found that 
the Commonwealth should have the power to declare a state of national 
emergency – and that this power should be supported by clear legislation. 
The Federal Government agreed to prepare legislation which it is proposed 
to progress over several phases. The legislation will establish the declaration 
power, and focus on streamlining the exercise of existing Commonwealth 
powers to support the rapid response to, and recovery from, a national 
emergency. 

 National Resilience, Relief and Recovery Agency: the Royal Commission 
recommended the government establish a national resilience, relief and 
recovery agency to drive long-term resilience policy outcomes, and be 
responsible for the Federal Government’s disaster recovery work. On 5 May 
2021, the Australian Government launched the National Recovery and 
Resilience Agency (NRRA). It is proposed that the new agency will assist 
communities with relief and recovery efforts following large-scale disasters 
and provide advice to government on managing the impact of future 
disaster events. 

 Coordination arrangements within Emergency Management Australia 
(EMA): The Royal Commission called for the responsibilities of the EMA to 
be enhanced. The Federal Government responded by indicating that the 
national coordination arrangements within EMA would be strengthened to 
streamline requests for Commonwealth assets to assist states and territories 
in their preparation and response to disasters. 

 
11 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, pp. 34-46. 

12 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 
Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020; Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Media Release, 
National Recovery and Resilience Agency Announced, 7 May 2021; The Mandarin, Newsletter Article, 
Government to establish national resilience and recovery entity, 
https://www.themandarin.com.au/145113-government-to-establish-national-resilience-and-
recovery-entity, [accessed 29 October 2021]. 
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 Resilience Services: The Royal Commission also recommended that the 
Federal Government play a national leadership role in coordinating national 
data, information and standard setting. The Government agreed with the 
Royal Commission’s assessment, and acknowledged the need for greater 
harmonisation and transparency in how jurisdictions collect, share and use 
data and information in relation to natural disasters and climate risk. In 
November 2020, the Government announced that a Resilience Services 
function would be set up to provide EMA and the new NRRA with climate 
and disaster risk information and services. It was also proposed that 
Resilience Services would better connect and coordinate the data, 
information and capabilities of organisations such as the Bureau of 
Meteorology, the CSIRO, Geoscience Australia and the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics. 
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Chapter 3 
Aerial firefighting sovereign fleet 

3.1 This chapter provides an update, examines progress, and describes the current 
situation in relation to aerial firefighting, as raised by the Royal Commission 
and the committee. It includes the Government’s response to both the 
committee’s interim report and the Royal Commission. 

3.2 The chapter also provides an overview of the views expressed by stakeholders.  

Aerial firefighting – committee findings 
3.3 The committee received considerable evidence regarding the role of aerial 

firefighting in the 2019-20 bushfire season. The arrangements for the provision 
of aerial firefighting resources, including the funding arrangements for 
Australia’s aerial firefighting fleet, were considered by the committee. These 
issues, and the arguments put forward in support of a permanent aerial 
firefighting fleet, were outlined in the committee’s interim report.1 

Australia’s current aerial firefighting fleet 
3.4 As noted in the committee’s interim report, Australia’s National Aerial 

Firefighting Centre (NAFC) exists as a unit of the Australasian Fire and 
Emergency Service Authorities Council (AFAC). The unit was formed in 2003 
with the purpose of providing a “cooperative national arrangement for the 
provision of aerial firefighting resources for combatting bushfires”.2 

3.5 It is the NAFC which is responsible for coordinating the leasing of a national 
fleet of specialised firefighting aircraft on behalf of state and territory 
emergency services. There are more than 140 aircraft available to the NAFC, 
which are operated and contracted on behalf of state and territory 
governments. These aircraft are in addition to the aerial firefighting aircraft 
owned by state and territory governments and those available to be hired from 
private operators when needed, to meet peak demand across Australia. 

3.6 The committee was advised that the NAFC maintains a resource sharing 
agreement which facilitates the sharing of aircraft between states and 
territories throughout the fire season. The NAFC uses a public tender process 
to procure aircraft with a standard contract term of three years, and with 

 
1 See, Chapter 6, Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be 

learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, pp. 103-115. 

2 Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, Submission 50, p. 10; Department of 
Home Affairs, Answers to Questions Taken on Notice, 27 May 2020 (answers received 19 June 
2020) and Department of Home Affairs, Answers to Questions Taken on Notice, 12 August 2020 
(answers received 31 August 2020). 



16 
 

 

options for extension. The Commonwealth, under a funding agreement, 
contributes approximately $15 million per year toward the fixed cost of 
making the contracted national fleet available. The contracted aircraft are then 
used by state and territory government agencies – which meet all of these 
aircrafts’ operational costs – for bushfire suppression.3 

3.7 The committee was also advised, that of the 152 aircraft contracted for 2020-21, 
approximately 90 per cent usually reside in Australia.4 The remaining 10 per 
cent – normally large air tankers and heavy helicopters – are sourced from 
overseas. Stakeholders observed that the problems associated with Australia’s 
reliance on overseas-based aircraft had been demonstrated during the 2019-20 
bushfire season. It was noted, for example, that a fleet of water-scooping 
planes requested by Australia in December 2019 had been grounded in Canada 
due to icy conditions. Tornadoes in the United States and an erupting volcano 
in the Philippines also delayed the arrival of two of four tankers requested 
from the United States. was also delayed due to tornadoes in Alabama and an 
erupting volcano in the Philippines.5 

3.8 Stakeholders suggested that this current system, whereby NAFC are required 
to lease firefighting aircraft each bushfire season, was having an adverse effect 
in relation to resourcing levels and increasing costs. The Royal Commission 
also drew attention to the fact that only a small number of large, and very 
large, air tankers are in operation globally, and most of these are based in 
North America. It was noted that the NSW Government currently has the only 
large air tanker permanently located in Australia.6 

The establishment of a permanent sovereign fleet 
3.9 Stakeholders stressed the importance of aerial firefighting, and described it as 

one of the most significant tools available to help control and contain 
bushfires. It was argued that an aerial firefighting fleet can assist efforts by 
gathering up-to-date information on the status of a fire, dropping and 
spreading retardant to reduce the progression of a fire and transporting 
emergency responders to specific locations. 

 
3 Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council, Submission 50, p. 10.  

4 Department of Home Affairs, Answers to Questions Taken on Notice, 12 August 2020 (Answers 
Received 31 August 2020). 

5 ABC News: Firefighting planes from Canada iced in an unable to get to Australia, 16 January 2020, and 
Big water-bombing aircraft en route to Australia to fight fires delayed by international disasters, 15 
January 2020, cited in Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to 
be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, p. 110. 

6 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Interim observations, 31 August 
2020, p. 21. 
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3.10 Throughout the inquiry, stakeholders pointed to the issue of climate change, 
and predictions of ever-lengthening fire seasons and raised their concerns 
about the lack of appropriate aerial resourcing during bushfire seasons. The 
committee agreed with this view, and found that with regard to aerial 
firefighting during the 2019-20 bushfire season, Australia had seemed 
particularly unprepared. 

3.11 In the light of the horrific 2019-20 bushfire season, a number of stakeholders 
argued that there is an obvious need to increase Australia’s national 
firefighting capacity, and that it needs to be done as a matter of urgency. 
Noting the high costs of leasing available aircraft, a number of stakeholders 
expressed their support for the establishment of a permanent, Australian-
based aerial firefighting fleet.7 

3.12 The committee’s interim report made a recommendation that the 
Commonwealth develop a business case to progress the establishment of a 
permanent, sovereign aerial firefighting fleet, which includes large air-tankers 
and very large air-tankers, as well as small and medium sized aircraft, as 
appropriate. 

Government response to committee’s recommendation 
3.13 The Government’s response – provided in May 2021 – noted the committee’s 

recommendation that a business case be developed to progress the 
establishment of a sovereign aerial firefighting fleet. In addition to noting the 
committee’s recommendation, the response made the following points: 

 The NAFC, which was established by the states and territories, provides a 
cooperative arrangement for the delivery and sharing of aerial firefighting 
resources, and the Government acknowledges the maturity, experience and 
effectiveness of the operational response capabilities of the states and 
territories. 

 The Commonwealth has no desire to replicate or replace the capabilities of 
the states and territories - including in aerial firefighting. 

 The Commonwealth does not determine the makeup, size and positioning 
of the aerial firefighting fleet. These are decisions for the operational experts 
in the states and territories. 

 The Federal Government must take the advice of operational experts on 
future aerial firefighting options and requirements. NAFC and the 
Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee (CCOSC) have been 
asked to provide this advice to the Government. 

 It is imperative that the Government has a full understanding, informed by 
evidence, of the capability actually required – this will inform decisions on 

 
7 Government of Western Australia, Submission 135, pp. 6-7; Emergency Leaders for Climate Action, 

Submission 36, p. 29; Mr Ange Kenos, Submission 48, p. 2 and Dr Sarah Waddell, Submission 75, 
pp. 3-4. 
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the future of aerial firefighting to deliver an operationally effective national 
fleet that is scalable, adaptive and provides value for money. This ensures 
that states and territories are able to access appropriate aerial firefighting 
capacity when it is needed most, and can introduce new technology as it 
becomes available. 

 The Commonwealth will continue to contribute $26 million annually to the 
NAFC. 

 The Commonwealth works with, and encourages, states and territories to 
work collaboratively with industry to build Australian-based aerial 
firefighting capacity, consistent with their sovereign obligations to maintain 
appropriate operational response capabilities.8 

Aerial firefighting - Royal Commission findings 
3.14 The Royal Commission also received evidence regarding lengthening fire 

seasons, which have put pressure on resources and created tensions between 
states sharing aerial firefighting resources, as well as northern and southern 
hemisphere sharing arrangements. It was acknowledged that the prospect of 
both lengthening and increasingly severe fire seasons will continue to increase 
the future demand for aerial firefighting services, and put additional pressure 
on resource sharing arrangements.9 

3.15 The Royal Commission’s overarching view was that the Australian 
Government should expand its national preparedness and response functions, 
particularly as they relate to inter-jurisdictional cooperation, coordination and 
resource sharing. The Royal Commission concluded that a reassessment of 
Australia’s current reliance on overseas-based aviation services is required, 
and argued that a renewed focus on developing Australia’s sovereign aerial 
firefighting capability is also necessary.10 

3.16 In line with this view, the Royal Commission recommended that the 
Commonwealth, state and territory governments develop an Australian-based 
and registered national firefighting capability, which would be tasked 
according to greatest national need. The capability, it was argued, should 
include: 

 a modest, very large air tanker/large air tanker, and Type-1 helicopter 
capability, including supporting infrastructure, aircrew and aviation 
support personnel; and 

 
8 Australian Government response to the Finance and Public Administration Reference Committee 

report: Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20, May 2021, [pp. 11-12]. 
9 Katie Burgess, ‘Bushfires royal commission findings released’, The Canberra Times, 30 October 2020 

[accessed 19 October 2021]. 
10 Katie Burgess, ‘Bushfires royal commission findings released’, The Canberra Times, 30 October 2020 

[accessed 19 October 2021]. 
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 any other aerial firefighting capabilities (eg. Light Detection and Ranging 
(LiDAR), line-scanning, transport, and logistics) that would benefit from a 
nationally coordinated approach.11 

3.17 The Royal Commission also proposed that EMA be expanded to include 
responsibility for coordinating the procurement of aerial firefighting services: a 
function currently performed by the NAFC. The Royal Commission noted that 
this would supplement the services owned and managed directly by state and 
territory governments.12 

3.18 Further, the Royal Commission recommended that federal, state and territory 
governments should support ongoing research into, and evaluation of, aerial 
firefighting. It was argued that this work should assess the specific capability 
needs of states and territories, and identify the most effective aerial firefighting 
strategies.13 

Government response to Royal Commission recommendation 
3.19 In providing its response, the Commonwealth ‘noted’ the Royal Commission’s 

recommendation. The response then went on to indicate that the 
Commonwealth “acknowledged, before the Royal Commission, the maturity, 
experience and effectiveness of the operational response capabilities of the 
states and territories” and stated that it had “no desire to replicate or replace 
these capabilities, including in aerial firefighting”. The Royal Commission’s 
proposal regarding the role of the EMA was also acknowledged, and again, the 
Commonwealth indicated that it was “comfortable with the present 
arrangements of the states and territories” involving the NAFC. At the same 
time, the Commonwealth noted that it would continue its “annual contribution 
of $26 million to the NAFC, indexed from 2020-21”.14 

3.20 The Commonwealth also stated that, in relation to aerial firefighting capability 
it: 

… encourages states and territories to work collaboratively with industry 
to build Australian-based aerial fire-fighting capacity, consistent with their 

 
11 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 

Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 14. 

12 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 27. 

13 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 27. 

14 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 
Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 14. 
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sovereign obligations to maintain appropriate operational response 
capabilities.15 

3.21 The Commonwealth also provided in-principle support for additional 
research, and a further evaluation of aerial firefighting. The Government noted 
that, in July 2020, it had announced $88.1 million to extend and scale-up 
funding for critical research into bushfires and natural hazards. The 
Government noted its support for some of these funds (together with some of 
its annual $26 million contribution to the NAFC) for research into aerial 
firefighting capabilities. 

3.22 The Government also argued, however, that prior to any decision or long 
commitment being made (regarding specific fleet aircraft, ownership and 
strategic operation) it is “imperative we have a full and evidence-based 
understanding of the capability actually required”.16 

Stakeholder support for aerial firefighting fleet 
3.23 The committee received positive feedback around recommendations for the 

establishment of a permanent sovereign aerial firefighting fleet. A number of 
community groups, organisations and individuals expressed their support for 
the recommendations made by both the committee and the Royal Commission. 

3.24 Mr Jeff Organ, Director of Infrastructure Services at the Hawkesbury City 
Council stated, for example, that the Council would support the establishment 
and resourcing of additional aerial firefighting – not to replace the existing 
firefighting capabilities - but to complement them.17 

3.25 Experts, such as the Former Regional Manager of the NSW Far South Coast 
National Parks and Wildlife Service, Mr Tom Shepherd, also called for an 
improved aerial firefighting capability. In noting his support for the Royal 
Commission’s recommendation, Mr Shephard added that aerial resources 
could be used to tackle fires earlier. For example, by winching strike teams into 
remote areas, as soon as ignition is detected by satellites.18 

3.26 Macdonald Valley resident and Rural Fire Service Volunteer, Mr Stephen 
Brown, also advocated for the use of aerial resources for early suppression, 
and suggested that if the Gospers Mountain fire had been attended to as soon 

 
15 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 

Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 14. 

16 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 
Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 14. 

17 Mr Jeff Organ, Hawkesbury City Council, Committee Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 3. 

18 Katie Burgess, ‘Bushfires royal commission findings released’, The Canberra Times, 30 October 2020 
[accessed 19 October 2021]. 
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as it started, firefighters would have been in a better position. Mr Brown 
argued that, in contrast to the Gospers Mountain fire: 

…in late October 2019, St Albans Rural Fire Service and other ground and 
aerial resources attended the very remote Boree Track fires for a couple of 
days to extinguish it and stop it growing into a bigger issue. Experience 
tells us aerial support is a necessary requirement for suppression in 
hill/inaccessible country and access to on-standby aerial firefighting 
resources will undoubtedly support prompt management and 
containment, with support of other firefighting resources.19 

3.27 Blue Mountains resident, Mrs Leanne Hanvey, also suggested that the lack of 
available aircraft to deliver water to firegrounds was problematic. Mrs Hanvey 
argued that had aircraft been available to attend, it may have been possible to 
contain the fires at both the Gospers Mountain and Green Wattle Creek sites 
within the first day or two. She noted that, unfortunately, these fires quickly 
grew to a point where they were unable to be controlled, and they became 
“some of the largest and most devastating fires across the country”.20 

3.28 President of the Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association, 
Mr Max Horn, expressed the view that investment, at a federal level, on 
improved aerial firefighting support “seems to be an obvious positive”.21 At 
the same time, however, he argued that aerial firefighting should be viewed as 
only one part of an holistic approach. Mr Horn used the example of 
firefighting efforts on the west coast of the United States, noting that: 

There, over decades, they invested in the most powerful aerial firefighting 
fleet in the world. They were hugely successful for a while in stopping 
fires. Over time, however, the fuel load only increased to a point where big 
fires were inescapable. It seems obvious that aerial firefighting should only 
be done in conjunction with serious efforts at hazard reduction. A fleet 
would be a significant expense and would hopefully face extended periods 
idle. There's an argument that if there aerial firefighting is to be used 
effectively, as noted earlier, it should be used aggressively and quickly to 
try and stamp out fires near inception.22 

3.29 Mr Horn also conceded that had more aircraft been available – and if they had 
been used to attack more aggressively early on – there were certain fires in the 
2019-20 season which may have been extinguished.23 

 
19 Mr Stephen Brown, Submission 183, p. 5. 

20 Mrs Leanne Hanvey, Submission 178, [p. 3]. 

21 Mr Max Horn, Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association Inc., Committee 
Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 20. 

22 Mr Max Horn, Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association Inc., Committee 
Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 20. 

23 Mr Max Horn, Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association Inc., Committee 
Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 20. 
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3.30 Towong Shire Mayor, David Wortmann also advocated for increased 
investment in aerial firefighting capability. He stressed that extreme code-red 
conditions are disastrous for firefighting and necessitate the need for 
firefighting aircraft that can be readily deployed on either side of borders to 
suppress fires quickly, and argued that: 

This is essential to allow ground crews to access the fireground and 
extinguish the fire before it can become much larger. I just want to point 
out here that aircraft don’t put out fires; they suppress them. This gives the 
ground crews a window of opportunity to put the fires out.24 

Committee view 
3.31 The committee is concerned that despite the findings of the Royal Commission 

and this inquiry, and strong support from key stakeholders and members of 
the community, the Government has continued to maintain the view that a 
sovereign aerial firefighting fleet is not required.  

3.32 In its interim report, the committee highlighted the efficacy of aerial assistance 
in extinguishing fires and noted the importance of Australia ensuring its aerial 
firefighting capabilities will be sufficient in the future, especially in the context 
of a warming and changing climate. The committee also noted the limitations 
to the overseas aircraft leasing arrangements in place. Given the importance of 
aerial firefighting in tackling bushfires in an ever-changing climate, the 
committee reiterates its views from its interim report.  

3.33 Indeed, the evidence received since the tabling of the interim report in 
October 2020 has only served to fortify the committee’s view that an enhanced, 
permanent, sovereign aerial firefighting fleet is necessary.  

3.34 Enhanced preparedness and hazard reduction regimes that properly take 
account of climate change, and the deployment of advanced technologies in 
early detection and fire modelling, are needed (a view which is supported by 
the matters discussed later in this report, at Chapter 7).  

3.35 An enhanced aerial firefighting fleet would be a significant step forward in 
keeping Australians safe and minimising property damage under the frequent, 
extreme fire conditions expected in coming decades. 

3.36 Therefore, the committee again recommends the establishment of a permanent, 
Australia-based aerial firefighting fleet that is resourced to the point where the 
reliance on overseas leasing arrangements is greatly reduced.  

3.37 In addition, research and analysis should be conducted regarding the needs for 
a sovereign fleet, including the right mix between small and medium aircraft, 
and the need for a Large Air-Tanker and Very Large Air-Tanker fleet to be 
maintained onshore. 

 
24 Mr David Wortmann, Toowong Shire Council, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 17. 
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Recommendation 1 
3.38 The committee recommends the Australian Government work with the 

Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council (AFAC), the 
National Aerial Firefighting Centre (NAFC) and state and territory 
governments to progress the establishment of a permanent, sovereign aerial 
firefighting fleet, which includes Large Air-Tankers and Very Large 
Air-Tankers, and small and medium-sized aircraft as appropriate. 
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Chapter 4 
The recovery process in local communities 

4.1 The Royal Commission’s report observed that the 2019-20 fires “did not 
respect state borders or local government boundaries”. It also emphasised the 
fact that every state and territory of Australia was impacted by fire to some 
extent.1 

Over 24 million hectares were burnt. Many Australians were impacted, 
directly or indirectly by the fires. Tragically, 33 people died and extensive 
smoke coverage across much of eastern Australia may have caused many 
more deaths. Over 3,000 homes were destroyed. Estimates of the national 
financial impacts are over $10 billion. Nearly three billion animals were 
killed or displaced and many threatened species and other ecological 
communities were extensively harmed.2 

4.2 The fires resulted in massive loss: of wildlife, land and environment, housing 
and community. This devastating level of loss has since been further 
exacerbated by severe weather events including hailstorms and floods. These 
disasters were closely followed by the impacts of COVID-19. There has been 
little respite for Australians since the 2019-20 bushfire season. 

4.3 The impact bushfires have on the physical, emotional and mental health of 
communities is always significant. As noted in the committee’s interim report, 
in addition to the immediate and short-term stressors, the psychological 
trauma from losses suffered during bushfires can also have long-lasting effects. 
The severity of the 2019-20 bushfire season exacerbated all of these impacts.3 
This chapter considers the evidence received from local communities and the 
issues they are continuing to face in the recovery effort.  

Evidence of the slow progress of recovery 
4.4 Following the tabling of its interim report, the committee held hearings and 

took evidence from individuals and representatives of organisations working 
within impacted communities.  

4.5 Mr John Feint, President of the St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra-Goulburn, 
stated at the committee’s March 2021 hearing that he would be providing the 

 
1 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 5. 

2 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 5. 

3 Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to 
the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, p. 67. 
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committee with information about the progress that had been made “one year 
on”. In reflecting on the length of the recovery process, Mr Feint noted: 

I think we’ve achieved a lot, but there’s a lot to be done. We see it as a 
long-term recovery process, which will probably take three years at best.4 

4.6 The description provided by Mrs Christine Walters, a Co-Coordinator at the 
Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, regarding her role at the Centre, is indicative 
of the descriptions provided by any number of individuals working to support 
their communities. Mrs Walters told the committee that in representing the 
Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, she is: 

…not trained in disaster recovery, trauma counselling, financial 
counselling, grant application writing, nor do I have any experience or 
expertise in bushfires, council regulations or state or federal legislation in 
regard to building permits, primary producers or any of the myriad 
subjects that bushfire affected people need help with every day. What I do 
have is the time, energy, skills developed during a lifetime in business and 
project management and a deep love of my community. These attributes 
have meant that I've been able to help bushfire affected, highly 
traumatised people in their time of dire need. Recognising that I didn't 
have a number of skills and background knowledge that were vital for me 
to do this work, I took it upon myself to train with Lifeline and Red Cross 
in their mental health first-aid courses. I've also read numerous reports 
about the recovery process after the Black Saturday fires in Victoria and 
have made contact and discussed recovery with people who worked and 
are still working, 10 years on, in these communities.5 

4.7 The Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre grew out of the need for community 
members to seek refuge at the Cobargo Showground during the New Year’s 
Eve fires. A group of highly organised volunteers, who had been responsible 
for running the Cobargo Show and the Cobargo Folk Festival, came together 
and created a small village within the showground where people were able to 
get something to eat and have access to showers and toilets. From there, the 
relief centre grew to a central hub for the distribution of donated goods, which 
had been provided by people from all over the country.6 

4.8 When it became apparent that the relief centre itself needed some 
coordination, community members stepped into those roles. The Centre has 
since moved from the showground to a small cottage in the village of Cobargo, 
where bushfire-affected people are still able to come together and source 
donated goods, seek assistance with grant applications, ask for help in 
advocacy and general bushfire-related relief and recovery. The Centre also 

 
4 Mr John Feint, St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra-Goulburn, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 

21. 

5 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 1. 

6 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 1. 
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hosts community gatherings and refers people to mental health and legal 
practitioners.7 

4.9 The committee was told that, at the beginning of the bushfire emergency, 
people were particularly traumatised, they were unsure where to seek 
assistance, and they did not have adequate housing. The committee was also 
told that, while across Australia these types of relief centres have been 
performing a vital function, and have continued to provide great support to 
their communities, people are still in need of assistance: 

People still don't know where to go to seek assistance. There is not enough 
publicity and communication around how to seek help. People are still 
living on properties with dangerous trees that could call fall and kill them 
or a family member at any time. People are still living in caravans, with a 
tarp for shelter, half a shed or a Minderoo pod—now, that's luxury. With 
the exception of the Minderoo pods, these dwellings have been cobbled 
together by themselves, their neighbours or a handful of good souls 
who've sourced donated caravans and cobbled together some building 
materials for a makeshift dwelling—hardly the stuff for a First World 
country.8 

4.10 Community representatives and organisations, and individuals expressed 
appreciation for the relief measures and assistance that has been provided by 
the Commonwealth, state and territory governments and charitable 
organisations. At the same time, however, the committee was provided with 
examples of the types of problems people have been experiencing, some of the 
daily frustrations, and some of the issues that are slowing recovery across 
communities. 

4.11 Mr Michael Brosnan, Chair of the Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire 
Coast, told the committee that his organisation had become involved in the 
recovery process through its homeless program, because all “of a sudden in 
our shire we had 460-plus additional homeless people”.9 

4.12 Mr Brosnan explained that the organisation had “moved into supporting 
people to get back on to properties with caravans” that were either donated or 
purchased, to provide very short-term relief during the crisis. One of the issues 
Mr Brosnan wanted to stress to the committee, however, was that a large 
number of people were still living in temporary accommodation – some in 
caravans without a shelter, some in shipping containers, and some without 
tanks and sanitation – “14 months down the track”.10 

 
7 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 1. 

8 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 2. 

9 Mr Michael Brosnan, Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire Coast, Committee Hansard, 2 March 
2021, p. 14. 

10 Mr Michael Brosnan, Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire Coast, Committee Hansard, 2 March 
2021, p. 14. 
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4.13 The other point Mr Brosnan was keen to make was that the localities across the 
shire are very diverse, and very far apart. He noted that the charity relies on 
the four Bega Valley Shire caseworkers and the four Service NSW caseworkers 
to share information regarding those who require assistance. Mr Brosnan told 
the committee, for example that: 

If you move from Pericoe in the south west to Wandello to Cobargo to 
Bemboka or to Bermagui, there are vast distances and very, very separate 
issues exist in those areas. The communication in the community does not 
exist in many of those localities as exists in Cobargo—and that's been 
mentioned. So we are dealing with very, very different situations 
throughout our shire. It is not the same.  

People are far more on their own outside of the main towns like 
Wyndham, Cobargo and Bemboka. Those townships have a little bit of 
organisation happening. The people who are my concern and our charity's 
concern are those who are really still very isolated. It doesn't matter the 
background of these people. I've been helping an architect who was burnt 
out in Rocky Hall. I naively assumed that he would have the human 
resources and the background to be able to pull things together. He and his 
wife and their two daughters were as totally impacted psychologically as 
they were physically as all others. He was still lost with COVID. His work 
had gone and he's still trying to piece together work and property and 
mental health and those of his daughters, who are studying in higher 
secondary schools. So the keys to the fires in our shire, I think, are the 
diversity of the localities and the needs of the people living way out in our 
properties in these localities. How do we support them? That's a 
conundrum but it certainly takes the three levels of government. The 
council doesn't have the human resources, because it is the human 
resource that's needed in this recovery. Physical resources will come, but 
human resources are the main issue.11 

Bega Valley 
4.14 To support community recovery from the 2019-20 bushfire season, the NSW 

Government made a number of amendments to its planning framework. One 
of the amended measures in response to the bushfires was to allow for the 
temporary occupation of land in “a moveable dwelling” such as a tent or a 
caravan, for up to two years. With the two-year time frame due to expire for 
those occupying land under this provision following the fires, the Bega Shire 
Council has recently agreed to extend the time frame for a further two years, to 
allow residents more time to rebuild. 12 

 
11 Mr Michael Brosnan, Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire Coast, Committee Hansard, 2 March 

2021, p. 14. 

12 Denise Dion, ‘Bushfire survivors given a further two years to stay on their land in temporary 
accommodation’, The Eden Magnet, 4 November 2021 and Alasdair McDonald, ‘Black Summer pain 
still real for many south coast residents amid housing crisis’, The Daily Telegraph, 4 November 
2021. 
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4.15 In extending the timeframe, the Council has acknowledged that many 
households affected by the fires continue to live on their land in temporary 
accommodation. Many have limited financial, physical, psychological and 
emotional means to progress redevelopment.  

4.16 In recent newspaper reports, the Bega Shire Council indicated that out of the 
467 dwellings lost in the region during the 2019-20 bushfires, to date, only 34 
have been rebuilt. The council also noted that there have been a total of 117 
development applications for dwelling rebuilds, of which council has raised 
112 development consents.13 

4.17 The signs of a slow recovery process detailed in the reports also included: 

 many homeless residents are living in tents and cars; 
 the COVID-19 pandemic, rain and roadworks have caused delays across the 

board; 
 a shortage of building materials have meant prices have skyrocketed; 
 people are waiting months to get a builder; 
 there are the delays in the delivery of prebuilt homes; 
 some people who have been working the entire time are only now, two 

years on, beginning the grieving process; and 
 the Minderoo Foundation have granted those who have been provided a 

Minderoo pod as a temporary home,  a twelve month extension of time for 
their use.1415 

Impact of COVID-19 
4.18 The impact of COVID-19 – particularly COVID-19 restrictions - on bushfire 

recovery has been considerable. 

4.19 A representative from the Blue Mountains City Council, told the committee 
that what made the process of recovery from the 2019-20 bushfire season 
different was the fact that: 

…COVID followed very close on the heels. In terms of business activity, 
council undertook some economic modelling after the fires, but not long 
after, COVID became established in Australia and we had the lockdowns 
and restrictions that occurred as a result of that. It was very difficult to 

 
13 Denise Dion, ‘Bushfire survivors given a further two years to stay on their land in temporary 

accommodation’, The Eden Magnet, 4 November 2021 and Alasdair McDonald, ‘Black Summer pain 
still real for many south coast residents amid housing crisis’, The Daily Telegraph, 4 November 
2021. 

14 Denise Dion, ‘Bushfire survivors given a further two years to stay on their land in temporary 
accommodation’, The Eden Magnet, 4 November 2021 and Alasdair McDonald, ‘Black Summer pain 
still real for many south coast residents amid housing crisis’, The Daily Telegraph, 4 November 
2021. 

15 The Mindaroo Pods were delivered to NSW between February and October 2020 and their use will 
be extended until September 2023. 
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actually distinguish what was a COVID or bushfire influence. In actual 
fact, it’s a single event as far as the industry is concerned. What we 
determined is that over 80 per cent of small businesses in the Blue 
Mountains were affected and we’ve lost somewhere in the vicinity of $135 
million in economic output as a result of it. COVID has certainly had an 
influence.16 

4.20 Ms Therese Kearney, a Grief Counsellor with CatholicCare Victoria, told the 
committee of the difficulties encountered while working toward recovery. Ms 
Kearney noted that distance had “been a horrific thing” – “driving along dirt 
roads for three hours, driving through burnt-out areas to try to get to a 
supermarket. Then COVID came”: 

In Victoria it was horrendous. I was in a position where I wasn’t able to 
physically be in all areas. The internet and wi-fi in those areas is 
horrendous, so even Zoom sessions were really hard. I was working on the 
telephone with people, and when silences happened on the other end I had 
to say, ‘Are you thinking or are you crying?’. They’re the kinds of methods 
and reactions that were happening all the time and are still happening.17 

4.21 Mr William Jeremy also indicated that a “very significant proportion of the 
Alpine Shire community are still within the recovery process” and that this has 
been “very much compounded by the COVID impact”.18 Mr Jeremy told the 
committee: 

We didn't really get the opportunity after the bushfires to properly move 
into the recovery process. We were locked down, which prevented our 
communities getting together and really effectively going through a 
recovery process, and there really hasn't been the opportunity for that to 
take place fully since the bushfires. So, 18 months on from the bushfires, I 
think the key point here is that we are still recovering. We're not at the end 
of the journey and our communities are still suffering—and more so 
because of the combined impact of the COVID pandemic on our 
communities.19 

Community-led recovery 
4.22 Increasingly, it is the expectation of communities that recovery from bushfires 

(and other natural disasters) should genuinely be community-led, and 
stakeholders have consistently provided evidence in this regard. It was 
stressed that for recovery to be truly community-led, the community needs to 
owns its own solutions. If agencies try to impose solutions on communities, 
and if the community doesn’t own them, the solutions simply will not work. 

4.23 In emphasising the importance of a community-led recovery, stakeholders – 
particularly those representing community groups and bushfire recovery 

 
16 Mr Matthew Chambers, Blue Mountains Council, Committee Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 3. 
17 Ms Therese Kearney, CatholicCare Victoria, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 23. 
18 Mr William Jeremy, Alpine Shire Council, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 15. 
19 Mr William Jeremy, Alpine Shire Council, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 15. 
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centres – also stressed that community-led recovery also needs to be 
adequately resourced. 

4.24 The committee was told, for example, that a large part of the Cobargo 
community had been engaged in a community-led recovery approach, which 
had been designed to be as inclusive as possible. Within the Cobargo 
community, individuals and families lost their homes, their properties and in 
some cases their livelihoods. In the Cobargo Village itself, approximately a 
third of the buildings – including retail buildings – were lost.20 

4.25 The community has produced a joint statement of intent and submitted high-
quality, professionally produced, competitive infrastructure proposals, both 
for the rebuilding project and the economic recovery projects. The costs 
associated with the proposals came in at approximately $25 million. 
Community representatives stressed that the only reason they have been able 
to put together such professional proposals is because the community itself has 
been able to: 

…buy in professional expertise, drawing on the Cobargo Community 
Bushfire Recovery Fund, which we set up in January and which has raised 
around $700,000 from donations not only from Australians but also from 
people across the world. There have been very few government resources 
to help communities to undertake a community-led recovery, even though 
we're been exhorted to do this. We know of other equally affected 
communities who've not been able to pursue bushfire local economic 
recovery funding because they haven't been able to access the expertise 
athey need to conduct all the planning work, to navigate this complex 
grant process and to actually develop the proposals to a standard that we 
know that the New South Wales government is requiring.21 

4.26 Councillor David Wortmann, representing the Toowong Shire Council, told 
the committee that the Council very much supports a robust model of 
community led recovery, and argued that the “community led model 
empowers communities to pursue their recovery priorities and facilitate 
information sharing”. He also noted, however, that the Toowong Shire Council 
had participated in community recovery meetings and listened to the 
community’s innovative ideas and requests “but many of these projects and 
ideas are beyond our current financial capabilities”.22 

4.27 Councillor Wortmann indicated that a one per cent rate increase in Towong 
shire would produce approximately $75,000 in additional revenue. It was 
noted that the Council was adhering to the Victorian Government’s rate cap – 
a situation that a number of Victorian councils were in. Councillor Wortmann 
went on to advocate for all small rural councils across Australia, especially 
those impacted by the bushfires: 

 
20 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 3. 
21 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 3. 
22 Councillor David Wortmann, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 16. 
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…that the federal government urgently review the distribution of financial 
assistance grants. Commonwealth legislation requires that 30 per cent of 
the grant pool be distributed based on councils' populations. As a result, 
councils with large own-source revenue also receive financial assistance, 
even though they would be able to achieve horizontal equalisation without 
the grants. Large chunks of federal assistance grants go to areas that are 
sustainable and have the capacity to pay, whereas smaller rural councils 
are really struggling for revenue. If there were one thing the federal 
government could do to assist rural and regional councils in Australia, it 
would be to look at the horizontal distribution of financial assistance 
grants. The population requirement should be eliminated or reduced so 
that the larger portion of the grant pool is distributed based on need.23 

4.28 In evidence, representatives from the Bilpin community described the stress 
the community – particularly volunteers – had been put under during the 
2019-20 bushfire season. In her opening statement, Ms Penny McInlay, a 
member of the Bilpin Rural Fire Service whose “real job is in the post office in 
Bilpin”, made the following statement: 

When the next fire even rolls around in five to seven years, as it will, we 
can take a punt on what will take us out first: bushfires that roar out of an 
unmanaged national park, again, or the complete failure of an outdated 
communication system – all this only one hour and 20 minutes out from 
Australia’s biggest city. Yes, we are a resilient bunch, but I for one am not 
sure I’ll be here for the next big one. The physical and mental toll was 
huge. A fractured brigade, friendships broken, families and relationships 
stretched to crazy lengths and a bureaucracy that just doesn’t seem to care 
enough to work with the volunteers to fix it: all this is a recipe for disaster 
in a few summers time. 

So no more reports, commissions, talkfests, meetings, thankyou morning 
teas, parades or face-to-faces – I think you have all of the facts and the 
technology that you need to crack on and resolve these issues. It was said 
during the fires, ‘Our volunteers just love what they do.’ I’m not so sure 
that the volunteers do anymore. 24 

4.29 Ms Graziella Obeid, Secretary of the Bilpin Region Advancement Group, 
indicated that she was sure that lives would have been lost without the work 
that volunteers and individuals such as Ms Penny McInlay had put into the 
community. Ms Obeid noted that Ms McInlay’s statement “really tells us how 
much pressure there is on people in communities” and argued that 
communities are the ones who have the solutions: 

They are the firefighters. They are the ones trying to protect their own 
homes and the homes of their friends and relatives. They are totally and 
completely relied upon. If that is going to continue, then it is 100 per cent 
necessary that communities are listened to when it comes to finding out, 
knowing and understanding what the solutions are. We know what is 

 
23 Councillor David Wortmann, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 16. 

24 Ms Penny McKinlay, Committee Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 12. 
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going on in our communities. We know what our needs are. But we are 
pushed from pillar to post by various different government agencies 
whenever we try to get a resolution on something. There really needs to be 
a whole-of-government approach.25 

4.30 Ms Obeid explained that the Bilpin Region Advancement Group, of which she 
is the Secretary, had come together as a result of the fires to provide a voice for 
more than 300 residences within their community and to advocate for the 
changes that are required. The group has worked hard to consult with 
community members, and to identify, prioritise and resolve the issues that 
have arisen as a result of the fires.26 

Social wellbeing 
4.31 It was argued that ensuring community wellbeing is an important aspect of 

raising community resilience to disasters. Further, it was argued that raising 
community resilience is the responsibility of all levels of government.27 

4.32 Mr Matthew Chambers, representing the Blue Mountains City Council, told 
the committee that it is both community wellbeing and physical infrastructure 
that can support community resilience. While there are various examples of 
how infrastructure can improve community safety and community confidence, 
it was argued that: 

The social wellbeing side of resilience is equally important. That’s one 
where Council has a very important role in enabling community members 
to engage with and receive the appropriate levels of support that are being 
delivered and resourced by other tiers of government. Often, for local 
government, we’re the first port of call for the community for services. 
Even with services known not to be supplied by council, their first port of 
call as to how to access those facilities or those services is through council, 
and council has a very clear role in the recovery and resilience process of 
developing the networks and the structures to enable the community to 
engage with those support programs. It’s quite critical that the state 
government is funding the programs and that local government is funded 
to enable to community to network and engage with those programs.28 

4.33 Representatives from the National Bushfire Recovery Agency (NBRA) stressed 
the importance of building community resilience, and argued that from a 
resilience-building perspective, if “we only come around to supporting 
communities in their cohesion and their capacity, every five or 10 years when 

 
25 Ms Graziella Obeid, Bilpin Region Advancement Group, Committee Hansard, p. 12. 

26 Ms Graziella Obeid, Bilpin Region Advancement Group, Committee Hansard, p. 12. 

27 See, for example, Australian Council of Social Service, Submission 108, Professor Alan Rosen, 
Submission 4, Australian Red Cross, Submission 55 and The Salvation Army, Submission 60. 

28 Mr Matthew Chambers, Blue Mountains City Council, Committee Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 5. 
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there’s a disaster, we are only going to keep taking three steps back and two 
steps forward [or the opposite way around]”.29 

4.34 Further, it was noted that the Agency’s preference was to move toward an 
approach where, year on year, communities are supported to build capacity 
and cohesion. Deputy Coordinator, Major General Andrew Hocking argued 
that, this approach was in many ways an investment in the next recovery: 

The science and the academic literature on this is profoundly clear, and 
that is that a dollar spent in resilience-building saves you $10 in recovery, 
in an economic sense. But, in a human sense, it protects people in making 
sure they enter what are going to be disasters that this country will face 
going forward in a better way because we have invested in them and 
helped them to build their capacity and expertise between disasters.30 

Mental health support 
4.35 Mr Tony Jennings’ submission focused on the mental health impacts of the 

2019-20 fires on volunteer firefighters in the Bega Valley. Mr Jennings, a 
member of a rural fire brigade in the Bega Valley for more than 45 years, 
reported that Bega volunteers had experienced heightened anxiety and anger 
because a number of operational problems and issues arising from the 2019-20 
bushfires had not been reviewed or resolved.31 

4.36 Mr Jennings suggested that there were insufficient staff in the Bega and 
Moruya offices of the RFS to support brigades, and argued that, as a result, 
following the fires, counselling services had not been instigated for the Bega 
volunteers.32 In evidence, Mr Jennings described his experience of trying to get 
counselling for himself, and his fellow volunteers: 

I heard volunteers on the radio, because they were crying out for help. I 
decided to try and get help for them but I ran into a brick wall, virtually. I 
contacted two counsellors. They were willing to come or bring a team, but 
their superiors wouldn't allow them because of the COVID problem. That 
was on two occasions. On the third occasion, I pushed it and all they could 
come up with was a phone counselling session. I had two of those. I didn't 
realise that I needed counselling. It wasn't because of the fires; it was 
because we lost two very good staff—conscientious staff, paid staff at the 
fire control centre in Bega. Because of the operational problems they have, 
they left, and that really angered me and upset me. That's why I tried to 
get help for the other volunteers, but I didn't realise I needed help. I had 
two counselling sessions. That seems to have done the job, but, 
unfortunately, I couldn't arrange it for other people. I did arrange for a 

 
29 Major General Andrew Hocking, Deputy Coordinator, National Bushfire Recovery Agency, 

Committee Hansard, 17 March 2021, p. 14. 

30 Major General Andrew Hocking, Deputy Coordinator, National Bushfire Recovery Agency, 
Committee Hansard, 17 March 2021, p. 14. 

31 Mr Tony Jennings, Submission 165, p. 1. 

32 Mr Tony Jennings, Submission 165, p. 1. 
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phone hook-up to every captain within the Bega Valley, but generally I 
think it failed. When they rang my brigade, the Candelo brigade, they rang 
the captain but failed to ask whether, in his opinion, any volunteers 
needed help. I believe one crew really needed help and that was the crew 
that took over from me on 1 January. They ended up at Quaama and they 
were at Nardy House—it's a respite for disabled people from their carers—
and they saved Nardy House, along with another couple of crews. They 
told me that they thought they weren't going to get out alive because of the 
way the fire hit. But they survived. They saved Nardy House, but they 
should have had automatic counselling. There was a young guy, who was 
about 17 and had not long ago joined the brigade. I don't know what's 
going to happen to him in the future—whether he's going to have some 
mental issues. Hopefully he won't. He still turns up to brigade meetings 
and functions, so hopefully he's okay, but we won't know. He might have 
issues.33 

4.37 Mr Jennings concluded his evidence by saying that while the Rural Fire Service 
has counsellors, unfortunately they are volunteer counsellors, and there are 
not enough of them. He also noted that the time when counsellors are really 
needed is when the fires are over. It is then “when people get back to 
normality and reality strikes, especially for the volunteers who lost their 
houses, that’s the time they need counselling”.34 

Grant funding 
4.38 The committee was made aware of a number of difficulties associated with 

applying for grant funding. The grant application process was described as 
complicated, it was argued that it places a considerable burden on volunteers 
and also creates an unnecessary level of competition – not only amongst 
applicants, but within local government areas in particular.35 

4.39 Ms Zena Armstrong told the committee that it is “definitely the case with 
every grant funding model that you are going to be competing”. Ms 
Armstrong noted that communities will find that they are competing against 
other communities, and stated that, in fact, the Cobargo community had found 
that it was competing against its own local council, which had put up its own 
set of proposals for bushfire economic recovery funding. Further, small 
communities are also competing for funding with industry groups and other 
NSW Government agencies, which are also eligible to bid for specific grant 
funding.36 

 
33 Mr Tony Jennings, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 33. 

34 Mr Tony Jennings, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 33. 

35 See, for example, Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 4 and Ms Sabrina 
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4.40 In evidence, Professor Roberta Ryan, a Professor of Local Government at the 
University of Newcastle, told the committee that she was aware of the work 
being done by Ms Zena Armstrong and others in Cobargo. Professor Ryan told 
the committee that she had been involved in several research projects to assess 
elements of post-disaster community building and community resilience.37 

4.41 Given her specific expertise, the committee asked Professor Ryan to provide 
her views regarding any deficiencies in the current grants funding model. 
Professor Ryan indicated that communities were very interested in: 

… any funding coming in on the basis of need and also being supported 
and driven by that particular community's priorities. Local government is 
one way in which those priorities are expressed, but, of course, 
communities express those priorities specifically and directly themselves. 
There's obviously been a broader concern about whether this has been 
done based on need or done based on some sort of a political priority, but 
in any grants system, if the funding is not reflected around community 
need and aspirations, the funding isn't going to be most usefully or 
efficiently provided. 

There's a ton of evidence around this and the work that's being done by 
Zena Armstrong and others … They shared some very important lessons 
with the Bellingen Shire community, for example, about what happened in 
Cobargo. But they're communities that had significant impact from 
bushfires and had pretty well-developed community processes to support 
those and didn't probably attract the kind of funding that you might have 
expected—and, likewise, other areas. There might have been a more 
tenuous connection between the name and the purpose of the funding and 
then what it was actually applied to. So local councils are pretty good on 
the whole at mediating this space, but the community element of this is 
extremely important in terms of making the spend of that money efficient 
and effective.38 

4.42 Ms Sandi Grieve, the Chief Executive Officer and Nurse Practitioner from the 
Walwa Bush Nursing Centre, also told the committee that there “have been 
large amounts of support into our community by way of grant moneys and 
services coming into the district”. She also noted, however, that in itself carries 
a degree of stress with it: 

Having to make grant applications, potentially missing out on those grant 
applications, having to change expectations and planning around what 
you get and what you don’t get and then having to actually project 
manage[r] the building and whatever it happens to be that comes out of 
grant processes all carries with it a significant degree of stress for a farming 
population who are already attempting to undertake three jobs.39 

 
37 Professor Roberta Ryan, Proof Committee Hansard, 27 July 2021, p. 10. 
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4.43 It was noted that community groups are frequently small (similar in size to 
those working in the Cobargo community) and are largely volunteer-run. 
These volunteers usually have jobs as well as pre-existing volunteer 
commitments. However, the expectation is that communities are somehow 
going to be able to pull together professional, competitive grants for 
infrastructure or for other recovery proposals, whilst competing against a 
number of other organisations that have clearly got quite a lot of resources 
available to them, such as councils and government.40 

4.44 In evidence, Ms Graziella Obeid, Secretary of the Bilpin Region Advancement 
Group indicated that she is also employed by the NSW Government in a 
grants administration program. Ms Obeid told the committee that in her 
opinion, the “criteria and program guidelines are way, way too onerous for a 
traumatised community, many of whom are just trying to get things repaired 
or fixed or up to a better standard so that the community can have places to be 
together”.41 

4.45 Ms Obeid noted that there are a number of groups in the community – 
particularly those run by volunteers – for whom the administrative and 
bureaucratic red tape is so onerous, the group makes the decision not to 
pursue an application for what are, at the end of the day, public funds. Ms 
Obeid gave the example of one group – the local bowling club – which had put 
the effort into a grant application, only to experience the frustration of missing 
out: 

This was like 20 people working for days and weeks on an application. 
They didn’t even get to an assessment stage because they filed a document 
in the wrong spot. It’s not fair. There’s so much money that should be 
coming to our community to support us and we can’t even access it.42 

Applications for assistance 
4.46 Stakeholders told the committee about the lack of understanding and 

empowerment shown by staff in government departments in their dealings 
with people who apply for assistance. 

4.47 An example provided by the Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre related to one 
woman who missed out on the rebuild program assistance being offered by 
Resilience NSW. It was reported that the woman had missed out due to the 
fact that her previous year’s income exceeded the cut-off point by $27, which 
represents just one hour of her employment. The committee was told that the 
impact of this level of inflexibility is at times “so debilitating for some that they 
simply give up and do not apply for assistance because it’s beyond them”.43 

 
40 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 4. 
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Information sharing and availability 
4.48 Gaining access to specific information and the sharing of information was 

identified as particularly problematic, and described as a “gaping hole in the 
disaster recovery process” by those working within communities.44 It was 
argued that there is no sharing of information, even between the three levels of 
government, and certainly not with those working within communities and 
trying to help.45 

4.49 Stakeholders told the committee that given the circumstances, charitable 
organisations, relief centres and volunteer groups are mindful of the fact that 
they are only able to help those who come forward. Frequently these groups 
have no way of knowing who needs help, and who may have fallen through 
the cracks.  

4.50 Representatives of the Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre related the problems 
associated with trying to obtain accurate figures regarding the numbers of 
people who may still need assistance, and those who may still be living in 
compromised housing situations. Noting that requests for statistics had been 
made on numerous occasions to both to the local shire council and to Services 
NSW, Centre staff told the committee that: 

It’s not the first time I’ve asked for this information, as it’s vital to know if 
we’re missing out on helping people. I only wanted statistics, not names or 
addresses; however, I was informed, as I’ve been on previous occasions, 
that this information was not able to be passed on to me or my colleagues. 
Why not? We’re the people working on the front line and in many cases 
the only service that some people are comfortable dealing with. We are 
operating in a fog of not knowing whether we’ve helped everyone who 
needs it – I suspect that we haven’t helped everyone – and we are not able 
to seek out those people who may still need help. We don’t know what we 
don’t know.46 

Re-telling the story 
4.51 The committee received consistent evidence about the harmful effect having to 

repeat your story over and over again – for the purpose of gaining access to 
relief and assistance – can have on people. When people are traumatised by 
natural disasters such as bushfire, they are frequently unable to make 
decisions. Filling in a seemingly endless number of forms, for any number of 
different services and types of assistance can involve people telling their 
stories numerous times, and reliving their trauma over and over again.47 

 
44 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 2. 
45 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 2. 
46 Mrs Christine Walters, Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 2. 
47  See, for example, Ms Sabrina Davis, Submission 189, Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, 

Australian Business Volunteers, Submission 163 and Australian Council of Social Service, 
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4.52 In his submission, Mr Graeme Freedman, a small rural property holder, 
reported that he and his family had lost their home and their business 
premises along with “virtually all in ground and above ground 
infrastructure”. Mr Freedman described the problem of providing 
identification to receive assistance and services as ‘bureaucratic induced 
trauma’ and submitted:48 

…We are sick and tired of re-identifying ourselves as “Bushfire Impacted”. 
Every program across all of Government loses us half a day of our time 
and induces further trauma (re-telling our story) in the re-identification 
processes. This also applies to commercial discounts and charities (who all 
break punters mentally in trying to help) – in some cases (I will not name 
the charity) charities have used this as a tactic to not support the people 
who need the support the most.49 

4.53 In evidence, Mr Graeme Freedman told the committee that the re-identification 
process “virtually takes you to tears every time it occurs”. He argued, 
however, that it is a problem that can be solved, and noted that he had in fact 
written to Resilience NSW with a proposed solution.50 

4.54 Mr Freedman’s solution involved the cross-matching of Services NSW’s 
databases with NSW councils and those of the Rural Fire Service. Ultimately, 
those impacted would be provided an individual ‘Recovery Card’. It was 
suggested the card could also discriminate between ‘Total Loss’, ‘Partial Loss’, 
‘Contents Loss’, and ‘Rental Loss’ or ‘Impacted’(T, P, C, R, and I).51 

4.55 Many stakeholders argued that if there were a centralised database of people’s 
details, and if other records, for example the Australian Taxation Office (ATO), 
could be accessed easily and assist with grant applications, that would be a 
good start.  

Accessing services 
4.56 The problems associated with ‘red tape’ were raised a number of times during 

the inquiry. Submitters raised their frustrations with the various bureaucratic 
layers that those impacted by bushfires have to work through in order to 
access much-needed services. 

4.57 Those working for and with communities were cognisant of the need to have a 
sound regulatory framework in place, to ensure that funding and charitable 
donations are spent wisely and appropriately. There was also an awareness 
that over-regulating the process can lead to a situation where charities find 

 
48 Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, [p. 1]. 
49 Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, [p. 1]. 
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themselves spending unnecessary time and money administering the act of 
providing assistance. 

4.58 In the case of larger charities, such as St Vincent de Paul, it was noted that 
while reporting to funders was an issue that challenged the organisation, they 
have a structure that includes a national council office which takes the 
reporting responsibility away from those working at the local level.  

4.59 Mr John Feint, President of St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra-Goulburn, did 
acknowledge, however that there was frequently demand for information – 
often at short notice – from government agencies. While Mr Feint noted that 
the need for information was possibly because agencies need to be kept up-to-
date, he did acknowledge that does put another layer of pressure to provide 
information on the organisation. He also told the committee that the 
organisation “try to shield, as much as possible, our local conferences from 
that reporting work, so they could get on with the job of helping people”.52 

4.60 Mr Feint acknowledged earlier evidence to the committee about the need for 
better coordination of data, and agreed with calls for a common system – one 
that everyone can work with – for dealing with disaster response.53 Mr Feint 
explained his views on this issue during the committee’s March 2021 hearing, 
at the same time noting that improvements in the collection and coordination 
of data could also lessen the trauma around having to repeatedly provide the 
same information:  

Mr Feint: A common platform that we both work with and a common 
language. You'll appreciate that, from the earlier fires, we came to a 
common language around a fire situation—whether it's an alert or 
whatever. That language was common. We are now at a stage where we 
need to have common language around how we respond to emergencies, 
emergency recovery and rebuilding. Then we need to move to common 
language about how we handle the detail of that response. I think it would 
help everyone to coordinate better across our services if we could work 
that way. 

Senator CHANDLER:  Do you have some practical examples of what that 
misalignment looks like? 

Mr Feint:  A practical example would be how we collect information for 
people who are affected. If one organisation collects that data, if they don't 
get permission that the data can be shared with others who are working 
with them— 

Senator CHANDLER:  We spoke about that earlier. 

Mr Feint:  then people have to tell their story again and again and again, 
and that's traumatic. It delays the process of a coordinated response. I saw 
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that. We were trying to work out where we needed to respond most 
urgently and needed to get that information. It flows through to 
understanding the impact on the ground, who is collecting the data on the 
properties that have been affected, the systems that it lies in, et cetera. You 
find there are multiple systems to coordinate to find out what's happening 
on the ground and to respond most effectively.54 

4.61 In response to a similar question from the committee, regarding ways to 
simplify the process for already traumatised people to access services, the Co-
Coordinator of the Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre indicated that: 

Mrs Walters: I think it comes back to having in place a framework of how 
these things would work, communication and the sharing of information 
between the various layers of government and between the departments. 
Also, this keeps getting thrown to me all the time: ‘I can’t give you that 
information because of privacy regulations’. I fully respect the privacy 
regulations that we have in place in this country. However – and this is 
probably a really radical thing to say – maybe when an emergency occurs 
or when an emergency is declared and someone goes into a recovery 
centre and says that their house has burnt down, or they’ve been in a flood 
or whatever happened and they say, ‘These are my details’, they could tick 
a box to say, ‘My information is open – easy. 

Senator CHANDLER: As in at the first port of call, so to speak? 

Mrs Walters:  Yes. And then they don't have to tell their story over and 
over and over again, and the information can be shared between 
departments. For example, when someone is filling out a form for a grant 
application, primary producers have to say what their last year's or three 
years or whatever tax returns were. If they've ticked that box to say, 'Yes, 
you can access my information,' we can just go to whichever department of 
primary industry is assessing their application and go to the ATO and say, 
'Can I have a look at this person's records, please?' 

CHAIR:  So a disaster recovery passport, basically? 

Mrs Walters:  Yes. Then the person doesn't have to go through all that over 
and over and over again and it releases the information but it also releases 
them from the trauma.55 

4.62 At its April 2021 hearing, Mr Stephen Brown, the immediate past president of 
the Macdonald Valley Association, told the committee that in consulting with 
community members during a recent flood event, a large number of people 
made it clear that they were still feeling the effects of the 2019-20 bushfires. Mr 
Brown observed that “the lack of connectedness of service providers, agencies, 
local government and state interests appear to impact on the success of 
programs of recovery”.56 Mr Brown argued that: 

 
54 Mr John Feint, St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra-Goulburn, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, 
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42 
 

 

Without [that] investment and building of relationships, any of these 
programs of recovery are operating from a standing start. That’s what we 
saw with the fires. This is opposed to an investment over time that could 
have been built on and drawn on. So, relationships with service providers, 
non-government agencies and the like were all new relationships, and that 
took time.57 

Access to donations 
4.63 While the generosity of Australians (and people overseas) was shown both 

during and after the 2019-20 bushfires, evidence to the inquiry did point to 
some issues with the processing of both physical and financial donations.  

4.64 For example, GIVIT told the committee that:  

In the absence of a national coordinated approach to the management of 
physical donations following the 2019-2020 Australian bushfires, donated 
goods quickly became a burden to front line services in affected 
communities - receiving large quantities of unsolicited, unwanted and 
often poor quality donations that required valuable resources to sort, store 
and ultimately dispose of. 

Without a central platform to list immediate need, material donations were 
not getting through to the people who desperately needed them in a timely 
manner. There was growing cynicism among corporate and individual 
donors as to how their donations were being distributed.58 

4.65 GIVIT noted that ‘well-meaning, unsolicited donations can often cause more 
problems than they resolve’. Further, GIVIT suggested that those wishing to 
donate funds wanted confidence in knowing that ‘all funds donated go to 
purchasing essential items required by vulnerable members of the community 
as identified by thousands of charities and support organisations across the 
country’.59 

Impact on children 
4.66 The committee received considerable evidence regarding the effects the 

2019-20 bushfire season has had on children. 

4.67 Mr Michael Brosnan, Chair of the Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire 
Coast group, told the committee that one of the Headspace workers in the 
Shire had been talking more and more about the need to support children in 
primary schools. He noted that these children had been showing “a huge 
difference in their ability to cope both at home and at school”, and: 

Their anxiety levels are very high and that’s been noticed by their teachers. 
So we are talking children maybe at Rocky Hall Preschool or at Towamba 
Primary School—these outer-lying public schools that were impacted 
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directly. I rely on her information more than my own experience, but she 
thinks that one of the most significant changes that's happened in our shire 
is the impact on primary school children.60 

4.68 CatholicCare Grief Counsellor, Ms Therese Kearney, described the work she 
had done with communities. More specifically she described the experience of 
walking into schools following the fires: 

Last February I went into the primary schools around Orbost, Bairnsdale, 
Mallacoota – that East Gippsland area – and the feel that I got from 
entering the school was quite eerie. The children were very repressed and 
depressed. There was no children's noise in the playground. There was no 
joy there. Even in the play, it wasn't play. With the staff and the principals, 
I tried to work out how we could best help these children. My solution was 
to try to allow the teachers to understand what was physically and 
psychologically happening in the children so that they could help them to 
lower their adrenaline levels, to bring them down, to let them try to hang 
on to their anxiety and not allow it to run wild, and to allow them to see 
that horrible things had happened but that help had come so that they 
weren't left with the trauma of having to deal with things themselves—that 
people did come to help.61 

4.69 Ms Kearney worked with principals and staff over the period of a year, and 
helped them program into every school day – including during lessons – ways 
to build in resilience. She also helped schools identify physical ways of 
eliminating or lowering the children’s adrenaline levels. Multiple times during 
the day, teachers incorporated exercises: including star jumps, shadow boxing 
and running, with a view to lessening children’s heightened adrenaline levels. 
Ms Kearney explained: 

These children had such heightened levels of adrenaline that they didn't 
know if they were afraid, if they were angry, if they were just wanting to 
go away and hide or curl up in a ball, or all of those things. The anger was 
the thing that came out a lot. It is not coming out as much now. The fear 
that was showing itself as walking around walls and fences, not in the 
centre of the playground—that kind of thing—has disappeared. That has 
shown that it's working. We tried to give them a level of safety, of knowing 
that, yes, this is what did happen but that people are now helping you and 
that you're not on your own, in the many and varied ways of doing that, 
and it appears to have worked in 12 months.62 

Save the Children Australia 
4.70 In its submission, Save the Children Australia presented a perspective on the 

2019-20 bushfires which reflected the experiences and the needs of children. 
The submission drew on the organisation’s experience of delivering 
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emergency response and recovery support to children impacted by the 
bushfires, as well as what they had heard directly from children and their 
families.63 

4.71 Save the Children Australia argued that in the response to the 2019-20 
bushfires, the needs of children were systematically misunderstood and 
overlooked: 

Children are uniquely vulnerable in bushfires, as they are in other 
emergencies. Children also experience and process traumatic events 
differently from adults. Yet services for children were not regarded as 
essential services in the 2019-20 bushfire response. No systematic effort 
was made to ensure that ‘Child Friendly Spaces’ were available to support 
children and families where they were needed in bushfire-affected 
communities. This was an enormous missed opportunity to prevent 
potential trauma and harm to children’s wellbeing during the crucial early 
window for such support.64 

4.72 During the 2019-20 bushfire season, Save the Children Australia established 
‘Child Friendly Spaces’ in evacuation and relief and recovery centres across 
NSW, South Australia and Victoria. These spaces were designed to meet 
children’s unique needs during the emergency and in the hours and days after 
families’ evacuations from their homes and communities. Throughout 2019-20, 
‘Child Friendly Spaces’ supported approximately 800 children through a total 
of over 1000 child visits. 

4.73 At the request of local authorities, Save the Children Australia also mobilised 
to provide outreach psychosocial support in those communities across both 
NSW and Victoria which were hardest hit. This support was provided after 
relief centres closed, until longer-term recovery programs commenced and 
local support systems returned to capacity or were rebuilt. Between January 
and March 2020, these outreach services reached approximately 750 individual 
children. 

4.74 In evidence, Mr Howard Choo, a social policy adviser with Save the Children 
Australia, told the committee that in relation to recovery, the organisation was: 

…seeing and hearing firsthand the desperate need for specialist support 
for children's wellbeing and recovery from the trauma of the bushfires, a 
need which COVID-19 has only heightened. We're working with 
communities right now to offer this support wherever it's requested. This 
is about helping children to process their experiences, build resilience and 
contribute to community recovery and rebuilding. It should be a priority.65 

4.75 In order to provide the required support, following the bushfires, Save the 
Children Australia began working with impacted communities, government 
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and other service providers to understand how the organisation could best 
support the slow process of recovery. In NSW and Victoria, the organisation 
began offering access to its in-school post-disaster recovery program Journey of 
Hope. The Journey of Hope program was first developed and implemented 
following Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and has since been delivered 
worldwide – including an adaptation of the program that was delivered in 
Christchurch in 2011, following the earthquake. 

4.76 A recently completed evaluation of the Journey of Hope program indicated that 
since July 2020, the program had been delivered to approximately 5000 
children in schools in fire affected communities in NSW and Victoria. While 
the organisation noted that further evaluation trials and additional follow-up 
measures are required, initial indications are that the program has been very 
successful: 

Program participation was associated with statistically significant 
improvements in students’ reports of difficulties in their daily lives, in 
their attitudes to and relationships with others, and in their use of positive 
coping strategies, which were greater than natural improvements over 
time. All of these outcomes are likely to contribute to individual recovery 
and to more positive classroom and home environments, which was 
reflected in student, teachers and parent reports. Based on wider evidence, 
these psychosocial improvements are also likely to support children’s 
capacity to learn.66 

4.77 Based on its experience of providing assistance to children impacted by 
bushfires, Save the Children Australia made the following recommendations: 

Recommendation 1: Responses to future bushfires should include 
establishing Child Friendly Spaces as an essential service in every 
evacuation, relief and recovery centre. Planning and preparation for future 
bushfire seasons should: 

 enable rapid and effective deployment of Child Friendly Spaces upon 
establishment of every evacuation, relief or recovery centre; 

 include allocation of appropriate funding for those spaces to be 
delivered alongside other critical services in all centres; 

 include planning for how those spaces form part of an integrated and 
coordinated response and transition to recovery; 

 provide for nationally consistent and high quality Child Friendly 
Spaces, which could be achieved by consistent deployment of Save the 
Children's extensively tested model; and 

 involve children's perspectives about their needs and priorities for such 
spaces. 

All Australian governments should adopt a coordinated approach to 
ensuring children's rights and needs are recognised in future bushfires and 
other disasters, and addressed as part of a systemic and integrated 
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response to such disasters, including through all relevant COAG processes 
and streams of work. 

Recommendation 2: Recovery efforts should be long-term, community-led 
and have children at their centre. They should include multi-year school 
support planning, including funding for specialised school- based post-
disaster recovery interventions that complement other activities.  

Recommendation 3: A disaster risk reduction and resilience education 
strategy should be developed, with a focus on school education, and 
informed by an expert review of bushfire education. 

Recommendation 4: Minimum standards for child participation in disaster 
risk reduction and resilience practice and decision-making should be 
developed and adopted, including a focus on bushfires. The standards 
should: 

 provide for children's active involvement in decision-making at all 
stages of the emergency management cycle, from planning and 
preparedness to response and recovery, including activities in their own 
communities; and 

 specifically require government to genuinely consult and engage with 
children when developing policies and laws, and making decisions, 
relating to climate change adaptation and management of the natural 
environment, including publication of how children's views were 
sought and taken into account. 

Recommendation 5: In line with recommendations from the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child and requirements under the 
Paris Agreement, Australia should promptly take significant measures to 
reduce its emissions of greenhouse gases, establish targets and deadlines to 
phase out the domestic use of coal and its export, and accelerate the 
transition to renewable energy, including by committing to achieve net 
zero emissions by 2050. 

Committee view 
4.78 The committee appreciates the effort made by those who provided 

submissions and those who provided evidence to the inquiry. The committee 
thanks all submitters and witnesses for their very moving testimony and notes 
the strong community spirit and resilience that has shone through. The 
committee appreciates how difficult it was to provide this evidence, 
particularly as it involved telling the story yet again. 

4.79 The committee received submissions and oral evidence from only a small 
fraction of the many thousands of people and organisations who have assisted 
communities in bushfire recovery, whose lived experience of the fires have 
contributed to the committee’s understanding of their impact.  

4.80 While the committee cannot possibly name or acknowledge them all, the 
evidence received during the course of this inquiry is that without them, the 
response and ongoing recovery from the Black Summer bushfires, difficult as it 
has been, would not have been possible at all.  
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4.81 It is not often that senators have the opportunity to express their gratitude to 
so many people in a report such as this, so we do so on this occasion. 

The role of donations 
4.82 The Black Summer fires brought out the best of the Australian spirit of 

generosity, through the donation of a significant amount of goods and 
financial support. But it is apparent that there is a lack of clarity as to where 
these donations are going, and whether they are addressing the needs of those 
communities and areas most in need.  

4.83 In addition, the allocation of donated support, whether financial or otherwise, 
should not create a further burden on those communities already trying to 
recover.  

4.84 The committee therefore sees benefit in the Government exploring options for 
donation management platforms, to improve and streamline the coordination, 
transparency and distribution of donations, following natural disasters.  

Recommendation 2 
4.85 The committee recommends the Australian Government consider ongoing 

partnerships with donation management platforms, so that donations given 
in the wake of natural disasters are distributed in a way that is coordinated, 
transparent and meeting genuine need. 

The impact on children 
4.86 The committee was moved by the evidence around the impact of the bushfires 

on children. It is clear that children are continuing to suffer the mental and 
physical impacts of the fires, and as noted by Save the Children, “children’s 
rights, needs and views were systemically misunderstood and overlooked in 
the response to the 2019-20 bushfires”.67 

4.87 In order to address this in future, the committee sees benefit in the 
establishment of Child Friendly Spaces in every evacuation, relief and recovery 
centre, as recommended by Save the Children. Such Spaces should be 
nationally consistent and evidence-based and should be developed in 
consultation with children. The Spaces should aim to provide the right 
opportunities to support the resilience, wellbeing and recovery for children 
both during and following natural disasters. 

Recommendation 3 
4.88 The committee recommends that the Australian Government work with 

government and non-government organisations that provide evacuation, 
relief and recovery centres both during and after natural disasters, to ensure 

 
67 Save the Children, Submission 30, Cover page, [p. 1].  



48 
 

 

the implementation of nationally consistent Child Friendly Spaces. The 
Australian Government should also consider the appropriate funding 
required for the development and rapid deployment of these Spaces.  

The need for action 
4.89 The extent and ferocity of the Black Summer bushfires were beyond the 

experience of most Australians, and so the response and recovery effort 
required was always likely to result in the types of problems arising as 
outlined in this chapter. The committee notes that the issues raised in evidence 
by community leaders and individuals are directly related to the way in which 
the coordination and management of response and recovery efforts has been 
handled.  

4.90 It is important that all levels of government address the issues raised by 
individuals and community representatives. Failing to support communities 
due to a lack of understanding of the issues, a lack of training, a lack of 
appropriate information, or a lack of appropriate communication can only 
result in the continued deterioration of people’s physical, mental and 
emotional wellbeing. This in turn will have a negative impact on the health 
and economic viability of communities and regions. 

4.91 In this regard, the committee is of the view that many of the more adverse and 
harmful impacts that fire-affected communities and individual households 
have described in this chapter, could potentially be minimised through the 
application of a clear set of operating principles for the provision of 
humanitarian aid (in a domestic setting). This would provide a much-needed 
basis for future disaster recovery assistance.  

4.92 In the next chapter, the committee examines the response to the fires by 
various Commonwealth Government agencies and draws some conclusions 
about the shortcomings of the response in terms of operating principles, which 
should be improved to shape future responses. Having a set of operating 
principles guided by those which underpin Australia’s Humanitarian Action 
Policy are clearly needed.  

4.93 In the following chapter the committee also puts forward a recommendation as 
to what those operating principles should include, in order to avoid what are 
often the very serious human impacts which arise from the absence of 
universal, people-centred, trauma-informed principles of disaster response, aid 
and recovery. 
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Chapter 5 
Co-ordination and management of recovery 

efforts 

5.1 Throughout the inquiry, it has been consistently argued that at the centre of 
any form of disaster relief program should be strong humanitarian principles. 
Representatives from the community of Cobargo, for example, suggested that 
ground rules for engagement in disaster-stricken areas should be based on the 
principles of neutrality, an apolitical approach and non-discriminatory 
behaviour.1 

5.2 Further to the evidence presented by local communities, in this chapter the 
committee considers how an effective post-disaster recovery framework could 
be established, especially in light of the establishment of the National Recovery 
and Resilience Agency (NRRA). 

5.3 This chapter details the evidence received from community stakeholders about 
to how to implement a humanitarian response to disasters, how to best utilise 
assistance from the Australian Defence Force (ADF), and how the NRRA could 
develop a governance framework to ensure that the co-ordination and 
management of recovery efforts in future is agile and fit for purpose. 

Assistance from the Australian Defence Force 
5.4 Stakeholders raised the importance of having access to useful, practical and 

trained personnel to assist with the clean-up and rebuilding process. It was 
argued, by a number of organisations, that being able to call on the ADF and 
its resources may be one way to assist impacted communities.2 

5.5 Cobargo community representative Mrs Christine Walters noted, for example, 
that physical assistance to manage some of the major clean up tasks is often 
one of the first things required. It was argued that: 

Real physical help for people, not just by the good and kind folk from the 
community but by properly resourced and authorised military personnel, 
would be a great beginning to help people get back on to their properties 
and enable them to start the process of rebuilding. The ADF did come to 
the Bega Valley after the bushfires but were not permitted to do any work 
on private properties and spent a good deal of time at the Cobargo 
showground asking me how they could help me. I didn't need the help; the 
people who were burnt out did.3 

 
1 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 10. 
2 See, for example, Gippsland Emergency Relief Fund, Submission 8, Ms Sabrina Davis, 

Submission 189, Ms Sophie Rex, Submission 177 and Ms Angela Turner, Submission 113. 
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50 
 

 

5.6 Mr Graeme Freedman, expressed his agreement with Mrs Walters’ view, and 
added: 

In my experience, the people who were most likely to help us on the 
ground immediately after the fires in ways that were practical, that would 
have helped us get sorted out and that would have solved some of the 
mental health issues were the military. We had them wandering around 
looking for things to do. They had engineers who had worked all around 
the world, helping with other disasters. They knew exactly what needed to 
be done. They had the expertise already. They had the equipment. They 
could have taken building materials from nearby areas—Canberra and 
places like that—brought them down and built hooches or whatever, or 
done whatever needed to be done on properties, but they were not allowed 
to do it. It was embarrassing that we had people who really wanted to 
help, knew how to help, had done it before—their engineers knew what 
they could do and had the earthmoving equipment and stuff—and they 
couldn't do anything for us. That was a total embarrassment.4 

5.7 The Royal Commission indicated that during the course of its inquiry, 
individuals, community groups, organisations and government agencies had 
pointed to the special capabilities and resources available to the ADF, and 
identified it as a possible source of support in the event of natural disasters. 
The Royal Commission also acknowledged the public’s perception that the 
ADF is able to assist in all aspects of disaster recovery, and is always readily 
available. The Royal Commission noted that this is not in fact the case, and 
neither is it a reasonable expectation of the ADF.5 

5.8 The Royal Commission noted that the ADF does not have capabilities or 
resources to fight bushfires, it does, however, have capabilities to provide 
ancillary support. It can provide evacuation assistance, surveillance of fire 
fronts, and delivery of food and water to communities and farms, among other 
assistance. The ADF provides this support in accordance with the processes 
outlined in the Defence Assistance to the Civil Community (DACC) Manual.6 

5.9 The committee notes the Royal Commission’s finding that notwithstanding the 
prominent role that the ADF has played in significant natural disaster 
responses, some governments and organisations (particularly local 
governments) and some fire and emergency service agencies, indicated that 
they did not have a good appreciation of what the ADF can do, how to request 
ADF assistance or, at times, how to interact with the ADF once it was 
deployed. The committee also notes the recommendations made by the Royal 
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Commission which, if implemented, would clarify the ADF’s current and 
future role in disaster recovery.7 

Forging better links between government agencies and communities 
5.10 The importance of developing a fit-for-purpose recovery and assistance 

framework was stressed by a number of those who provided evidence to the 
committee. Local-led recovery, it was argued, involves more than simply 
deploying resources to communities. It requires those who are deployed to 
provide resources and assistance to acknowledge that their role is not to lead 
the process, but to work within the community, at the grass-roots level, and to 
provide linkages – to government agencies, industry bodies, or charitable 
groups.8 

5.11 To be most effective, those deployed to communities following a disaster 
should do so on the understanding that they are being employed as an on-the-
ground resource. Their job is to become embedded in the community, develop 
an understanding of the issues the community is facing, and listen to what the 
community is telling them is needed. 

Disaster Recovery Officers 
5.12 The National Bushfire Recovery Agency (NBRA) was established in January 

2020, in part to administer the $2 billion National Bushfire Recovery Fund 
announced at the same time. Recovery Support Officers were employed by the 
Agency in an effort to provide ‘boots on the ground’ assistance within 
communities.9 

5.13 The role of Recovery Support Officers is to work within communities to 
provide knowledge and information regarding support services and how to 
access them. The Support Officers work with local government services such 
as the Rural Financial Counselling Service, Regional Investment Corporation, 
and state government agencies to provide assistance.10 

 
7 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 192. 

8 See, for example, Ms Zena Armstrong Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, Mrs Christine Walters, 
Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, National Enterprise for Rural 
Community Wellbeing, Submission 9, Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 168, Australian 
Business Volunteers, Submission 163 and Community Legal Centres NSW, Submission 130. 

9 As previously noted, in May 2021, as part of its response to the Royal Commission’s 
recommendations, the Government announced the establishment of the National Recovery and 
Resilience Agency (NRRA). The NRRA assumed the functions of the National Bushfire Recovery 
Agency, including the employment of Recovery Support Officers. 

10 National Recovery and Resilience Agency website, https://recovery.gov.au/latest-news/recovery-
support-officer-continues-support-her-community-despite-years-challenges-local, [accessed 
13 November 2021]. 
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5.14 The deployment of Recovery Support Officers was an issue raised by 
individuals and community representatives in their evidence to the committee. 

5.15 Cobargo community representatives, for example, noted that in their 
experience, embedding the recovery officers in communities worked very well. 
They told the committee that the community was: 

…very lucky with the selection of these two people. Andy, in particular, 
has a lot of experience working in Indigenous communities and he brought 
a great deal of that expertise into his work in the Bega Valley. What we 
really appreciated from both of these people was the manner in which they 
reached out into the community. They were very aware that a lot of work 
was occurring perhaps from people who might not have been in the gaze 
of council before. As I said, a lot of women have come forward to do this 
work. Andy and Daniel were very good at identifying who was doing the 
work, where the work was coming from and who in the community was 
managing relief and recovery. They were also extremely supportive of the 
community consultation work that was underway and is still underway in 
Cobargo. They participated as observers, but that was very, very helpful. 
They got into the community and we really appreciated that.11 

Development of a humanitarian assistance framework 
5.16 In evidence, Cobargo resident, Ms Zena Armstrong, reminded the committee 

that when the Australian Government deploys people to assist with post-
conflict recovery and other post-disaster events overseas, those deployed have 
access to a framework for international engagement in international disaster 
recovery. Ms Armstrong pointed to the existence of a humanitarian assistance 
framework that is well established and well acknowledged and noted that 
there are principles of engagement which underpin international humanitarian 
assistance.12 

5.17 Ms Armstrong noted that in the domestic context, those involved in recovery 
efforts don't have access to specific rules of engagement, and don't tend to 
have the benefit of well-established practices. Ms Armstrong acknowledged 
that disaster recovery in Australia is of course complicated by state-federal 
relationships. Further, she argued that: 

In the international context, DFAT has very clear carriage of the 
international response, working very closely, of course, with Defence, the 
AFP and others. The framework is not as well established domestically, 
but I believe it needs to be. Engagement in a domestic context would do 
well to be informed by those same humanitarian principles that govern the 
delivery of humanitarian assistance internationally.13 

 
11 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 9. 

12 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 3. 

13 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 5. 
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5.18 One of the consistent themes the committee heard during the inquiry was that 
consideration for people should be at the heart of all recovery efforts. 
CatholicCare Grief Counsellor, Ms Therese Kearney argued, for example, that 
something as simple as reaching out to isolated communities, rather than 
expecting them to travel to relief centres, can provide a much-needed morale 
boost. Ms Kearney explained: 

In lots of places, especially in the high country, in the mountains, it's often 
expected that those people will come to a regional centre or something. 
CatholicCare have found that it's really important that we go to them and 
not have them come to us, even in the regional centres. With the huge 
donation from emergency funds in Victoria, we have been able to fit out a 
four-wheel drive, dual-cab ute, canopied, with a coffee-making machine—
which we originally thought was going to have pods in it, and then the 
poor old community development worker had to go and do a barista 
course when we found out it was a full-blown coffee machine—and a 
generator and a wi-fi internet booster, such that we can take it to those 
very small communities, and we're talking about Goongerah, Bendock and 
Cabbage Tree Creek, which are tiny little places that just don't have access 
to the rest of the world. They are really cut off. If this could be replicated in 
any way it would be brilliant, because it's a really great service to take to 
the smaller communities in the high country. It takes us about three hours 
along winding dirt roads to get there, but it's a really important thing that 
has happened and people have responded amazingly to it.14 

5.19 The 2019-20 bushfires were the catalyst for the establishment of Catholic 
Emergency Relief Australia (CERA). Catholic Social Services Australia noted 
that CERA is a Church-wide collaboration of social service agencies, parishes, 
schools, universities, hospitals and aged care providers, and it is the “initiative 
through which the Catholic Church and its ministries assist those effected by 
disaster and emergency”. Further, it was noted that CERA has developed its 
own framework, which: 

 aligns with the Australian Disaster Preparedness Framework;15  
 outlines the principles that underpin national preparedness, recovery and 

response; 
 defines what constitutes preparedness capabilities for emergency disasters 

along with framework components; 
 will provide a guide for Catholic agencies and groups on emergency 

preparedness in their jurisdiction; and 
 will contribute to the national emergency preparedness, response and 

recovery effort in relation to an emergency disaster. 

 
14 Ms Therese Kearney, CatholicCare Victoria, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 26. 

15 The Australian Disaster Preparedness Framework was developed by the Federal Department of 
Home Affairs and the Department of Fire and Emergency Services, Western Australia. The 
Framework, published in October 2018, is described as a guideline to develop the capabilities 
required to manage severe catastrophic disasters. 
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5.20 In its submission, Catholic Social Services Australia noted that in working with 
impacted communities it has been the experience of the Catholic Bushfire 
Communities Response Network “that the strong focus by state and federal 
government on a highly medicalised and economic approach to recovery is 
only part of the long-term solution for traumatised individuals and 
communities”.16 

5.21 Catholic Social Services Australia stressed, therefore, the importance of 
providing socially-oriented community initiatives which facilitate 
communities to develop their own projects and chart their own pathways to 
recovery. In this way, communities are provided with communal solutions 
rather that individualised assistance. It was argued that this “focus on 
community development and engagement has been missing from the 
government responses to the bushfire recovery effort”.17 

5.22 One of the recommendations made by Catholic Social Services Australia was 
for investment “in community engagement and development programs 
supporting the next generation of community leaders to step up”.18 It was 
submitted that a year on, the service has been witnessing high levels of 
volunteer fatigue – particularly given the additional challenges of COVID-19 
restrictions. This has meant that a number of community activities have lapsed 
and won’t be revived. It was suggested that Local Government elections in 
NSW in September 2021 will: 

…witness record numbers of retiring Councillors. We believe that a 
national community engagement initiative that includes facilitation tools, 
training programs and local projects will encourage emerging/aspiring 
leaders in communities to step up, and it would be an excellent investment 
in future disaster responses and recovery.19 

5.23 When asked by the committee to elaborate further on this recommendation, 
Chief Executive Officer, Dr Ursula Stephens, told the committee that: 

One of the lessons of the National Bushfire Recovery Agency has been that 
there has to be an investment in preparedness, and part of that 
preparedness is skilling up communities to be able to do the kind of work 
that helps them to have personal and communal agency around the things 
that need to be done in a recovery phase. I suppose we all remember the 
good old community development workers that used to be attached to 
local councils. Well, they're no longer funded as a function of local 
government. But I do think that the lessons that we've learnt in this whole 
strategy across the summer bushfires is that embedding those soft skills in 

 
16 Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 168, p. 5. 

17 Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 168, p. 6. 

18 Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 168, p. 3. 

19 Catholic Social Services Australia, Submission 168, p. 9. 
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communities is really a critical part of preparedness and building 
community resilience.20 

National Bushfire Recovery Agency 
5.24 On 6 January 2020, the Prime Minister announced the establishment of the 

National Bushfire Recovery Agency (NBRA). Former Australian Federal Police 
(AFP) Commissioner, Andrew Colvin, APM OAM was appointed to lead the 
Agency. The NBRA operated as an independent group within the Department 
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.  

5.25 The overall vision of the NBRA, as articulated by Mr Colvin, was to ensure 
that “bushfire-affected communities are empowered to recover and build a 
resilient future”, and give life to that vision “by putting the experience of 
bushfire-affected individuals and communities at the centre of everything we 
do”. 21 

5.26 The primary purpose of the Agency’s was to lead and coordinate the 
Commonwealth-supported recovery and rebuild for the 2019-20 bushfires. To 
achieve this, Mr Colvin indicated that the organisation would: 

 collaborate across all sectors, work across all levels of government, connect 
communities and communicate with them; 

 consult directly with communities to understand their needs and 
aspirations and communicate this back to government; 

 ensure that affected communities have ready access and are aware of all 
available support; 

 work with state, territory and local governments as well as charities and 
non-government organisations to inform and integrate recovery and 
rebuilding activities; 

 work closely with Emergency Management Australia; 
 provide advice to the Government on the administration of the National 

Bushfire Recovery Fund and how existing and new Commonwealth policies 
and programs can best contribute to the recovery and rebuild efforts in 
bushfire-affected areas; and 

 advise on the economic and social impacts of the bushfires on affected 
communities.22 

 
20 The Hon. Dr Ursula Stephens, Catholic Social Services Australia, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, 

p. 27. 

21 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, An update from Andrew Colvin, Coordinator of the 
National Bushfire Recovery Agency, 3 August 2020, https://www.pmc.gov.au/news-centre/domestic-
policy/update-andrew-colvin-coordinator-national-bushfire-recovery-agency, [accessed 17 
November 2021]. 

22 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, An update from Andrew Colvin, Coordinator of the 
National Bushfire Recovery Agency, 3 August 2020, https://www.pmc.gov.au/news-centre/domestic-
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5.27 In evidence, representatives from the NBRA responded to questions about 
whether the principles that underline domestic recovery are formalised or 
published in a way that communities are able to understand. 

5.28 Mr Colvin noted that a range of national frameworks had been agreed between 
the Commonwealth and states and territories in relation to recovery principles. 
He also indicated that the frameworks broadly guide the efforts of all 
organisations, in terms of where the recovery focus and priorities should be.23 

5.29 When asked whether the frameworks align with overseas recovery processes, 
Deputy Coordinator, Major General Andrew Hocking indicated that: 

I guess they’re nuanced differences, but one of the main, common themes 
is the community-led approach. I think, in general terms, there is a 
common understanding, whether it’s foreign or domestic – I think it’s 
really as Zena Armstrong said – that community-led is slow and hard. But 
it’s better than a top-down approach, which sort of has people in cubicles 
in capitals deciding what people need. I guess, taking a more strategic 
view and looking back at the principles, it is a discipline to move at the 
pace of communities. But I think, as you picked up in your questioning, 
there’s a good balance to be had – and perhaps a better balance to be struck 
as Australia moves forward – in getting the right balance between 
community-led and community-enabled. 24 

National Recovery and Resilience Agency 
5.30 In November 2020, in response to the Royal Commission recommendations, 

the Federal Government announced the establishment of the National 
Recovery and Resilience Agency (NRRA). The work and functions of the 
National Bushfire Recovery Agency, including the allocation of $2 billion of 
grants under the National Bushfire Recovery Fund, were integrated into the 
new Agency. 

5.31 The NRRA brought together the former National Drought and North 
Queensland Flood Response and Recovery Agency, disaster risk reduction and 
recovery functions previously situated in the Department of Home Affairs and 
the Rural Financial Counselling Service Program. 

5.32 In establishing the NRRA, it was noted that the new Agency would “help 
support local communities respond to large-scale natural disasters, and 
undertake new initiatives to manage the impact of future events and the 

 
policy/update-andrew-colvin-coordinator-national-bushfire-recovery-agency, [accessed 17 
November 2021]. 

23 Mr Andrew Colvin, National Coordinator, National Bushfire Recovery Agency, Committee 
Hansard, 17 March 2021, p. 13. 

24 Major General Andrew Hocking, Deputy Coordinator, National Bushfire Recovery Agency, 
Committee Hansard, 17 March 2021, pp. 13-14. 
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changing climate”.25 The new agency was provided with funding of $600 
million to be invested in a new program of disaster preparation and 
mitigation. Immediate funding was also identified to support resilience 
projects across communities, including bushfire and cyclone proofing houses, 
building levees and improving the reliance of telecommunications and 
essential supplies. $4.5 million was also provided to support disaster recovery 
scenario training to help regional communities prepare for high-risk hazards.26 

5.33 In addition to providing support to local communities during the relief and 
recovery phases following major disasters, the Agency will also provide advice 
to Government in relation to policies and programs to mitigate the impact of 
future disaster events. 

Operating principles for providing relief and recovery support 

Australia’s Humanitarian Action Policy 
5.34 The Humanitarian Action Policy published by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) in December 2011, notes that the goal of 
the policy is to “save lives, alleviate suffering and enhance human dignity 
during and in the aftermath of conflict, natural disasters and other 
humanitarian crises as well as to strengthen preparedness for the occurrence of 
such situations”.27 

Disaster risk Reduction 
5.35 Australia’s commitment to reduce the risk of natural disasters in developing 

countries is outlined in a 2009 policy titled Investing in a Safer Future: a Disaster 
Risk Reduction policy for the Australian aid program. This policy reflects 
Australia’s support for, and role in, the international community’s efforts to 
implement the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015, which is the 
international blueprint for disaster risk reduction. 

5.36 In January 2005, the Hyogo Framework was adopted by 168 countries, 
including Australia. To be consistent with the Framework, Australia integrates 
disaster risk reduction into both humanitarian and development programs. In 
implementing its disaster risk reduction policy, Australia works with partner 
countries to reduce their vulnerability and build resilience to natural disasters. 

 
25 Media Release, Prime Minister, Minister for Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management 

and Minister for the Environment, Helping Communities Rebuild and Recover from Natural Disasters, 
5 May 2021. 

26 Media Release, Prime Minister, Minister for Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management 
and Minister for the Environment, Helping Communities Rebuild and Recover from Natural Disasters, 
5 May 2021. 

27 Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID), Humanitarian Action Policy, 
December 2011, p. 4. 
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Guiding principles 
5.37 The four guiding principles which underpin Australia’s Humanitarian Action 

Policy are: 

 Respect and promote humanity, impartiality, neutrality and independence 
in humanitarian action. Australia provides humanitarian action on the basis 
of need and respects the independence, impartiality and neutrality of our 
humanitarian partners. 

 Support the primary responsibility of states for affected populations within 
their borders in times of crisis, and help build partner states’ capacity to do 
this. When international assistance is requested, Australia supports 
coordinated humanitarian action that complements the efforts of partner 
governments aiming to protect and help their citizens. Where a government 
lacks the capacity and/or the political will to support affected populations 
Australia may work with partners to meet the affected population’s needs. 

 Promote respect for international humanitarian law, refugee law and 
human rights law in the provision of humanitarian action and the protection 
of populations affected by humanitarian crises. Australia works with 
governments and our humanitarian partners to advocate for the rights and 
protection of affected populations. 

 Practice Good Humanitarian Donorship, including by providing predictable 
and flexible humanitarian funding. Australia is committed to international 
standards of being a good donor, with a focus on predictable and flexible 
funding. 

Australian Council for International Development 
5.38 The Australian Council for International Development (ACFID) is the peak 

body for Australia’s non-government aid and international development 
organisations.  

5.39 ACFID has an overarching Code of Conduct which is a voluntary, self-
regulated code of good practice. The aim of the Code is to improve 
international development and humanitarian action outcomes and increase 
stakeholder trust by enhancing the transparency, accountability and 
effectiveness of ACFID members.28 

5.40 ACFID is governed by a set of nine overarching principles which cover a range 
of issues, and address themes such as human rights, the inclusion of 
vulnerable and marginalised people, participation, empowerment and local 
ownership, sustainable change, collaboration, communication, governance, 
resource management and people and culture.29 

 
28 Australian Council for International Development, Code of Conduct Overview, 

https://acfid.asn.au/content/preamble, [accessed 19 November 2021]. 
29 A full version of the Australian Council for International Development, principles can be found at 

https://acfid.asn.au/good-practice-toolkit/quality-principle-1-rights-protection-inclusion 
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National Resilience and Recovery Agency (NRRA) 

Purpose  
5.41 The purpose of the NRRA is stated as follows: 

We provide national leadership and strategic coordination in disaster 
recovery, resilience and risk reduction informed by a locally led approach 
that assists individuals, businesses and communities recover from 
disasters and be better prepared in the future.30 

Guiding principles and values 
5.42 The NRRA’s website notes that the organisation’s guiding principle is “locally 

led, locally understood and locally implemented”. It also notes that it puts 
communities at the centre of solution design and implementation. 

5.43 The Agency’s organisation values, as stated in the organisation’s Corporate 
Plan are as follows: 

Work Together 

 We have a ‘boots on the ground’ approach to understand what it’s like 
firsthand in recovering from and preparing for disasters 

 We make an effort to understand individual circumstances, and then 
share our insights with those responsible for providing support 

 We are authentic and compassionate and aim to empower others 
 We are a reliable and trusted partner, and work effectively across 

jurisdictions and with external parties 
 We make evidence based decisions that are well informed by on-the-

ground intelligence 

Make a Difference 

 We focus on making a difference, whether it be big or small 
 We say what we do and do what we say to get the best outcomes 
 We make it easier to access information and services 

Get Stuff Done 

 We are courageous in our thinking and are not bogged down by 
traditional processes if there is a better way 

 We are accessible, contactable and responsive 
 We do our work safely and care about the wellbeing of our people31 

5.44 The committee notes the information provided in the NRRA’s Corporate Plan, 
regarding the way in which the Agency undertakes its role. In light of the fact 
that the provision of recovery assistance, aid and emergency relief by 
Australia’s government and non-government agencies is governed by a clear 

 
30 Australian Government, National Recovery and Resilience Agency, Corporate Plan 2021-22 to 

2024-25, p. 6. 

31 Australian Government, National Recovery and Resilience Agency, Corporate Plan 2021-22 to 
2024-25, p. 6. 
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set of overarching principles, the committee inquired as to whether the NRRA 
has similar principles which underpin its work. 

5.45 The committee was, however, unable to obtain any clear information 
regarding this issue, and when contacted, the NRRA indicated that the 
organisation was unaware of any Agency-specific principles. 

5.46 The committee was told that the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements 
(DRFA) do have a set of general principles for relief and recovery assistance. 
Instead of NRRA-specific principles, the committee was directed to Australia’s 
National Principles for Disaster Recovery. These principles are detailed below 
but apply broadly, and not specifically to the NRRA: 

Understand the context 

Successful recovery is based on an understanding community context, 
with each community having its own history, values and dynamics. 

Recognise complexity 

Successful recovery is responsive to the complex and dynamic nature of 
both emergencies and the community. 

Use community-led approaches 

Successful recovery is community- centred, responsive and flexible, 
engaging with community and supporting them to move forward. 

Coordinate all activities 

Successful recovery requires a planned, coordinated and adaptive 
approach, between community and partner agencies, based on continuing 
assessment of impacts and needs. 

Communicate effectively 

Successful recovery is built on effective communication between the 
affected community and other partners. 

Recognise and build capacity 

Successful recovery recognises, supports, and builds on individual, 
community and organisational capacity and resilience.32 

Committee views 
5.47 The committee notes the Royal Commission’s recommendation that a standing 

national resilience and recovery agency be established to drive long-term 
resilience policy outcomes. 

 

 

 
32 Australian Disaster Resilience Knowledge Hub, Social Recovery Reference Group Australia, 

National Principles for Disaster Recovery, https://knowledge.aidr.org.au/resources/national-
principles-disaster-recovery/ [accessed 24 November 2021]. 
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5.48 The Commonwealth’s response to the Royal Commission’s findings 
acknowledged that: 

Australians should expect to receive relief and support swiftly, irrespective 
of where they live. In a national scale disaster, relief and recovery support 
should be delivered consistently and equitably. A national approach to 
disaster recovery – that better coordinates all levels of government and 
other key partners such as charities – is required to raise the standard of 
support for communities across the board.33 

5.49 The committee also notes the Royal Commission’s findings in relation to the 
role of the ADF. The evidence provided to the committee’s inquiry echoes that 
to the Royal Commission, particularly in relation to the public’s perception of 
the ADF’s role in disaster recovery efforts.  

5.50 It is also clear that there are a number of government agencies, local 
governments, and fire and emergency service agencies which also have a 
limited appreciation of the ADF’s role, including how to request ADF 
assistance and how to coordinate with the ADF if, and when, it is deployed. 

The role of the NRRA 
5.51 The committee acknowledges that the Commonwealth has responded 

positively to the Royal Commission’s recommendation that a national 
resilience and recovery agency be established and has done so with the 
establishment of the NRRA. 

5.52 The committee supports the Agency’s aim of assisting local communities to 
respond to large-scale natural disasters, and to undertake new initiatives to 
manage the impact of future events and the changing climate. Having a central 
Agency to perform these functions is a welcome step.  

5.53 The committee notes that the information contained in the NRRA’s Corporate 
Plan provides an overview of the Agency’s values. The committee is 
concerned, however, that the Agency does not appear to have developed a 
clear set of operating principles to underpin the current and future work of the 
organisation, similar to the approach taken by ACFID (and other agencies such 
as AusAID and the Red Cross) and which would guide it in taking a 
humanitarian, people-centred, trauma-informed approach to its work. 

5.54 The committee is also disappointed to note, that as the central Agency with 
direct responsibility for the coordination of Australia’s disaster relief efforts, 
there is limited contact information included on the Agency’s website. This 
includes phone contact details, the provision of which would allow 
communities and individuals to immediately speak to a representative of the 
organisation to seek assistance. 

 
33 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 

Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 4. 
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5.55 The committee recommends that the NRRA examine the foundational work 
that has been done by other Government agencies (including AusAID) and 
organisations such as the Australian Council for International Development 
and the Red Cross. This would assist the NRRA to develop a set of operating 
principles for a domestic context, and with a primary focus on people and 
addressing their needs. This would underpin the work of the Agency, provide 
it with a better foundation than the ‘values’ set out in its Corporate Plan and 
make it better placed to provide assistance following natural disasters. 

Recommendation 4 
5.56 The committee recommends that the National Recovery and Resilience 

Agency (NRRA) develop and implement a set of operating principles which 
are guided by Australia’s current humanitarian and foreign aid principles. 
The principles should establish the role and function of the Agency and 
outline the ways in which the Agency will provide assistance which is 
trauma-informed, people-centred, and community-led.  

5.57 The values that would inform the development of these operating principles 
would be the universal values of humanitarian assistance—impartiality, 
non-discrimination, political neutrality and cross-cultural awareness. 

Recommendation 5 
5.58 The committee recommends that development of the NRRA’s operating 

principles be undertaken in consultation with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander organisations and communities. 

Emergency Response Fund (ERF) 
5.59 The Emergency Response Fund (ERF) was established on the commencement 

of the Emergency Response Fund Act 2019 (ERF Act), on 12 December 2019. On 
establishment, the ERF was credited with the uncommitted balance of the 
Education Investment Fund, which has now been closed. 

5.60 The ERF allows the Government to draw up to $200 million in any given year, 
beyond what is already available to fund emergency response and natural 
disaster recovery and preparedness, where it determines the existing recovery 
and resilience-building programs are insufficient to provide an appropriate 
response to natural disasters. 

5.61 From 2019-20, disbursements (debits) from the ERF can be made subject to the 
following limits: 

 $150 million available each financial year to fund emergency response and 
recovery, following natural disasters in Australia that have a significant or 
catastrophic impact; and 
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 $50 million each financial year to build resilience, to prepare for or reduce 
the risk of future natural disasters, and build the long-term sustainability of 
communities that are at risk of being affected by a future natural disaster.34 

5.62 The NRRA – which has responsibility for the administration of the ERF –
appeared before the Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee 
during consideration of the 2021-22 Supplementary Budget Estimates. The 
Agency confirmed that the ERF, originally credited with $4 billion, had earned 
interest of $726 million since inception and none of the potential $600 million 
available for emergency response over three financial years since inception had 
been disbursed.35 

5.63 What has emerged from the Legislation Committee’s consideration of the 
NRRA’s estimates, is that the ERF is an alarmingly opaque funding 
arrangement from which desperately needed emergency response funding for 
the 2019-20 fires is not being disbursed. It is subject to guidelines that are 
unclear; funding is granted at the discretion of the NRRA 
Coordinator-General; there are no reporting requirements that provide detail 
as to the recipients of funding and its purpose, and there are no regular 
performance reports from which neither the Parliament nor the public can 
determine which funds are coming from which of the various funds 
administered by the NRRA.  

5.64 For any funding arrangement, much less a fund as large as the ERF and other 
funds administered by the NRRA, including the Black Summer Bushfire 
Recovery Grants Program, the National Bushfire Recovery Fund and the 
Preparing Australia Program, the arrangements described above seem to 
provide conditions that are ripe for funds to be misallocated.  

5.65 In order to address these issues, the committee makes the following 
recommendations around the administration of the ERF and the allocation of 
funding. These recommendations are also aimed at improving transparency 
around the allocation of funding from the National Bushfire Recovery Fund 
through improved reporting and centralised portals. 

Recommendation 6 
5.66 The committee recommends that the Australian Government undertake an 

urgent review of the funding arrangements for the Emergency Response 
Fund (ERF), with a view to ensuring the Fund is subject to the most 
stringent accountability and transparency measures, which are also 
consistent with the operating principles that should govern the operation of 

 
34 Department of Finance, Emergency Response Fund, Emergency Response Fund|Department of 

Finance, [accessed 29 November 2021]. 

35  Finance and Public Administration Legislation Committee, Committee Hansard, 25 October 2021, 
pp. 119-121. 
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the National Recovery and Resilience Agency (NRRA) by adoption of 
Recommendation 4. 

Recommendation 7 
5.67 The committee recommends that the administration and expenditure of 

funding under the Emergency Response Fund and the several other funds 
administered by the National Recovery and Resilience Agency be included 
in the Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) Audit Program for 2022-23, 
and that the Government ensures that the ANAO is adequately funded to 
carry out the audit.  

Recommendation 8 
5.68 The committee recommends the Australian Government use the Emergency 

Response Fund to increase investment in mitigation and resilience 
measures, in line with the recommendations of the Productivity 
Commission’s 2014 report into Natural Disaster Funding. 

Recommendation 9 
5.69 The committee recommends the National Recovery and Resilience Agency 

re-instate monthly funding reporting for the National Bushfire Recovery 
Fund. 

Recommendation 10 
5.70 The committee recommends that the National Recovery and Resilience 

Agency establishes monthly reporting requirements for government and 
non-government entities receiving funding from the National Bushfire 
Recovery Fund. 

Recommendation 11 
5.71 The committee recommends that the National Recovery and Resilience 

Agency consider appointing additional members to their advisory board 
with specific expertise in response, recovery and resilience in bushfire 
affected areas. 

Recommendation 12 
5.72 The committee recommends the Australian Government and the National 

Recovery and Resilience Agency work to develop a central, secure portal and 
reporting framework for organisations operating in natural disaster affected 
areas to upload information to, in order to streamline the recovery process 
and reduce re-traumatisation of natural disaster victims and survivors. 
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Chapter 6 
The impact of bushfires on insurance 

6.1 The insurance industry’s response to the 2019-20 bushfire season was one of 
the issues considered by the committee and detailed in its interim report. The 
committee also considered the insurance losses associated with the fires, and 
examined the impact that increases to the cost of insurance could have on 
individual and community preparedness for disasters, particularly bushfires. 

6.2 This chapter puts forward further information received by the committee 
around insurance since its interim report, including the impact of insurance 
premiums on families and small business owners.  

6.3 It also considers further the role of the insurance industry in responding to 
bushfires and natural disasters, including the accessibility and affordability of 
insurance.  

Evidence from communities  
6.4 Evidence provided by stakeholders throughout the inquiry made it clear that 

for insurance to be able to help people manage risk from bushfires effectively, 
individual households, businesses and communities need to be able to 
maintain an adequate level of coverage.  

6.5 The following section provides some of the compelling evidence from 
witnesses and submitters around their issues with insurance claims and 
policies, following the 2019-20 bushfire season.  

6.6 Mr Graeme Freedman for example, a small landholder from the NSW South 
Coast, told the committee that his family had experienced a “second total loss 
of a house in 6 years”.1 Having changed insurance providers following the first 
loss, the family had thought they were adequately insured following the 2019-
20 bushfires. Noting that this was not the case, Mr Freedman told the 
committee that he became involved in negotiations with senior representatives 
from his insurance company. The agreements Mr Freedman reached with his 
insurance company, resulted in Mr Freedman assisting several of his 
neighbours – mostly small landholders – to reach similar agreements with 
their insurance companies. 

 

 

 

 
1 Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, [p. 5]. 
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6.7 Even following a level of successful negotiation, Mr Freedman and his 
neighbours found that they were not adequately insured. They also found that 
the following items are almost certainly not covered, because the insurance 
industry’s on-line calculators and/or specific policies, do not cover them: 

 All rural internal fences, two-thirds of road fences and around half of 
neighbouring fences. [The cost of replacing fences on a ten-acre property is 
approximately $40,000 and owners are not eligible for assistance from Blaze 
Aid because small acreages are not commercial]. 

 Rural dam and tank rain and water lines (mostly in rural poly) and pumps 
and pump electrical lines which generally burned out if they were not 
buried sufficiently deeply. [The cost of replacement would average $25,000 
for a 10-acre property]. 

 Underground electricity to house and ancillary buildings and sheds. [These 
cables often burnt back from each exposed location underground and 
needed to be dug out with excavators – the cost of replacement averages 
$15,000]. 

 Underground rain-water 90mm PVC-lines going to tanks [100 metres would 
cost approximately $10,000 to replace]. 

 Underground 100 mm PVC-sewerage lines to septic tanks [approximately 
$10,000 to replace]. 

 Septic tanks, air blowers and power lines for septic tanks [depending on the 
damage, between $5,000-$20,000 to replace]. 

 Rainwater tanks [approximately $15,000 per tank, including cabling and 
piping]. 

 Perimeter security systems and gates and collapsed culverts.2 

6.8 Mr Freedman told the committee that, in short, “we can pretty much say that 
outside of the villages (where most of this infrastructure is delivered as a 
service) there is nobody who has any chance of being adequately insured”.3 

6.9 Ms Janice Newnham, of the Walwa Community Recovery Centre, informed 
the committee that while she personally had not experienced issues with 
insurance, she had heard “some dreadful stories from community members”. 
She drew on a personal example, and told the committee of an interaction with 
an insurance company:  

… we acted as an intermediary for my mother-in-law. The assessor came to 
look at her house, which is now a wreck of rubble. He stood there, scraped 
some soot off his immaculate suit and his polished shoes and said, 'Surely 
you can salvage something from this. It's not a total write-off.' There was 
nothing there!4 

 
2 Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, [p. 6]. 

3 Mr Graeme Freedman, Submission 166, [p. 6]. 

4 Mrs Janice Newnham, private capacity, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 32. 
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6.10 Ms Kate Cotter, Chief Executive Officer and Founder of the Bushfire Building 
Council of Australia Ltd (BBCA), remarked on the spiral which can occur 
through unaffordable insurance premiums. Ms Cotter noted that if there is 
pressure on households for insurance premiums they cannot afford, “that 
introduces the cycle of underinsurance to no insurance, and of course that’s 
linked to the ability to get mortgage finance where you need to have 
insurance”.5 

6.11 Mr Max Horn, President of the Megalong Valley Community and Landholders 
Association Inc., told the committee that insurance was clearly an issue for his 
community, with “some residents, farmers and businesses in our valley … not 
fully insured against fire damage and related business risk, as it is 
unaffordable for them”. Mr Horn suggested that:  

There is a case for a government supported subsidy for insurance costs in 
certain cases where there are positive externalities such as food 
production, grassland environment maintenance and employment.6 

6.12 The Alpine Shire Council told the committee about significant issues it was 
having around securing affordable insurance for its business. Mr William 
Jeremy, Acting Chief Executive Officer of the Council, advised that:  

Some of our businesses are unable at this point to secure insurance. Those 
are the larger businesses up in the Alpine resorts and in the Alpine village 
of Dinner Plain and Harrietville. So the areas that were most significantly 
impacted or are under risk are really struggling to secure insurance. And, 
where they are able to secure insurance, they are seeing premiums that 
have gone up 300 to 400 per cent over what they were prior to the 
bushfires. It's a very significant issue. We are 18 months on and it has not 
been resolved, and we are heading into another bushfire season. It's an 
issue that we really need to get on top of collectively, to try to find some 
solutions and to support our businesses. We are concerned that we will see 
business failure and concerned about seeing businesses that underinsured 
potentially heading into a bushfire season. We are seeing businesses that 
potentially won't start or won't expand because of some of the impacts and 
their inability to get insurance.7 

6.13 The sentiments expressed by Mr Jeremy were shared by Ms Fiona Nicholls, of 
the Alpine Community Recovery Committee (CRC), who provided the 
following example of a business trying to get insurance after the fires:  

A member on our CRC—she's doing a lot of volunteer time—runs a 
business. It's got assets of about $1.5 million to $2 million. They want to 

 
5 Ms Kate Cotter, Chief Executive Officer and Founder, Bushfire Building Council of Australia Ltd, 

Proof Committee Hansard, 27 July 2021, p. 14.  

6 Mr Max Horn, President, Megalong Valley Community and Landholders Association Inc., 
Committee Hansard, 28 April 2021, p. 21.  

7 Mr William Jeremy, Acting Chief Executive Officer, Alpine Shire Council, Proof Committee Hansard, 
29 September 2021, p. 15. 
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insure it. They used to have insurance for $14,000 a year. They got a quote 
after the bushfire. They weren't burnt. They weren't in the Alps; this is 
actually in one of the valleys. They got a quote for between—and I will get 
the exact numbers—$75,000 and $85,000. So, when they say a 300 to 400 
per cent increase, that's real. But, when it went to the reinsurer, they said 
no. So a business that is a family business, a viable business, an ongoing 
business, has no insurance. So what they're doing is putting their money 
that they would put into insurance into a fund so that, should they get 
burnt out, they can pay their bills. They're hugely responsible, a family 
business, but they would lose everything, and they're trying to run it.8 

Insurance policies – specific issues 
6.14 Evidence was received by the committee about specific issues with insurance 

contracts and policies which became evident after the 2019-20 bushfires, and 
which caused financial hardship for some.  

Temporary accommodation 
6.15 The Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre (SCLC) observed, for example, that 

the bushfires highlighted the inadequacy of the temporary accommodation 
clauses in insurance contracts, noting that the majority limit an insurer’s 
liability to pay for temporary accommodation to a period of 12 months. The 
SCLC argued that the time needed to clear blocks and commence a rebuilt 
would often exceed 12 months. The SCLC explained the impact of the 
12-month limitation:  

SCLC observed that after accommodation payments ceased, clients began 
having to pay for both their rebuild and rental accommodation. In many 
cases clients were forced to dip into their insurance settlement monies to 
cover the cost of living. In many cases this pushed clients into financial 
hardship.9 

6.16 While the SCLC was able to work with insurers to secure goodwill payments 
for their clients, the SCLC argued that “the fact remains that the 12 month 
limitation for temporary accommodation is insufficient to allow clients to 
rebuild homes without causing financial loss”, and recommended insurance 
companies increase the standard limitation period for temporary 
accommodation to 24 months.10 

 

 

 

 
8 Ms Fiona Nicholls, Alpine Community Recovery Committee, Proof Committee Hansard, 

29 September 2021, p. 35.   

9 Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre, Inc., Submission 192, p. 7.  

10 Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre, Inc., Submission 192, p. 7. 
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Government grant access 
6.17 The SCLC also noted that some government disaster relief grants could not be 

accessed by their clients, because of agreements between insurers and builders. 
The SCLC explained that:  

The Home Builder grant offered $25,000 to persons building new homes or 
renovating existing homes where the renovations were for $150,000 or 
more. The grant guidelines made specific provision for bushfire affected 
clients, indicating bushfire repairs would be classified as renovations for 
the purposes of the grant. An application for the grant had to be supported 
by a copy of a contract between the builder and the client. 

Clients who received a cash settlement from their insurer were able to 
successfully access the Home Builder grant to assist them with their 
rebuild and/or repairs. However, for those clients whose insurer was 
managing the repairs they were unable to access the grant as the 
agreement was between the builder and the insurer.11 

6.18 The SCLC pointed to the inequity between those who received a cash 
settlement from their insurer being deemed eligible for the grant, “while those 
who allow the insurer to manage their repairs are obstructed from accessing 
the grant”. The SCLC called for grants criteria to be designed to accommodate 
these differences and for insurers to interpret their policies in such a way “so 
as not to obstruct persons from receiving grants”.12 

6.19 Mr Stephen Brown made the same point, submitting that there was inequitable 
access to funds and programs as part of the recovery process. Mr Brown said 
that some property owners were able to “personally draw off insurance and 
pay excesses for repairs”, while other residents had access to grant or donation 
funding, but that “sometimes this may be differentiated on the basis of a 
property not being a principle residence”.13 

The role of the insurance industry  
6.20 The Insurance Council of Australia (ICA) issued its Insurance Catastrophe 

Report: 2020-21 in August 2021. This report advised that the 2019-20 bushfires 
eventually encompassed 183 postcodes across four states—resulting in 
$5.47 billion in costs against nearly 305,000 claims (of which 39,000 were 
commercial). The average Black Summer bushfire insurance claim was $60,000, 
compared to $12,000 for non-bushfire claims.14 

 

 

 

 
11 Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre, Inc., Submission 192, p. 12. 
12 Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre, Inc., Submission 192, p. 13. 
13 Mr Stephen Brown, Submission 183, p. 4.  
14 Insurance Council of Australia, Insurance Catastrophe Report: 2020-21, August 2021, pp. 18-19. 



70 
 

 

6.21 The Report noted six policy measures that the ICA has identified to be enacted, 
to “better protect Australians from the impact of natural disasters and improve 
the recovery and rebuilding process” following natural disasters. The six 
policy measures are:  

 investing in resilience;  
 improving building quality and standards; 
 better land use planning;  
 removing state taxes on insurance;  
 better COVID frameworks; and  
 co-ordinated disaster clean-up.15 

6.22 On this final point, the ICA stated that:  

State and Federal emergency response agencies should leverage insurers’ 
core competency in and experience of disaster response and recovery and 
collaborate with the insurance sector and other agencies to implement 
standardised arrangements for disaster clean-up that best serve natural 
disaster-impacted communities.16 

6.23 On this point, at a hearing with the committee on 27 July 2021, Mr Nico 
Padovan PSM, Chief Operating Officer of the National Recovery and 
Resilience Agency, advised that the NRRA had been liaising with the 
Insurance Council and various building associations in order learn the lessons 
of the 2019-20 bushfire season, and was of the view that consultation with the 
insurance sector was ‘particularly important’. Mr Padovan further explained 
that:  

Understanding what it is that drives risk premiums in the insurance sector 
allows us then to prioritise those activities that would assist in reducing a 
risk premium. We cannot mandate to the insurance industry what 
premium they charge, but we can certainly identify and act on those 
factors that affect risk.17 

6.24 The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) also spoke 
about the role of insurance in risk, and as part of its inquiry into insurance in 
northern Australia, found that:  

Improving the resilience of properties and communities to natural hazards 
will have significant benefits now and into the future, including through 
lower insurance claims costs. Greater consideration of the likely benefits 
(and costs) of mitigation and other resilience measures is required.18 

 
15 Insurance Council of Australia, Insurance Catastrophe Report: 2020-21, August 2021, pp. 21-22. See 

the following chapter for evidence on the role of the insurance industry in building adaptation. 

16 Insurance Council of Australia, Insurance Catastrophe Report: 2020-21, August 2021, p. 22. 

17 Mr Nico Padovan PSM, Chief Operating Officer, National Recovery and Resilience Agency, Proof 
Committee Hansard, 27 July 2021, pp. 24-25.  

18 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Submission 172, p. 2.  
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Committee’s interim report 
6.25 The committee’s interim report went into detail about the role of the insurance 

industry in natural disasters,19 and the increasing consideration of climate 
change risks in financial and insurance company decision-making.  

6.26 The interim report noted that some insurance companies have taken some 
action to respond to the risks of climate change through their underwriting 
and investment policies. The report also explained that various insurance 
companies have urged the government to take action to enhance resilience to 
natural disasters and provide greater investment in disaster mitigation. 

6.27 The committee also considered the role of the Australian Prudential 
Regulation Authority (APRA), which, in recent years, has sought to ensure 
that regulated entities are seeking to understand and manage the financial 
risks of climate change.   

Current role of APRA 
6.28 On 13 October 2021, APRA’s Deputy Chair, Ms Helen Rowell, delivered a 

speech to the ICA, where she noted that APRA recognises the importance of 
insurance to financial stability, and therefore its Corporate Plan “specifically 
calls out insurance accessibility and affordability as one of APRA’s key 
priorities over the next four years”.20 Ms Rowell continued that:  

Our focus here is on building the evidence base to better understand the 
issues, and magnifying our influence on contributing to a solution. This 
includes leveraging our supervision insights and system-wide perspective 
to advise stakeholders on the nature and extent of accessibility and 
affordability issues, and the risks that exacerbate these challenges.21 

6.29 In making these points, Ms Rowell pointed out the major role that the general 
insurance community had to play in this area, given its position and ability to 
see problems as they are emerging—and therefore to respond to them 
positively and proactively. To this end, Ms Rowell said that this response 
needs to:  

… go beyond what has often been the response of insurers to deterioration 
in profitability in a class of insurance business: namely significant increases 
in premiums and/or withdrawal of cover. Some variation in profitability is 
to be expected over time – but not the extreme cycles we have seen in some 
product classes that seem to continually repeat. There is a need for a 

 
19 See Chapter 7 of the committee’s interim report. 

20 Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, ‘APRA Deputy Chair Helen Rowell – Speech to the 
Insurance Council of Australia Virtual Industry Forum’, 13 October 2021, 
https://www.apra.gov.au/news-and-publications/apra-deputy-chair-helen-rowell-speech-to-
insurance-council-of-australia (accessed 19 November 2021).  

21 Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, APRA Deputy Chair Helen Rowell – Speech to the 
Insurance Council of Australia Virtual Industry Forum, 13 October 2021. 
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different, more innovative approach by insurers to how they design and 
distribute products, manage claims, and communicate with consumers to 
help lessen such volatility in the pricing cycle and improve accessibility 
and affordability for policyholders.22 

6.30 Ms Rowell also observed that “insurers are … collaborating with governments 
and local communities on risk mitigation and providing financial and mental 
health support for people dealing with unfathomable personal and emotional 
upheaval”.23 

Preventing market failure  
6.31 The Bushfire Building Council of Australia (BBCA) argued that to date, the 

insurance industry has “been unable to recognise or reward household, 
commercial or infrastructure bushfire mitigation actions because a scientific 
model that specifies and quantifies the effectiveness of mitigation (adaptation) 
actions did not exist”, prior to the Disaster Resilience Star Rating (DRSR).24 

6.32 The BBCA explained that it had developed the DRSR as a scientific model, 
supported by the building industry, which “quantifies building performance 
(disaster resilience) and provides site-specific tailored mitigation actions 
(adaptation)”.25 

6.33 The star rating system “takes a best-practice and holistic approach to bushfire 
resilience that covers building, landscaping and ongoing maintenance”.26 

6.34 The BBCA continued that:  
Quantifying resilience is the fundamental basis for pricing, rewarding, and 
financing adaptation – this is a world-first, Australian innovation. 

DRSR transforms risk into an economic and social opportunity for 
Australia. Quantifying climate and disaster resilience and effective 
mitigation actions creates measurable economic value and public good.27 

6.35 In its submission to the inquiry, the BBCA observed that public and private 
capital is needed for “adaptation of the built environment for climate and 
disaster resilience”. However, insurers have not been able to identify which 
actions households could take to reduce bushfires risk. As a result, insurers 
“have been unable to recognise or reward risk reduction activity’ and lenders 

 
22 Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, APRA Deputy Chair Helen Rowell – Speech to the 

Insurance Council of Australia Virtual Industry Forum, 13 October 2021. 

23 Australian Prudential Regulation Authority, APRA Deputy Chair Helen Rowell – Speech to the 
Insurance Council of Australia Virtual Industry Forum, 13 October 2021. 

24 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 7. 

25 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 3. 

26 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Retrofits, https://www.bbca.org.au/retrofits/ [accessed 
24 November 2021]. 

27 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 3.  
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have likewise been unable to give discounts “if they can’t quantify the risk 
reduction”.28 

6.36 The BBCA also made the point that increasing the resilience of buildings 
“reduces the likelihood of market failure, where households cannot obtain 
affordable insurance and access to finance”. The BBCA asserted that:  

Increasing the resilience of buildings provides net economic benefit to 
households, industry, and governments, even in the absence of disaster.29 

6.37 The BBCA suggested that using the DRSR would provide a nationally 
consistent resilience measure to “enable adaption and resilience capital flows”. 
A common standard would be “critical for insurers, banks, governments and 
investors to price risk, reward risk reduction and finance resilient projects”. By 
way of example, the BBCA said that DRSR would:  

 reduce payouts;  
 price and reward risk reduction;  
 stimulate household action; 
 create a competitive insurance market;  
 help avoid market failure; and  
 create a sustainable business model.30 

6.38 The BBCA put forward a clear funding strategy, to “accelerate the adaptation 
of the built environment for disaster resilience”, and noted it was important to 
follow the strategy as “each step builds on the previous step and transitions 
the strategy from government-led funding to self-funding market 
mechanisms”.31 

6.39 The BBCA argued that the implementation of a nationally consistent DRSR 
could “provide insurers with the ability to price risk at the household level and 
reward household action”. Further, a household could then “voluntarily 
disclose their DRSR rating to attract more competitive insurance and finance 
offers”.32 

6.40 The BBCA concluded that “preventing market failure relies on … nationally 
consistent, open source, forward looking risk information”.33 To this end, the 
BBCA recommended that the Australian Government as well as the state and 
territory governments “apply the DRSR model to assess and fund government 

 
28 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 22.  

29 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 3. 

30 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, pp. 7, 22. 

31 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 24. The strategy is detailed on p. 23 of 
the submission.  

32 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 7. 

33 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 7. 
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adaptation and resilience projects to ensure efficient and effective public 
mitigation investment”.34 

Findings of the Royal Commission  
6.41 The Royal Commission considered the issue of insurance and natural disasters. 

The report stressed that for households and businesses to manage the risks 
from natural hazards and disasters they need to be adequately insured. The 
Royal Commission argued that it is vital (for consumers, the insurance sector 
and governments) that insurance markets operate effectively. It also noted 
that: 

Insurance is important because individuals cannot rely on public and 
charitable entities to restore their positions following a natural disaster. 
Government funding does not take the place of insurance, and nor should 
this be expected. Further, governments should not disadvantage or 
disincentivise those who have insurance, for example through recovery 
targeted to the uninsured, as to do so may encourage underinsurance.35 

6.42 Amongst the Royal Commission’s recommendations was a request that the 
insurance industry produce clear guidelines for consumers about what they 
can do to mitigate the risk of natural hazards to their homes, which could then 
be reflected in reduced insurance premiums. 

6.43 The Government endorsed this recommendation, and the Minister for 
Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management indicated that he had 
written to the Insurance Council of Australia seeking advice on how they will 
improve their consumer guidance on getting a fair premium through 
recognised risk mitigation actions.36 

Government announcements 
6.44 ‘Reinsurance’ is the concept of ‘insurance for insurers’, and it is purchased by 

insurers to “manage their exposure to large losses resulting from insurance 
claims made in response to a major event, such a severe natural disaster”. 
Government-supported reinsurance pools have been implemented in France, 
the United Kingdom, and the United States, in order to “meet objectives such 
as improving affordability for those households at highest risk of natural 
hazards, or increasing the availability and choice of insurers for consumers”.37 

 
34 Bushfire Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 24. 

35 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 416. 

36 The Hon. David Littleproud, MP, Minister for Agriculture, Drought and Emergency Management, 
Media Release, Six months of progress after the Bushfire Royal Commission, 3 May 2021. 

37 The Treasury, Reinsurance pool for cyclones and related flood damage: Consultation paper, May 2021, 
p. 3.   
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6.45 On 21 May 2021, the Australian Government announced a reinsurance pool for 
cyclones and related flood damage in northern Australia. The pool, which will 
commence on 1 July 2022, would cover residential, strata and small business 
property insurance policies in northern Australia—and be backed by a 
$10 billion Government guarantee.38 

6.46 In a discussion paper released about the pool, the Treasury said that the pool 
would “seek to improve the accessibility and affordability of insurance for 
household and small business in cyclone-prone areas, which are mainly 
located in northern Australia”, while also encouraging additional insurers to 
enter the northern Australian market – which would “increase competition 
and place downward pressure on insurance premiums”.39 

6.47 The discussion paper noted that the pool’s establishment would lower 
insurance premiums for household and small businesses by decreasing the 
cost of reinsurance, “which is a significant cost component of premiums for 
policies with high cyclone and related flood damage risk”. The discussion 
paper continued that higher insurance premiums were the main cause of 
underinsurance and non-insurance, and provided the following information as 
to why premiums could be higher in northern Australia: 

Due to the greater risk of extreme weather events, including cyclones, 
insurance premiums are significantly more expensive in northern 
Australia. While there are legitimate reasons for this, including the greater 
cost to insurers to provide property insurance in northern Australia, this 
has led to cover becoming less affordable and accessible for consumers in 
the region. 

The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) found 
that the average combined home and contents insurance premium in 2018-
19 was about $2,500 in northern Australia, compared to about $1,400 for 
the rest of Australia. Between 2007-08 and 2018-19, combined home and 
contents premiums increased by 122 per cent in northern Australia, 
compared to 71 per cent for the rest of Australia.40 

6.48 A Treasury Taskforce has been established to consult with industry and 
community representatives to inform development and a decision on the 
reinsurance pool’s final design. The pool will be administered by the 
Australian Reinsurance Pool Corporation.41 

 
38 The Treasury, Reinsurance pool for cyclones and related flood damage, 

https://treasury.gov.au/consultation/c2021-175678 [accessed 19 November 2021].  

39 The Treasury, Reinsurance pool for cyclones and related flood damage: Consultation paper, May 2021, 
pp. 2-3.   

40 The Treasury, Reinsurance pool for cyclones and related flood damage: Consultation paper, May 2021, 
pp. 2-3.   

41 The Treasury, Reinsurance pool for cyclones and related flood damage: Consultation paper, May 2021, 
p. 2.   
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Committee views  
6.49 As climate change continues to cause increasingly dangerous and 

unpredictable natural disasters, it is vital that property insurance remain 
accessible and affordable to all, particularly those in areas of heightened risk of 
bushfires, flooding and other natural hazards. The committee reiterates its 
views put forward in its interim report, that the insurance industry has a vital 
role to play in responding to increasing climate risk and disaster mitigation. 

6.50 The evidence before the committee showing dramatic and unattainable 
premiums following the bushfires is upsetting, as is the evidence of the great 
difficulty that individuals and families experience in trying to finalise 
insurance claims and secure ongoing, affordable policies. That premiums can 
increase by a magnitude of 300 to 400 per cent following a natural disaster – 
particularly for commercial enterprises upon which a community may rely – is 
unsustainable and cannot occur after each natural disaster.  

6.51 The committee therefore welcomes the views put forward by APRA, and its 
acknowledgement that the industry has previously increased premiums or 
withdrawn cover in the face of deteriorating profitability. The committee 
supports APRA’s position that the affordability and accessibility of insurance 
is a problem in need of an innovative and proactive response. The committee 
encourages APRA to continue to pursue this approach, and work with the 
insurance industry to develop affordable solutions for policyholders and 
insurers alike.  

6.52 However, the committee does remain concerned that the cost of the growing 
climate-induced failures of the insurance market will increasingly continue to 
be borne by taxpayers – through either the government guaranteed 
reinsurance pool as it proposed for Northern Australia, or through a 
government underwritten insurer of last resort.  

6.53 In the committee’s view, insurance market failure should be addressed 
through increased expenditure on mitigation and resilience infrastructure to 
better address the risks that climate change and natural disasters pose to the 
community.  

6.54 The committee suggests that much of this expenditure will need to be 
government funded, perhaps through a dedicated investment stream under 
the Future Fund, or a combination of on and off-budget mechanisms.  

Improving disaster resilience and the cost of insurance  
6.55 The committee supports the objectives and approach of the BBCA’s DRSR 

framework. A common standard for assessment of bushfire risk, which can be 
applied by insurers and households alike, would be of great benefit in 
promoting more affordable insurance premiums while helping to improve the 
resilience of the built environment.  
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6.56 By pricing risk and rewarding risk reduction, the DRSR would allow 
consumers to be better placed for affordable insurance and finance products in 
a competitive market – and a market that is less likely to fail due to 
unaffordability and inaccessibility. 

6.57 Further, a nationally consistent approach to investment in adaptation and 
resilience projects would help promote the efficiency and effectiveness of 
disaster mitigation efforts and ensure that the Government is taking the lead 
and adopting best practice in investing in disaster relief and management. 

6.58 In light of the above, the committee echoes the calls of the BBCA and 
recommends that the Australian Government adopt the DRSR as part of its 
funding of adaptation and resilience projects. The Government should consult 
with the BBCA in determining how best to implement the DRSR in its 
investment and disaster relief programs.  

Recommendation 13 
6.59 The committee recommends the Australian Government apply the Disaster 

Resilience Star Rating (DRSR) model when assessing and funding 
government adaptation and resilience projects, in order to implement 
efficient and effective public mitigation investment. In applying the DRSR 
model, the Government should liaise with the Bushfire Building Council of 
Australia to determine appropriate funding models and identify suitable 
investment projects. 

Geographic distribution of assistance  
6.60 The committee notes the Commonwealth’s commitment to the establishment 

of a Northern Australia reinsurance pool, underwritten by the Commonwealth 
for $10 billion. Reinsurance is an effective way by which insurers can share 
risk. It already occurs across many areas of insurance. In relation to some risks, 
reinsurance can become a major component of premiums. Moreover, 
reinsurance costs can change markedly over time as estimates of underlying 
risks change. 

6.61 Pooling can be an effective risk management tool where risk can be shared 
amongst many firms or households.  This doesn’t require that all members of 
the pool have equal risk. But to work best, pooling requires a degree of 
diversifiable risk – i.e., risk that could fall amongst any members of the pool. 
Where some members of the pool are exposed to much higher risks, this can be 
more difficult to manage. To the extent that such risks are not managed 
through cross-subsidies, they can result in affordability challenges. 

6.62 For most categories of natural perils, risks are not shared evenly around the 
community, either within a country or between countries. The degree to which 
risks are concentrated varies between natural disasters. Insurance is a global 
industry that pools natural peril risk within countries and also between 
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countries. Flood is a type of natural peril that is characterised by particularly 
high concentration of risks in many countries, including Australia. Wildfires 
on the other hand have historically been a feature of a handful of countries, 
none more so than Australia.  

6.63 In some instances, this has been managed in the past by cross-subsidies. These 
cross-subsidies are being unwound in many contexts as better data allows 
insurers to price risk in a more granular fashion, often down to the household 
level. This can be fairer in the sense that low-risk households receive more 
appropriate premiums. But it is resulting in affordability challenges, as 
demonstrated by the evidence received during the course of this inquiry. 

6.64 This has resulted in a range of interventions in insurance markets. One 
example is Flood Re in the UK which involves the creation of a subsidised pool 
for high-risk households.42 The US also has a government managed flood 
pool,43 although the effectiveness of this pool is questionable. As noted above, 
the Australian Government has committed to creating a reinsurance pool for 
northern Australia. The details of this pool are yet to be determined and its 
eventual effectiveness is very much an open question. 

6.65 Before considering the suitability of a reinsurance pool for bushfires, it would 
be useful to establish the distribution of fire risks among households and 
businesses. It would be important to establish the extent to which there is a 
clustering of very high-risk households. It would also be necessary to establish 
the extent to which insurers are able to price risk at a granular level. This has 
been increasingly possible in relation to flood risk. It may be more difficult in 
relation to fire. 

6.66 A further requirement would be to establish the extent to which mitigation is 
possible at a household, firm or community level. Many flood and storm risks 
are difficult to mitigate without major capital expenditure (for example a flood 
levee for a town). Some bushfire risks could be managed through improved 
land management or by retrofitting existing buildings as discussed above. 
Mitigation may be more difficult in extremely high-risk areas. 

6.67 Insurance may be offered to many households, but there can often be issues in 
relation to coverage, especially if rebuilding costs aren’t suitably built into the 
level of cover. In many bushfire-prone areas, houses will have to be rebuilt to 
much higher standards than when they were originally built. On top of this, 
some policies may offer lower amounts of coverage for some types of risk. 

6.68 It would be useful to assess the market coverage for bushfire risks in different 
areas. One of the reasons for the debate in relation to a flood and storm pool 
for northern Australia was the fact that, in many areas, no insurers were 

 
42 For more information, see: https://www.floodre.co.uk/ 

43 For more information, see: https://www.floodsmart.gov/ 
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offering flood or storm coverage in some towns or postcodes. It would be 
worthwhile tasking a suitable regulator with assessing the extent of coverage 
for bushfire risk across Australia. 

6.69 The committee is of the view that a number of strategies are worth exploring in 
order to effectively address the potential for insurance market failure in 
bushfire prone regions: 

 Ways in which to improve mitigation (e.g., including subsidies, improved 
education etc.); 

 A clearer understanding of market structure (e.g., are there 
regions/communities lacking bushfire risk management); 

 Emerging risks (e.g., improved data potentially resulting in insurers 
unwinding cross-subsidies); 

 A thorough examination of underinsurance (e.g., due to coverage not 
allowing for a full rebuild consistent with current building standards) and, 
to the extent that it exists, possible strategies to deal with it; and 

 A thorough examination of the risks and potential limits of the effectiveness 
of different models of government intervention (e.g., National Flood 
Insurance Program in the US and Flood Re in the UK).  

6.70 For small communities, towns and regional cities in bushfire-prone regions of 
Australia that are striving to grow and flourish, the affordability of insurance 
is increasingly recognised as a challenge to liveability and economic prosperity 
more broadly. The cost of insurance in bushfire prone regions is not just a 
problem for the region, but for the country more generally. 

6.71 The committee therefore recommends that the Treasurer direct the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) to conduct an inquiry into 
the supply of the relevant range of general building and business insurance 
products to consumers in bushfire prone regions of Australia with terms of 
refence that cover various matters as listed below. 

Recommendation 14 
6.72 The committee recommends that the Treasurer direct the Australian 

Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) to conduct an inquiry into 
the supply of the relevant range of general building and business insurance 
products to consumers in bushfire prone regions of Australia, with terms of 
reference that cover the following matters: 

 pricing and availability of insurance to consumers in bushfire prone 
regions;  

 key cost components of insurance pricing in bushfire prone regions and 
how they have changed over time, particularly catastrophe risk;  

 terms and conditions on which insurance is supplied in bushfire prone 
regions; 
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 competitiveness of markets for insurance in bushfire prone regions;  
 the existence and extent of any barriers to entry, expansion and/or exit in 

the supply of insurance in bushfire prone regions;  
 any impediments to consumer choice, including transaction costs, a lack 

of transparent information, or other factors;  
 identifying any regulatory issues, or market participant behaviour or 

practices that may not be supporting the development of competitive 
markets for insurance in bushfire prone regions;  

 the profitability of insurers through time and the extent to which profits 
are, or are expected to be, commensurate with risk, particularly having 
regard to the material financial risks posed by climate change; and 

 potential policy innovations that would stimulate the creation of a market 
relationship between expenditure on resilience and mitigation measures 
by households and firms, and insurers’ pricing of bushfire risk for those 
households and firms that undertake resilience and mitigation 
expenditure. 
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Chapter 7 
The impacts and risks of bushfires and resilience 

measures 

7.1 This chapter will examine several impacts and risks of bushfires, including the 
impact of bushfire smoke on both human health and agricultural industries 
(such as the wine industry), as well as the impact of an increasingly changing 
climate. 

7.2 It will then consider a number of hazard reduction and mitigation efforts that 
could assist in increasing preparedness for, and resilience to, natural disasters 
and the important role that early detection can have in limiting the impact of 
bushfires. Resilience measures, including improved building standards and 
retrofitting, are also considered. 

Climate change 
7.3 Evidence provided to the committee consistently noted that climate change is 

having an impact on the increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather 
and climate systems, which in turn impacts on natural hazards.1 

7.4 The Royal Commission prefaced its report by noting that further global 
warming over the coming decades is inevitable. It noted that the 2019-20 
bushfire season had made it clear that bushfire behaviour is becoming more 
extreme and less predictable, and it argued that: 

To properly manage natural disasters of national scale and consequence, it 
is no longer suitable or appropriate to assess disaster risk at an individual 
hazard level. We must assess the risk of multiple hazard events occurring 
concurrently or consecutively. We must look for opportunities to reduce 
the exposure of communities to natural hazard events and increase the 
capacity of communities to prepare for and recover from their impacts.2 

7.5 Not only did the Royal Commission find that the that scope of natural 
disasters has changed, but it also noted predictions that they are expected to 
become “more complex, more unpredictable, and more difficult to manage”.3 
Importantly, the Royal Commission also found that in future, catastrophic fire 

 
1 See, for example, Law Institute Victoria, Submission 176, p. 1, Dr Sophie Lewis, Submission 1, Mr 

Richard Miller, Submission 3, Mr Rohan Byrnes, Submission 7, Mr David Lewis, Submission 10, Ms 
Lesley Hodges, Submission 25, Mr Benjamin Cronshaw, Submission 38, Farmers for Climate Action, 
Submission 164, and Australian Council of Social Service, Submission 108. 

2 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 55.  

3 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 22. 
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conditions may render traditional bushfire prediction models and firefighting 
techniques less effective.4 

7.6 The Emergency Leaders for Climate Action (ELCA) also stressed that climate 
change – caused by the burning of coal, oil and gas – is driving worsening 
bushfire conditions in Australia, by creating: 

 Hotter temperatures: Australia is getting hotter, with more extreme hot 
days and longer, hotter heatwaves. These conditions are increasing the risk 
of bushfires in many areas. 

 A longer fire season: hotter conditions mean a longer fire season, leading to 
more dangerous bushfires and leaving less time for hazard reduction. 

 Drier vegetation and fuel: hotter conditions and periods of low rainfall dry 
out soil and vegetation, increasing fire risk. 

 More lightning: a warmer climate increases the chance of lightning, which 
is a key factor in starting fires.5 

7.7 In responding to the findings of the Royal Commission, the Federal 
Government also factored in the impact of climate change by noting that, in 
future, its provision and coordination of resources will be done: 

…with the recognition that due to our changing climate we will 
collectively face more frequent and intense natural disasters in the future, 
while being as prepared as possible for less frequent, but profoundly 
catastrophic natural events.6 

Bushfire smoke 
7.8 According to a recent study, approximately 80 per cent of Australia’s adult 

population was affected, either directly or indirectly by the 2019-20 bushfires. 
Approximately 14 per cent (2.9 million) of the adult population were directly 
affected – their homes were lost, damaged or threatened, or their family was 
forced to evacuate. A further 15.4 million Australians were indirectly affected – 
through having a friend or family member who lost a home, having holiday 
plans disrupted, or being affected by bushfire smoke.7 

 
4 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 22. 

5 Climate Council of Australia, Unpacking the National Bushfire and Climate Summit 2020, 30 June 
2020, p. 2, https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/unpacking-national-bushfire-climate-summit-2020 
[accessed 21 October 2021]. 

6 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, A national approach to national disasters: The 
Commonwealth Government response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements, November 2020, p. 3. 

7 Biddle, N., Edwards, B., and Makkai, T., ANU Centre for Social Research Measures, Exposure and 
the impact on attitudes of the 2019-20 Australian Bushfires, 2020, cited in Climate Council of Australia, 
Summer of Crisis, 2020, p. 1. 
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7.9 In addition to those living in the rural and regional areas directly impacted by 
the fires, during the 2019-20 bushfire crisis, bushfire smoke blanketed a 
number of key population centres, including Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne and 
Canberra. As a result of the bushfire smoke, the residents of rural, regional and 
urban areas were affected by dangerous air quality for many weeks. 8 

7.10 In an October 2021 research article, the enormous impact that bushfire smoke 
had on the community was detailed, and in particular on people around the 
ACT. The authors of the research, published in Frontiers in Public Health, 
observed that the public health impacts of bushfire smoke are becoming 
increasingly known, with smoke travelling long distances and affecting large 
populations, and with 340,000 deaths per year globally attributed to bushfire 
smoke.9 

7.11 The following statistics highlight the physical health impacts of the smoke 
from the 2019-20 bushfires, based on a preliminary evaluation of the air 
pollution health burden in eastern Australia:  

 417 excess deaths; 
 over 3000 excess hospitalisations for cardiovascular and respiratory 

problems; and  
 1305 presentations to emergency departments with asthma.10 

7.12 The research concluded that “bushfire smoke can have considerable and 
underestimated effects on physical and mental health, beyond those associated 
with direct contact with fire and the acute effects of smoke inhalation”. The 
authors continued that:  

Greater understanding of mental health and long-term health effects is 
needed, particularly for at-risk groups, including parents, those with 
existing health conditions, or those who had previous exposure to fire and 
smoke. Improved public health communication is needed to strengthen 
individuals’ ability to prevent harm and protect the health of themselves 
and their families for future events.11 

 
8 Biddle, N., Edwards, B., and Makkai, T., ANU Centre for Social Research Measures, Exposure and 

the impact on attitudes of the 2019-20 Australian Bushfires, 2020, cited in Climate Council of Australia, 
Summer of Crisis, 2020, pp. 1 and 15. 

9 Rodney RM, Swaminathan A, Calear AL, Christensen BK, Lal A, Lane J, Leviston Z, Reynolds 
J, Trevenar S, Vardoulakis S and Walker I (2021) ‘Physical and Mental Health Effects of Bushfire 
and Smoke in the Australian Capital Territory 2019–20’, Frontiers in Public Health, Volume 9, 
October 2021, p. 2.  

10 Rodney RM, Swaminathan A, Calear AL, Christensen BK, Lal A, Lane J, Leviston Z, Reynolds 
J, Trevenar S, Vardoulakis S and Walker I (2021) ‘Physical and Mental Health Effects of Bushfire 
and Smoke in the Australian Capital Territory 2019–20’, Frontiers in Public Health, Volume 9, 
October 2021, p. 2. 

11 Rodney RM, Swaminathan A, Calear AL, Christensen BK, Lal A, Lane J, Leviston Z, Reynolds 
J, Trevenar S, Vardoulakis S and Walker I (2021) ‘Physical and Mental Health Effects of Bushfire 
and Smoke in the Australian Capital Territory 2019–20’, Frontiers in Public Health, Volume 9, 
October 2021, p.11. 
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Impacts of bushfire smoke on pregnant women and babies 
7.13 Dr Rebecca McGowan, a rural GP, told the committee that she had seen first-

hand the severe impacts of bushfire smoke on her patients – particularly 
pregnant women. Dr McGowan noted that she had seen an increased rate of 
babies born early, babies born small, and babies born with diseased placentas. 
She also reported increased rates of high blood pressure and increased rates of 
diabetes.12 

7.14 Dr McGowan argued that exposure to bushfire smoke can also create increased 
mental health problems, such as anxiety and depression – particularly in 
women who are pregnant. She noted that there have been some studies that 
have shown that bushfire smoke in Sydney on some of the worst days was 
equivalent to smoking 37 cigarettes a day, and this is estimated to be higher 
closer to the bushfires.13 Dr McGowan told the committee that: 

I have cared for pregnant women who have been quite negatively affected 
by inhaling bushfire smoke over the season that we are discussing today, 
the 2019 and the summer of 2020, in my area of Albury-Wodonga. In one 
case, a woman had a placenta that was severely affected by smoke. This 
woman had never smoked in her life, yet, when she delivered her baby, the 
placenta was small, grainy and very unhealthy looking. According to my 
patient, the midwives were shocked and couldn't believe that she had 
never smoked. In fact, they commented that her placenta looked like she 
had been a pack-a-day smoker. This baby was born early and was born 
small. Another issue with these placentas that I am seeing in my practice is 
that, because the placentas are diseased, they don't come away properly as 
an after birth, and they become what we call in the medical profession 
'retained products of conception', which means that these diseased, fragile 
placentas get left behind. In my practice I have seen an increased rate of 
women who were pregnant over this season needing to return to hospital a 
week or two after the birth to have the placenta surgically removed. I am 
also seeing increased anxiety and a sense of panic in my patients who are 
pregnant during the days of smoke. Often my patients may have toddlers 
or younger children, and they need to cope with days and days of dark 
smoke, not knowing what to do, not knowing whether to evacuate and not 
knowing where to evacuate to.14 

7.15 In its interim report, the committee noted that a study would be conducted by 
the Australian National University, in partnership with the Universities of 
Wollongong and Canberra, the Canberra Health Service and NSW Health. The 
purpose of the study, announced in August 2020, was to examine the effects of 

 

12 Dr Rebecca McGowan, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 11. 

13 Dr Rebecca McGowan, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 11. 

14 Dr Rebecca McGowan, Proof Committee Hansard, 29 September 2021, p. 11. 
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the 2019-20 bushfires on pregnant women and their babies (from the ACT and 
south-eastern NSW).15 

7.16 The committee has been following the progress of this study – The Mother and 
Child 2020 Study (MC2020) – a longitudinal cohort study, which has recruited 
participants with shared characteristics and has followed them over a period of 
time. The study recruited mother-child pairs in the ACT and south-east NSW 
who had a baby no older than 3 months or was at any stage of pregnancy on 
1 February 2020, or who became pregnant by 30 April 2020. The study notes 
that the same population will have now also been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, so the project has adapted to include these circumstances as well. 
The effects of the bushfire on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and 
their babies is also a particular focus as this group had been severely affected 
within the region. 

7.17 The research team is working toward developing a better understanding of the 
impact both these crises have had on the health of mothers and babies. It is 
intended that these findings will inform the design of interventions to improve 
the outcomes for those most affected, now and in future years. 

7.18 The researchers have had discussions with parents in 2021 about smoke, air 
quality and pregnancy in the ACT and south-eastern NSW. They have also had 
discussions with experts in public and maternal health, air quality, and 
housing. Some of the key findings from the research include: 

 Many women who were pregnant, or had newborn babies, experienced 
high levels of stress during the bushfire smoke event, including anxiety 
about protecting their babies/children from the smoke and disruption to 
daily life. 

 Parents were uncertain about the possible impacts of smoke exposure on 
their yet to be born, or new born, baby. 

 Almost all parents would have liked more information about smoke 
exposure and how they could protect themselves and their children. 

  Many mothers experienced disruptions to their pre- and post-natal services 
(often made worse by COVID-19 restrictions). 

 Usual social support networks were disrupted over this period for many 
parents, who drew on a range of other supports (including, for example, 
online mothers’ groups). Disrupted social support was exacerbated by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Many parents expressed concerns about climate change and their children’s 
future.16 

 
15 Australian National University, ANU College of Health and Medicine, 

https://medicalschool.anu.edu.au/research/projects/mother-and-child-2020-mc2020/learn-more 
[accessed 19 November 2021]. 
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7.19 Based on its findings to date, the research team has been advising government 
and health services that there is a need for: 

 time and place specific air-quality information and advice; 
 more detailed information about the effects of smoke exposure on infants 

and pregnant mothers and advice about what to do; and  
 better planning for future smoke events to ensure less disruption of 

maternal and infant care services.17 

Impacts of bushfire smoke on the wine industry 
7.20 As noted above, smoke covered several regions for prolonged periods during 

and after the 2019-20 bushfires. In addition to reduced air quality, which had 
direct impacts on human health the smoke also impacted agricultural 
industries, including the wine industry. 

7.21 The committee was told, for example, that wineries in the Megalong Valley 
had lost a year of production due to smoke taint.18 The Rural City of 
Wangaratta also indicated that a study it had commissioned on the impacts of 
smoke taint on the wine industry in North East Victoria had found that: 

 more than 18,000 tonnes of grapes were available for harvest in the rural 
City of Wangaratta in 2020, with a farm gate value of around $22 million; 

 less than 13,000 tonnes of these grapes were picked, and were only valued at 
approximately $9.5 million – with a large portion being sold for only 20 per 
cent of their original value; and 

 the retail value of wine lost (not produced) because of the impacts of smoke 
was estimated to be worth over $76 million to the economy.19 

7.22 The Rural City of Wangaratta advised that, as a result of the bushfires, a North 
East Wines Zone Advisory Group had been established, to provide a unified 
voice for the local wine industry and share information. It was noted that a 
number of initiatives have also been implemented to assist the industry, both 
in relation to recovery, and to prepare for future bushfire events. For example, 
a recent wine industry forum on smoke taint – Early Warning Smoke Sensor 
Program – had provided growers with information on ways to mitigate losses, 
and explored other uses and methods to process impacted grapes.20 

 
16 Australian National University, ANU College of Health and Medicine, Mother and Child 2020 

Newsletter, November 2021, pp. 1-2. 

17 Australian National University, ANU College of Health and Medicine, Mother and Child 2020 
Newsletter, November 2021, pp. 1-2. 

18 Mr Max Horn, Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association, Committee Hansard, 
28 April 2021, p. 21. 

19 Rural City of Wangaratta, Submission 190, p. 3. 

20 Rural City of Wangaratta, Submission 190, p. 3. 
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Preparation and mitigation efforts 
7.23 The need for Australian communities to increase both their preparedness for, 

and their resilience to, natural disasters was a point made very clearly by 
stakeholders throughout the committee’s inquiry. As the committee noted in 
its interim report: 

Significant and ongoing mitigation efforts are required to address 
emissions reduction, and the risks presented by a changing climate and the 
increased severity and frequency of natural disaster events like bushfires.21 

7.24 A consistent thread across the various inquiries and investigations in relation 
to the 2019-20 bushfire season, has been a common recognition that the issues 
of climate change, bushfire and natural disaster resilience, risk mitigation 
efforts, and greater cohesion between jurisdictions, are inextricably linked. 

7.25 Stakeholders have argued that without direct and immediate action on climate 
change, mitigation strategies will be ineffective. It is also argued, that without 
a concentrated effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the hot, dry 
conditions that fuelled the 2019-20 fires will continue to worsen, meaning that 
bushfire seasons will be longer and more dangerous.22 

7.26 It has become increasingly clear that for communities to be better prepared for 
future natural disasters, Australia’s knowledge-base in relation to risk, 
resources and capability needs to be significantly increased. Future 
preparedness for disasters such bushfires, for example, will require strong 
leadership, a national approach to fire management, and a 
whole-of-community approach to disaster risk management. 

7.27 The Royal Commission’s report summarised the views of stakeholders by 
observing that achieving an effective national approach to natural disasters 
will require a “clear, robust and accountable system capable of providing a 
comprehensive understanding of, and responding to, the aggregated risks 
associated with mitigation, preparation for, response to and recovery from 
natural disasters”.23 The Royal Commission also argued that such a system: 

…must have unbroken linkages in place from the highest levels of 
government to individuals in the community; provide decision makers 
with timely, consistent and accurate information; be structured for 
decisions to be made at the most appropriate level; allow decision makers 
to understand and mitigate all risks so far as reasonably practicable; enable 
stakeholders to understand the residual risk and inform others so that they 

 
21 Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to 

the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, p. 171. 

22 Climate Council of Australia, Unpacking the National Bushfire and Climate Summit 2020, 30 June 
2020, p. 3, https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/unpacking-national-bushfire-climate-summit-2020 
[accessed 21 October 2021]. 

23 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 
Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 7. 
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may take appropriate actions; and it must be resourced to fulfill these 
functions.24 

7.28 The importance of clear leadership in relation to bushfire mitigation, 
adaptation and resilience was stressed by a number of stakeholders, including 
members of the Cobargo community who argued that a clear statement about 
the need for communities to undertake climate and disaster mitigation “would 
provide impetus to rural regional investment and would enable communities 
to move forward on adaptation planning, resilience building and disaster 
planning”. Further, it was argued: 

That's why governments and politicians at all levels and the business 
community must engage openly, sincerely and in a bipartisan spirit with 
communities as equal partners—not as victims, not as supplicants, nor as 
token stakeholders—to support our efforts to prepare for the next one. We 
don't want to find ourselves in a situation where we're trying to run to 
catch up to help people recover from these disasters. Pre-emptive planning 
is the key to good disaster recovery.25 

7.29 Throughout the inquiry, it was acknowledged that this type of critical 
planning and mitigation work – including land management and hazard 
reduction is frequently left to community volunteers to coordinate.  

Improving resilience and taking action before disaster 
7.30 The Bushfire Building Council of Australia (BBCA) made the important point 

that “adaptation of the built environment…adopted before disasters occur, can 
alleviate the underlying inequalities exacerbated by disasters”, noting that this 
included “creating safer homes, and affordable insurance and finance for all 
households”.26 

7.31 The BBCA continued that it was in the public interest to adapt buildings for 
climate and disaster resilience for “several compelling reasons including life 
safety, affordable insurance and finance, sustainable communities, reducing 
economic shocks, productivity and wellbeing”.27 

7.32 Further to this, the BBCA quantified that for 1000 properties retrofitted to 
address bushfire risk, 277 jobs would be created and an economic benefit of 
$33 million would be realised, as “retrofitting for disaster resilience creates 
new, unplanned building activity utilising existing trade skills such as 

 
24 Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, Royal Commission into National 

Natural Disaster Arrangements: Report, October 2020, p. 7. 

25 Ms Zena Armstrong, Committee Hansard, 2 March 2021, p. 3. 

26 Emphasis in original. Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 3. 

27 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 21. See also: Australian Local 
Government Association, Submission 160, p. 8. 
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landscaping, carpentry and roofing”.28 The BBCA also drew attention to the 
key roles of resilience and sustainability, saying:  

Disaster resilience and sustainability are interdependent. Disaster resilient 
assets are more robust and have longer life cycles. Reducing the likelihood 
of building loss avoids the carbon impacts associated with re-building, 
including replacement, transport, maintenance and disposal carbon 
emissions. DRSR measures building performance for climate and disaster 
risk, a vital input in assessing the building’s lifespan and embodied carbon 
footprint.29 

Hazard reduction 
7.33 Land management – including fuel management and hazard reduction – are 

contested and divisive issues. Over the years, numerous theories, reviews, 
research projects, and perspectives have been offered up in relation to fuel 
management and hazard reduction, and their impact on communities and the 
environment. However, the usefulness these methods, and their value in terms 
of reducing bushfire risk remain matters of ongoing debate. 

7.34 Professor David Lindenmayer, one of the world’s most highly cited scientists, 
particularly in forest ecology and management, provided very clear evidence 
to the committee on these issues. Professor Lindenmayer argued that from the 
meta reviews and other research he has been involved in over the past 
38 years, several things have emerged: 

The first one is that the relationship between climate change and fire is 
critical. What we've seen in the last six decades, since 1960, the year that I 
was born, is there's been a ten-fold increase in the number of high forest 
fire danger index days. We've already seen in parts of Australia a 
1.5 degree increase in temperature and a marked drying in south-western 
and south-eastern Australia. There's also been an increase in high-severity 
fire, so the area that is burnt by high-severity fire has increased. There's 
been an increase in the frequency of fire, including high-severity fire. 
Underneath this impact of climate change, there's also an effect of forest 
management. Our work and work by many other people indicates that 
there is a strong relationship between logging and the proneness of forest 
to burn at high severity. There is a new study from the 2019-20 fires which 
was accepted a couple of months ago. … It clearly shows that young log 
forests are at elevated risk of high-severity fire, and the overwhelming 
evidence shows that the lowest severity fire occurs in the oldest forests.30 

7.35 Professor Lindenmayer also noted that one of the key topics he has worked on 
is hazard reduction burning. He told the committee that it has become quite 
clear that under extreme conditions – particularly those associated with 

 
28 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 20. 

29 Bushfires Building Council of Australia, Submission 186, p. 21. 

30 Professor David Lindenmayer, AO, Professor of Ecology, Fenner School of Environment and 
Society, Australian National University, Proof Committee Hansard, 27 July 2021, p. 1. 
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climate change – hazard reduction burning has reduced effectiveness. The 
Professor went on to argue that: 

In fact, in some cases, it is possible that hazard reduction burning may 
make ecosystems more prone to high-severity fire. There's integrated 
thinking around increasing climate change effects. Increasing flammability 
of forests, reduced hazard reduction burns to mitigate the effects clearly 
show that we need to have new approaches to tackling fire. We need to do 
more lightning modelling to detect fire ignitions much more quickly. We 
need to use new technology to engage in early detection, we need new 
technology for rapid suppression and we need to target those activities 
around areas of high risk, particularly where there's been an increase in the 
flammability of forests. We need to reduce the flammability of forests by 
not logging them, we need to engage in processes of deeply thought 
through cultural burning that intersects with Western science—that's an 
intersection of Indigenous knowledge and Western science knowledge—
and we need better plantation design. This is critical for several reasons. 
One is that we know from work that we've done on the plantation sector—
and this is a book that looks at exactly that—there are ways of designing 
plantations to reduce their fire risks. We also know from some work that 
has just been published in the International Journal of Wildland Fire … 
[the] frequency of high severity fire means that the long-term sustainability 
of the native forest sector is untenable. Fire is simply burning too quickly 
and at too high severity…31 

7.36 The committee noted, that to many observers, the Professor’s views would 
seem to be counterintuitive. Professor Lindenmayer was, therefore, asked to 
explain why an approach that has historically been adopted in Australia, can 
actually have either a negligible effect, or a negative effect, on the flammability 
of trees.  

7.37 In response, Professor Lindenmayer told the committee that very early in the 
life of a forest (after it has initially been logged) there is a very low risk of high-
severity fire. What happens after that, however, as the forest becomes much 
older and the fuel changes, is that the risk increases steeply. 

7.38 Professor Lindenmayer also indicated that the conventional thinking in 
relation to thinning of forests – entering forests and thinning them out 
mechanically – has also changed. He told the committee that expert analysis of 
what had happened during the 2019-20 bushfires, had shown that thinning 
had either had no effect, or in some cases, had made it worse. In explaining 
this situation, he noted that: 

 thinning opens up the forest, creating warmer conditions and more open 
conditions, which is likely to be more conducive to bringing fire from the 
forest floor to the canopy; 

 
31 Professor David Lindenmayer, AO, Professor of Ecology, Fenner School of Environment and 
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 in an Australian context, often a lot of the material that is cut in a forest 
during a thinning operation is actually left on the forest floor; 

 there is a marked difference between what we see in Australia and what 
happens in North America, because thinning is tied with prescribed burning 
in those ecosystems; and 

 in Australia, prescribed burning is largely removed from native forest wood 
production areas because of the damage that prescribed burning does to the 
timber.32 

7.39 Professor Lindenmayer concluded by saying that “we should not be logging 
close to human settlements, and we should not be thinning forests close to 
human settlements”.33 When questioned further about the likely impact of 
prescribed burning close to urban areas or rural properties, Professor 
Lindenmayer told the committee: 

What do we do in those cases of a forest-urban settlement interface? We 
need to be doing prescribed burning in those places, but we need to do it 
in a very focused way. It needs to be done very close to human settlements 
and it needs to be done very regularly. When I say close, I mean it needs to 
be done within a kilometre or two, and every three to five years. It needs to 
be done frequently and it needs to be done in close proximity. The reason 
we need to do that is that we need to stop forests entering into that highly 
flammable phase. We need forests to be quite young in terms of the 
understorey and other cover. That means that those areas are going to 
need to be burnt repeatedly and close to human settlements. 

I would argue that the prescribed burning done in very remote areas is 
largely wasted money. We should be focusing the money that we do have 
set aside for hazard reduction burning close to where it's going to be most 
effective. How do we know that this is where it's most effective? Work 
done by my colleagues Geoff Cary and Phil Gibbons at the Australian 
National University looked at the extent of house loss after the 2009 fires, 
and climate and weather were the major drivers of house loss. Prescribed 
burning did have an effect, but it needed to be done frequently and it 
needed to be done close. So, yes, hazard reduction burning is important, 
but it needs to be targeted. We shouldn't be wasting efforts in very remote 
areas that will have very little effect in terms of protecting people's houses 
and their lives.34 

 

 

 
32 Professor David Lindenmayer, AO, Professor of Ecology, Fenner School of Environment and 
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State inquiry findings around hazard reduction  
7.40 The Victorian Government’s Inquiry into the 2019-29 Victorian Fire Season 

noted that throughout its inquiry, communities expressed a strong interest in 
both the application and effectiveness of hazard reduction burning. The 
Victorian report also acknowledged that it is a contested issue, noting that: 

At one end of the scale are those who believe that regular and repeated 
planned burning will reduce or eliminate uncontrollable bushfires. At the 
other end are those who favour total exclusion of fire from the landscape.35 

7.41 In presenting its findings, the Victorian Government’s report reflected that 
while planned burning (and other fuel management techniques) can alter fuel 
loads, it must be carefully applied to reduce the risk of bushfire. It also made 
the point that even with an extensive fuel management program, bushfire risk 
remains, and increases as the vegetation regrows.36 

7.42 The issue of hazard reduction – as a tool for bushfire prevention, mitigation 
and suppression – was likewise closely examined by the NSW Bushfire 
Inquiry. The NSW Bushfire Inquiry recommended improvements to risk 
planning, reporting and audit responsibilities around bushfire risk 
management planning. The NSW Government has committed to an increased 
level of funding to focus on implementing recommended improvements, and a 
number of amendments have been made to relevant NSW legislation. This 
includes the introduction of new legislation to encourage public authorities 
and private corporations to better engage with their responsibilities to 
minimise bushfire hazard on their land.37 

7.43 In terms of bushfire risk management planning, the NSW Government 
submitted that the NSW Rural Fire Service applies a strategic risk-based 
approach to hazard reduction works, and prioritises carefully targeted burns 
that protect the community, homes and the environment. Further, the NSW 
Government argued that while hazard reduction is one of the most effective 
measures to prevent, mitigate and suppress bushfires, it is not, however, a 
panacea for bushfire risk.38 

 

 

 
35 Inspector-General for Emergency Management, Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season: 

Summary Report: Phase 1 – Community and sector preparedness for and response to the 2019-20 fire 
season, October 2020, p. 14. 

36 Inspector-General for Emergency Management, Inquiry into the 2019-20 Victorian Fire Season: 
Summary Report: Phase 1 – Community and sector preparedness for and response to the 2019-20 fire 
season, October 2020, p. 14. 
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Local experiences and views 
7.44 It was submitted to the committee that, in addition to a lack of clarity around 

responsibilities, permissions and development applications, obstructive 
regulations have resulted in many property owners not undertaking adequate 
hazard reduction. Further, it was argued that the NSW Government – and in 
particular the NSW RFS administration – have some culpability in allowing the 
build-up of excessive fuel that was the essential component of the fires.39 Some 
of the experiences and points of view of residents regarding hazard reduction 
are detailed below. 

7.45 For example, Bilpin residents Martin and Marion Tebbutt submitted that they 
have lived in an area that the NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) has classed as a 
Category One Bushfire Prone Area, since 1972. When they initially moved to 
the area there were no restrictions on landholders doing their own hazard 
reduction or clearing. Over recent years, however, it was argued that “there 
has progressively been a continuing raft of NSW regulations 
obstructing/preventing rural landowners from doing any clearing without 
onerous consents being first sought”.40 

7.46 Macdonald Valley resident and RFS Volunteer, Mr Stephen Brown, submitted 
that the Macdonald Valley has a slow, but evolving program for hazard 
reduction which addresses the interface of properties and asset protection as 
well as the National Park and crown lands. Mr Brown indicated that, 
anecdotally: 

 the conduct of hazard reduction in the prior 2-5 years did not appear to 
influence a reduced fire performance/impact, and afford mitigation because 
the fuel loads had re-developed; 

 historically farmers conducted very regular lower intensity winter burns 
from the valley floor into the hills (National Parks), to manage fuel load and 
provide winter gazing, something that is more akin to indigenous practices; 

 there is no transparent and accessible program for hazard reduction and fire 
mitigation for the vast footprints of the National Parks/crown lands which 
encircle the region.41 

7.47 Further, Mr Brown argued that a more ambitious and better resourced 
National Parks and Wildlife Service and a Rural Fire Service that consults 
locally (and has a planning and execution framework) could deliver greater 
mitigation preparation. If this was combined with encouragement and 
assistance for local land owners to conduct hazard reduction, this coordinated 
effort may lead to greater levels of preparedness.42 

 
39 Mr Martin and Ms Marion Tebbutt, Submission 185, [p. 2]. 
40 Mr Martin and Ms Marion Tebbutt, Submission 185, [p. 2]. 
41 Mr Stephen Brown, Submission 183, p. 4. 
42 Mr Stephen Brown, Submission 183, p. 4. 
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7.48 Blue Mountains resident, Mrs Leanne Hanvey, submitted that hazard 
reduction burning is not a silver bullet, and noted that according to 
independent experts, the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service had more 
than doubled the amount of prescribed burning on park land over the past 
decade. Mrs Hanvey argued that the additional hazard reduction hadn’t 
stopped or reduced the scale or severity of the 2019-20 bushfires, and may in 
fact be causing more problems than it is alleviating, for example: 

 The impact of prescribed burning on air quality has a significant impact on 
human health, with poor air quality impacting every cell in the human body 
according to recent research. Smoke from last summer’s bushfires caused 
more deaths than the actual fires themselves. 

 Burning vegetation emits large amounts of carbon dioxide that exacerbates 
the impacts of climate change. 

 Regular burning of native vegetation changes the kind of vegetation that 
exists in an area. The plants that survive are more fire-prone and burn more 
easily, the moisture in the soil decreases, and wind increases through the 
landscape as the vegetation is opened up by the fire which in turn causes 
more drying.43 

7.49 The NSW RFS ‘10/50 Vegetation Clearing Code Practice for New South Wales’ 
(known as the 10/50 Code) allows landholders to clear trees on their property, 
if within 10 metres of a home, without seeking approval; and to clear 
underlying vegetation (other than trees) within 50 metres of a home, without 
seeking approval.44 Lower Blue Mountains resident, and member of the 
Community Fire Unit, Mr Bruce Saunders, called for amendments to the 
existing 10/50 Code, arguing that changes would enable residents in the Blue 
Mountains whose property backs on to bushland, to better clear hazards 
within 50 metres of their homes.45 

Use of technology in an integrated system 
7.50 Professor David Lindenmayer argued strongly that what Australia needs is an 

integrated system in relation to bushfire. Professor Lindenmayer noted that 
during the 2019-20 fire season, there had been almost no instances of arson, 
with almost all of the major ignitions being due to dry lightning. He told the 
committee that: 

 there are ways to mathematically model lightning strikes during lightning 
storms (where there might be a thousand touchdowns in any overnight 
period); 

 
43 Mrs Leanne Hanvey, Submission 178, [p. 2]. 

44 See: NSW Rural Fire Service, 10/50 Vegetation Clearing Code of Practice for New South Wales, 
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 there is a way to detect dry lightning strikes with drone fleets; and 
 there is a way to extinguish those ignitions very quickly when it’s possible 

to do so, and they are very limited in spatial extent.46 

7.51 Professor Lindenmayer also indicated that these more technical ways of 
focussing firefighting efforts are currently being considered by researchers: 

There's also a way to focus your extinguishing efforts, your suppression 
efforts, by selecting those areas that have high flammability where we 
know we need to do the suppression very quickly. So the broader thinking 
here, and at ANU we've been thinking about this deeply for the last year, is 
that integration of lightning modelling with new technology around rapid 
detection, around new technology for rapid suppression and prioritisation 
to focus where you do the suppression very quickly. So if you're dealing 
with a young heathland that's burnt relatively recently, you would have 
that lower on your priority list relative to a 20-year-old or 30-year-old 
logged forest which has a high risk of high-severity fire because it's very 
flammable. So it allows you to prioritise these efforts for the best outcome. 
I think there's a very powerful case for integrating these aspects of fire 
detection and suppression and prioritisation.47 

7.52 Professor Lindenmayer concluded his evidence to the committee by arguing 
that the opportunity exists for Australia to be a leader in bushfire technology, 
but it will require a coordinated effort and appropriate funding:  

There hasn't been a lot of progress so far. ANU has worked pretty hard to 
develop a proposal around the integration across lightning modelling, 
detection, suppression, prioritisation and focusing of hazard reduction 
burning. I think it's important that it's an integrated package. We've 
thought deeply about how much it would cost to get that happening. 
There have been discussions between our vice-chancellor and the 
emergency services minister in New South Wales, and discussions in 
Victoria, but we haven't yet made traction to actually see that 
implemented. I think there is an enormous opportunity there. Our 
estimates are that it would cost about $41 million to implement that kind of 
project. That sounds like a lot of money, but I think it's trivial relative to 
the insurance bill, for example, in Mallacoota, Cobargo or any number of 
places that were severely affected in the 2019-20 fires. There are still 
discussions that need to be had there. There is an enormous opportunity 
for Australia to be a leader in that space, including manufacturing drone 
technology and other technologies to help with that. I think there is an 
enormous opportunity, but we haven't realised it. We haven't capitalised 
on it yet, so to speak.48 

 
46 Professor David Lindenmayer, AO, Professor of Ecology, Fenner School of Environment and 

Society, Australian National University, Proof Committee Hansard, 27 July 2021, p. 4. 
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Indigenous land management practices 
7.53 Evidence to the committee also considered the role that First Nations land use 

and management practices, and cultural burning, could contribute to hazard 
reduction. 

7.54 For example, Mrs Hanvey observed that fire has been a part of the Australian 
landscape for tens of thousands of years and plays an important ecological 
function for many native species. It was noted that Aboriginal cultural burning 
uses quite different techniques to hazard reduction burning and may therefore 
offer a viable alternative. Ms Hanvey also pointed to anecdotal evidence that 
the amount of smoke released during cultural burning is lower than for hazard 
reduction burns. She also noted that while these burns are smaller in size, 
cooler, and have less impact on the landscape, they are as effective as current 
practices.49 

7.55 The President of the Megalong Valley Community Landowners Association, 
Mr Max Horn, told the committee that hazard reduction doesn’t just involve 
controlled burning. It is an approach that reduces the fuel load in an area, and 
it is the fuel load which is key. Mr Horn indicated that it was his 
understanding that pre white settlement, fuel load was effectively limited 
through a combination of uncontrolled natural fires and Indigenous burning 
practices. He related to the committee a story told to him by a neighbour, who 
had grown up in the Megalong Valley in the fifties: 

…an Indigenous elder explained to him that healthy bush was clear 
enough to throw a spear through. If you go into the national parks today, 
that is often not what you see. In general, in modern times we work hard 
to control naturally lit fires and we don't apply Indigenous burning 
practices in the same broadscale way anymore, so fuel loads in our 
national parks have increased. Fires are burning hotter, are harder to 
control and kill wildlife on a tragic scale. Further, due to the growth of 
dense scrub, there is less native grass in the bush, so native animals like 
kangaroos are forced out onto farmland.50 

7.56 Mr Horn argued that Indigenous burning practices shouldn’t be ignored, and 
that community members would like to see these practices encouraged and 
done for the right reasons, within the bounds of practicality. He told the 
committee that: 

Ultimately, we want to take advantage of all practical methods to reduce 
the fuel load in our environment. Excess fuel loads, combined with global 
warming—projections of greater winds and longer dry spells—are the 
death knell of our environment. What happened in the 2019-20 fires could 
be seen as an indictment of current management practices of our national 
parks. There was so much fuel that fires burned so hot in some areas they 

 
49 Mrs Leanne Hanvey, Submission 178, [p. 2]. 
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killed everything. There is a reason the Megalong Valley farmland saw its 
first koalas in living memory, because there was no safe refuge left in the 
so-called World Heritage area.51 

7.57 When asked about the issue of cultural burning practices, and whether they 
would be useful in areas close to rural properties and urban settlements, 
Professor David Lindenmayer indicated that: 

There's an opportunity here to think about hazard reduction burning going 
hand in glove with cultural burning in understanding house loss and the 
dynamics of vegetation. There's an important opportunity here to meld 
Western science and Indigenous knowledge in culturally appropriate and 
scientifically robust ways. There are very important and valuable places to 
do that. An example of a good opportunity would be at Booderee National 
Park with the Wreck Bay Indigenous community. There's a long history of 
existing fire and biodiversity work in that area and a community that's 
willing to engage in cultural burning. There's a very important 
opportunity to bring Western science and cultural knowledge together to 
see where we can advance this space.52 

7.58 Recommendation 25 of the NSW Bushfire Inquiry recommended that 
Government adopt the principle that “cultural burning is one component of a 
broader practice of traditional Aboriginal land management and is an 
important cultural practice, not simply another technique of hazard reduction 
burning”. The NSW Rural Fire Service is working with the NSW Department 
of Planning and Environment, and the Cultural Fire Management Cross 
Government Working Group to facilitate cultural burning.53 

7.59 The issue of Indigenous land management was also examined by the Royal 
Commission. It was acknowledged that there is growing recognition of the 
value of Indigenous use of fire to improve disaster resilience by mitigating the 
effects of bushfires. This is particularly evident in the north of Australia, where 
it has been used to reduce the intensity and extent of bushfires. It was noted 
that research in northern Australia has demonstrated that savanna burns 
conducted early in the dry season can reduce the incidence of more destructive 
and higher intensity fires.54 

7.60 The Royal Commission also noted, that while reducing bushfire risk is not 
necessarily the primary purpose of Indigenous land management, reduced fuel 
loads and improved ecosystem resilience can be important benefits of its 
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application. Included in the Royal Commission’s recommendations was that 
federal, state, territory and local governments should “engage further with 
Traditional Owners to explore the relationship between Indigenous land and 
fire management and natural disaster resilience”.55 

Royal Commission findings 
7.61 The Royal Commission acknowledged the strong public interest that exists in 

relation to fuel management activities. It also recognised that there are 
polarising views on fuel management activities – particularly prescribed 
burning.56 

7.62 In reporting its findings, the Royal Commission indicated that considerable 
research has been undertaken on the effectiveness of fuel management, 
particularly prescribed burning. The outcomes of this research were 
summarised as follows: 

 Fuel load management, including prescribed burning, can materially reduce 
the risk to settlements when undertaken in the wildland-urban interface. 

 Fuel load management in targeted areas in the broader landscape, away 
from the wildland-urban interface, can materially reduce the wildfire risk to 
settlements. The areas targeted for these purposes can include high ignition 
areas (for example, high points in the landscape susceptible to lightning 
strikes), areas where the topography and forest types facilitate fire runs, 
ridges and other areas known to be associated with high intensity crown 
fires, and areas that are accessible for suppression and treatment activities. 

 Fuel management can reduce bushfire-related impacts on ecological assets 
and areas of high conservation value. 

 The amount of prescribed burning in the landscape (independent of the 
placement or arrangement of treatments) can materially affect the extent of 
bushfires. However, the evidence also suggests that the effectiveness of 
prescribed burning varies in different ecosystems and climates. 

 The effects of fuel load management in reducing bushfire impacts and 
enhancing the effectiveness of suppression and other mitigation measures is 
relatively short-lived. Generally, fuel loads re-accumulate relatively quickly 
in Australian forests, meaning fuel load management activities must be 
done reasonably regularly to be effective in mitigating risk. Consistent with 
this, research suggests that prescribed burning is most effective in reducing 
the severity of bushfires in the first 1-4 years post-treatment. Depending on 
the severity of the weather and forest type, it can aid suppression for up to 
approximately 15 years. 
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 Weather has the greatest influence on bushfire behaviour and that, as fire 
weather conditions deteriorate, the influence of fuels declines. This means 
that the benefits of fuel load management activities also decline as fire 
weather conditions deteriorate. Research suggests that most bushfire-related 
impacts on lives and property in Australia have occurred in severe, extreme 
or catastrophic fire weather conditions.57 

No single fuel management strategy 
7.63 The Royal Commission concluded that decisions made by land managers in 

relation to appropriate hazard reduction have to be tailored to both local 
conditions and context. They must also take into consideration geographic and 
landscape variables and the nature of the assets that are to be protected; 
including built, cultural and environmental assets.58 

7.64 The Royal Commission also concluded that there is no single fuel management 
strategy or technique that is applicable Australia-wide. It also noted that all 
forms of fuel management come with costs and risks, including: 

 resourcing associated with implementation (labour and equipment); 
 training to maintain currency of skills; 
 damage costs associated with fires escaping and accidents (through loss of 

life, injury or property loss); 
 respiratory-related health impacts associated with smoke exposure (when 

prescribed burning is conducted close to urban settlements); and 
 adverse environmental and heritage impacts (for example loss of amenity or 

loss of biodiversity).59 

Committee view 
7.65 The need for a cohesive, overarching response to the problems Australia will 

continue to face in relation to bushfires has been a central theme of the 
committee’s inquiry. Climate scientists, environmentalists, and community 
and industry leaders continue to call for a coordinated, national response to 
bushfires, but at the same time note that an increased effort to develop 
effective mitigation strategies will also be required. 

7.66 The committee also notes that over the years, considerable research has been 
undertaken into fuel management and prescribed burning, including how it 
influences fire behaviour. It also notes, however, that there are still gaps in the 
science, particularly into how fuels loads react in extreme fires. Consensus has 
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also yet to be reached regarding the effectiveness and efficiency of fuel 
management strategies and techniques. 

7.67 The committee is of the view that the impacts of climate change on natural 
disasters – particularly bushfires – have yet to be fully explored. The 
committee would like to see future research work fully consider the latest 
research and predictions in relation to the additional impact climate change is 
having in terms of the scale and severity of bushfires. 

7.68 Evidence provided to the inquiry has made it clear that while hazard reduction 
can help reduce fuel loads, it is only one way to mitigate bushfire risk and 
reduce the intensity of fires. Increasingly, it has been recognised that hazard 
reduction is most effective when used in conjunction with good land use 
management and mitigation strategies. 

7.69 The committee notes that the Royal Commission supported further inquiry 
and review of the legislation and processes relating to bushfire mitigation, 
hazard reduction and vegetation management.   

7.70 The committee also points to the Royal Commission’s recommendation that 
federal, state and territory governments review their assessment and approval 
processes in relation to vegetation management, bushfire mitigation and 
hazard reduction.  

7.71 Considering these findings and similar evidence put before this inquiry, the 
committee recommends a nation-wide review which examines legislation and 
processes in each jurisdiction for hazard reduction, vegetation management 
and land use management strategies.  

7.72 The committee further recommends that the review take into account the 
impact that climate change is having on fuel load across the country, with a 
view to working towards more cooperation across states and territories, and a 
national position on the issue of hazard reduction and mitigation efforts. 

7.73 The committee considers it important that this review be conducted 
collaboratively across states and territories to potentially reach a national, 
cooperative position on the issues of land management, hazard reduction and 
mitigation efforts. 

7.74 There has for many decades been a broad consensus among landholders, 
firefighting agencies, national parks and forestry agencies, and other land 
managers and custodians about the methods and efficacy of a variety of 
hazard reduction methods.  

7.75 It is clear from the submissions and other evidence received during the course 
of this inquiry, that the long-standing consensus is breaking down under 
climate change, and the scientific evidence paints a very different picture of 
future fire behaviours and risks to that which has persisted for most of the past 
century. A new consensus is needed. One which draws on the science of 
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Additional Comments - Coalition Senators 

1.1 Bushfires have long been part of the Australian landscape and pose an 
ongoing risk to lives and property, however few can contest that the 
Australian bushfire season 2019-20 was one of the worst in recent memory. 

1.2 Australians rightly expect and deserve answers to as to why the fire season in 
question was so devastating. Australians also expect Governments to present 
workable solutions to prevent, mitigate and manage future bushfire disasters. 

1.3 It’s essential that we continue to learn from our experiences so we can deal 
with future bushfire situations more effectively and limit the impact on the 
lives of Australians.  

1.4 Coalition Senators again want to highlight the Federal system and how it 
pertains to responsibilities when it comes to responding, mitigating, and 
preventing natural disasters such as bushfires. Within the federation, States 
and Territories are primarily responsible for preparation, mitigation and first 
response efforts. Commonwealth Government support has been structured in 
such a way as to complement arrangements with State and Territory 
jurisdictions to assist them in fulfilling their responsibilities. 

1.5 In preparing this report, Coalition Senators also note the multitude of other 
inquiries into the bushfire disaster, which includes State and Territory reviews, 
as well as the Royal Commission into Australia’s Natural Disaster 
Arrangements (the Royal Commission). 

1.6 This report should be seen as an addition to other such reviews and inquiries, 
which all levels of Government are currently responding to, and are in the 
process of implementing. 

1.7 The Royal Commission presented its report to the Governor-General on 28 
October 2020, and the report was tabled in Parliament on 30 October 2020. 

1.8 The Royal Commission made 80 recommendations, with over 50 involving the 
Australian Government. The Australian Government response, which was 
delivered on 13 November 2020, supported, or supported-in-principle all 
recommendations for which it was responsible, and noted those 
recommendations directed at the States and Territories. The Royal 
Commission made: 

 15 recommendations directed to the Australian Government (12 of which 
have been completed, or have met the objective of the recommendation); 

 22 recommendations specific to States and Territories; 
 42 recommendations directed to the Australian Government and States and 

Territories; and 
 1 recommendation specifically focused on the insurance industry. 
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1.9 The Royal Commission made it clear that States and Territories should 
continue to have primary responsibility for the protection of life, property and 
the environment within their jurisdictions. 

1.10 The Government agrees with the Royal Commission that the Government 
should play a greater role in relation to natural disasters on a national scale. 

1.11 On 4 October 2021, to support the implementation of the Royal Commission 
recommendations, the Government announced: 

 a $2 million national education campaign for the Australian Warning 
System – to provide public awareness and understanding of nationally 
consistent emergency warnings being rolled out by States and Territories; 

 $20 million to implement the Australian Fire Danger Rating System to give 
clear and consistent fire danger information across Australia; and  

 a $4 million boost to the National Aerial Firefighting Centre (NAFC) which 
will allow a National Large Air Tanker to be based in Australia to be readily 
available for earlier starts and later finishes to our fire seasons. 

1.12 These improvements complemented earlier reforms announced by the 
Government on 5 May 2021:  

 The establishment of the National Recovery and Resilience Agency (the 
Agency) (recommendation 3.5) that will provide: 

− support to local communities during the relief and recovery phases 
following major disasters; 

− advice to Government on policies and programs to mitigate the impact of 
future major disaster events; and 

− $600 million for the Preparing Australia Program to improve the long-
term resilience of Australian communities. 

 The establishment of the Australian Climate Service, a world-class service 
with detailed climate and disaster risk information to help Government 
better anticipate, manage and adapt to climate impacts (recommendations 
4.1-4.7). 

 Enhancements to Emergency Management Australia, which include 
development of a real time ‘common operating picture’ in the re-named 
National Situation Room. This will support decision-makers to have the 
most up to date information to hand in a crisis (recommendation 3.6). 

1.13 Supporting these initiatives, the Government is progressing a number of 
interlinked reforms, including: 

 Introducing and passing the National Emergency Declaration Act 2020 
through Parliament, which came into force on 16 December 2020 
(recommendation 5.1). 

 Making available $280 million through a Black Summer Bushfire Recovery 
Grants program to help communities still recovering from the 2019-20 
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bushfires address priority work that hasn’t been supported under other 
funding programs.  

 Establishing a reinsurance pool to make home and small business insurance 
more affordable and accessible for residents in cyclone-prone areas, mainly 
located in Northern Australia, backed by a $10 billion Government 
guarantee. 

 Committing $40 million to a three-year pilot program to partially subsidise 
the cost of cyclone risk mitigation works to improve insurance affordability 
and access for strata title properties in North Queensland. 

 Committing $261 million with states and territories to the Disaster Risk 
Reduction Funding Package, including for a national education campaign 
on the Australian Warning System (recommendation 13.4), Bushfire 
Resilience Star Rating system, and the National Bushfire Intelligence 
Capability to equip decision makers with the capabilities and information 
they need to reduce disaster risk and manage residual risk. 

Summary 
1.14 The committee received 192 submissions from a range of sources, including 

individuals, grass roots community organisations, community groups, local 
councils, State and Territory Government agencies, as well as Federal 
Government agencies. 

1.15 Coalition Senators would like to thank and acknowledge those individuals and 
groups who provided submissions to the inquiry. 

1.16 In addition to evidence provided through submissions, the committee held 10 
public hearings and had the opportunity to hear directly from communities 
directly affected by the fires, and agencies involved in the response and 
recovery after the disaster. 

1.17 The thoughts, opinions, and personal stories provided by submitters and those 
who gave evidence at public hearings is greatly appreciated. 

Additional comments on recommendations 

Recommendation 1 
1.18 Coalition Senators note that it is the responsibility of States and Territories to 

maintain an appropriate firefighting capability. However, the Commonwealth 
invests $30 million per year, through the National Aerial Firefighting Centre 
(NAFC) to provide support for a sovereign aerial firefighting capability. 

Recommendation 2 
1.19 Coalition Senators note this work is already being progressed through the 

National Emergency Management Ministers’ Meeting (NEMMM). 
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Recommendation 3 
1.20 Coalition Senators note that evacuation processes and facilities are a matter for 

the States and Territories. 

Recommendation 6 
1.21 Coalition Senators note that the oversight and responsibility for management 

of the Emergency Response Fund is the responsibility of the Department of 
Finance, as set out in the Emergency Response Fund Act 2019. 

Recommendation 8 
1.22 Coalition Senators note that the Government has committed to draw down 

two years’ worth of the $50 million annual allocation from the Emergency 
Response Fund to deliver mitigation and resilience projects. This is through 
the $100 million National Flood Mitigation Infrastructure Program. 

Recommendation 9 
1.23 Coalition Senators disagree with this proposal. Given the NRRA’s focus on 

responding to disasters, monthly reporting would be onerous. Quarterly 
reporting would be more appropriate. 

Recommendation 10 
1.24 Coalition Senators disagree with this proposal. Given the NRRA’s focus on 

responding to disasters, monthly reporting would be onerous. Quarterly 
reporting would be more appropriate. 

Recommendation 15 
1.25 Coalition Senators note that the National Cabinet has already agreed to 

establish a body focused on emergency management and recovery, this is the 
National Emergency Management Ministers Meeting (NEMMM). It may be 
more appropriate that the NEMMM focus on these issues 

 

Senator Claire Chandler 
Deputy Chair 
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Additional Comments - Australian Greens 

1.1 The Australian Greens reiterate the evidence and recommendations provided 
in our additional comments to the interim report. As we outlined more than a 
year ago:  

The committee has received very clear evidence from a range of witnesses, 
on the impact of the climate emergency on bushfire risk … Global 
warming has also made it harder to undertake hazard reduction burning 
… The science is clear: the mining and burning of coal, oil and gas increase 
the climate crisis and are making bushfires worse. The climate crisis is 
making our bushfire season longer and more extreme. Climate induced 
droughts and heatwaves increase the likelihood and severity of fires.  

The 2019–20 bushfires may have ended, but as Australia approaches 
another summer impacted by the climate crisis, the urgency of the issue 
has only increased. The only reasonable response for the Parliament to the 
inaction of the Liberal Party is to commit to meaningful, immediate action 
on emissions reductions, and declare a climate emergency. 

To meet its contributions to the Paris Agreement goal of keeping global 
warming as close to 1.5 degrees as possible, Australia must reduce 
emissions by 75 per cent on 2005 levels by 2030, and to net zero by 2035.1 

1.2 Since the interim report, Australia has worked to undermine climate action on 
the world stage. As Australian Greens Leader Mr Adam Bandt MP stated in 
October 2021:  

With our coal and gas exports, Australia is the world's third-biggest 
exporter of fossil-fuel pollution after Russia and Saudi Arabia, who are 
coincidentally our only allies in the upcoming climate negotiations in 
Glasgow. 

Four-fifths of the coal we extract, we export overseas. This is Australia's 
biggest contribution to the climate emergency that our carbon accounts 
exclude and our establishment political parties ignore. 

But, without a plan for coal, there is no plan to stop runaway global 
heating. 

Almost all of our exports go to Japan, China, and South Korea. All three 
have pledged net zero, which means the first thing they will target is 
pushing thermal coal out of their electricity system. 

Either we plan the transformation out of coal—on our own terms—or we 
let other countries make the decision for us, without warning. 

…  

Every extra molecule of coal, oil and gas that gets burned makes global 
warming worse and harms Australia. 

 
1 Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee, Lessons to be learned in relation to 

the Australian bushfire season 2019-20: Interim report, October 2020, pp. 186-187.  
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And every year we are seeing and feeling the impacts of the climate crisis 
more and more—the unprecedented bushfires in 2019, the floods along the 
east coast, droughts across parts of Western Australia and New South 
Wales, more extreme rainfall over the winter months impacting millions of 
Australians. 

Government agency ABARES has even concluded climate damage is 
already costing each Australian farmer $30,000 in lost income—all this 
with just 1.1 degrees of warming. We are on track for three to four degrees 
of warming unless we change course. 

If we don't have a plan to phase out coal then these extreme weather 
events, and their financial impacts, will get exponentially worse. 

We didn't have sympathy for tobacco and asbestos companies when their 
health risks were exposed, and the same should be for coal corporations 
who are profiting off destruction. 

In good news, the United States, Japan, Canada, South Korea, the United 
Kingdom, the European Union and 16 other major economies have 
answered the call to fight the climate crisis by committing to higher 2030 
emissions reduction targets and developing plans to get out of coal. 

Last week the German coalition government talks, with the Greens in 
balance of power are working on bringing forward their plans to get out of 
coal by eight years, with a plan to exit from coal-fired power stations by 
2030. 

But the Prime Minister is refusing to join the global community, leaving 
Australia with the least ambitious emissions target of any developed 
country in the world and no plans to get out of coal, and Labor is backing 
him with no 2030 targets and a plan to keep exporting coal into the 2050s. 

Whether it be the consequences in climate impacts in Australia, 
consequences for our diplomatic standing or consequences for our 
economy from the potential introduction of tariffs on our exports, a failure 
to get out of coal and gas will come at great cost to Australia and puts the 
health, wellbeing and economic prosperity of people on this land at risk. 

The International Energy Agency has mapped the pathway to not exceed 
1½ degrees. It means not one new coal, oil or gas project can proceed. But 
Australia has 72 new coal projects and 44 new gas projects in the 
pipeline—the biggest and baddest of which is the Beetaloo basin, financed 
by public money committed by both the government and the opposition. 

It's unsustainable, it's embarrassing, and most of all it's dangerous and will 
cost our kids their future. 

The media has exposed that our own government has been trying to 
rewrite the facts in the next IPCC report on the need to phase out coal. The 
Prime Minister doesn't like the science, so he's trying to censor it.2 

1.3 The Australian Greens support the recommendations of the main committee 
report. Additionally, the Australian Government must take urgent action to 
ensure we transition from the mining and export of thermal coal after 2030.  

 
2  Mr Adam Bandt MP, House of Representatives Proof Hansard, 25 October 2021, pp. 23-24.  
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Appendix 1 
Recommendations from the Interim Report, 

October 2020 

Recommendation 1 
2.129 The committee recommends that the National Bushfire Recovery Agency 
introduce monthly reporting requirements for state, territory and local governments 
and other external agencies that receive funding through the National Bushfire 
Recovery Fund. 
 
Recommendation 2 
2.133 The committee recommends that the current review into the Disaster 
Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA) consider the following matters: 

 the need to streamline application processes for DRFA assistance and 
provide additional case management assistance for individuals, local, and 
state and territory governments during and following natural disasters; 

 the need to harmonise eligibility criteria across jurisdictions to ensure 
equitable access to support; and 

 the need to remove impediments to applying for betterment and mitigation 
initiatives. 

Recommendation 3 
2.137 The committee recommends that, as a matter of priority, the Commonwealth 
Government release funding for mitigation projects through the Emergency 
Response Fund. 
 
Recommendation 4 
2.141 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government review, 
with a view to increase, the rate of the Australian Government Disaster Recovery 
Payment and the Disaster Recovery Allowance as a matter of priority. 
 
Recommendation 5 
3.79 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government allocate 
funding from the Emergency Response Fund to each state and territory for the 
establishment of a dedicated hazard reduction workforce. Funding should be 
sufficient to ensure both hazard reduction and ongoing research activities can be 
conducted on an annual basis.  
 
Recommendation 6 
4.86 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government provide 
the Department of Health with increased and ongoing funding for research into the 
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health impacts of unhealthy and hazardous levels of bushfire smoke on the 
population, with specific funding allocated for research into the health impacts of 
bushfire smoke on pregnant women, unborn children, and infants. 
 
Recommendation 7 
4.95 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government make the 
Better Access Bushfire Recovery initiative and the Better Access Bushfire Recovery 
Telehealth initiative permanent mental health support services, with both initiatives 
properly funded over the forward estimates.  
 
Recommendation 8 
6.59 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government develop a 
business case to progress the establishment of a permanent, sovereign aerial 
firefighting fleet, which includes Large Air Tankers and Very Large Air Tankers, and 
small and medium-sized aircraft as appropriate.  
 
Recommendation 9 
7.117 The committee recommends that under Part VIIA, Division 5 of the 
Competition and Consumer Act 2010, the Treasurer direct the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission to undertake monitoring of the prices, 
costs and profits relating to insurance premiums, with particular attention paid to 
the impact of climate change driven severe weather on the natural perils component 
of general insurance premiums.  
 
Recommendation 10 
7.131 The committee recommends that the Australian Prudential Regulation 
Authority immediately recommence its work on the climate change related 
prudential practice and governance guide as it relates to the general insurance 
industry.  
 
Recommendation 11 
7.132 The committee recommends that the Australian Prudential Regulation 
Authority should, if it has not already done so, undertake financial vulnerability 
stress testing of the insurance sector, including consideration of capital adequacy in 
anticipation of worst case scenario severe weather events causing catastrophic 
insurance losses, either singly or in combination. 
 
Recommendation 12 
8.93 The committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government reverse its 
funding cuts to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), and in addition, 
provide the ABC with annual discrete funding for its emergency broadcast services. 
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Recommendation 13 
8.106 The committee recommends that Emergency Management Australia, the 
Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee and the Australasian Fire 
and Emergency Service Authorities Council complete the development of the 
Australian Warning System and the Australian Fire Danger Rating System as a 
matter of priority.  
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Appendix 2 
Government Response to Interim Report, May 

2021 

Introduction  

The Australian Government welcomes the opportunity to provide a response to the 
Finance and Public Administration References Committee (committee) report, 
Lessons to be learned in relation to the Australian bushfire season 2019-20, tabled on 7 
October 2020. The Government acknowledges the work and recommendations by 
members of the committee. 

The Government would also like to thank those who made submissions or gave 
evidence to the inquiry for their contribution, which shaped the interim report and 
recommendations. 

The committee looked into the lessons to be learned in relation to the preparation 
and planning for, response to and recovery efforts following the 2019-20 Australian 
bushfire season, with particular reference to: 

(a) advice provided to the Federal Government, prior to the bushfires, 
about the level of bushfire risk this fire season, how and why those 
risks differed from historical norms, and measures that should be 
taken to reduce that risk in the future 

(b) the respective roles and responsibilities of different levels of 
government, and agencies within government, in relation to bushfire 
planning, mitigation, response, and recovery 

(c) the Federal Government’s response to recommendations from 
previous bushfire Royal Commissions and inquiries 

(d) the adequacy of the Federal Government’s existing measures and 
policies to reduce future bushfire risk, including in relation to 
assessing, mitigating and adapting to expected climate change 
impacts, land use planning and management, hazard reduction, 
Indigenous fire practices, support for firefighters and other disaster 
mitigation measures 

(e) best practice funding models and policy measures to reduce future 
bushfire risk, both within Australia and internationally 

(f) existing structures, measures and policies implemented by the Federal 
Government, charities and others to assist communities to recover 
from the 2019-20 bushfires, including the performance of the National 
Bushfire Recovery Agency 

(g) the role and process of advising Government and the federal 
Parliament of scientific advice 
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(h) an examination of the physical and mental health impacts of bushfires 
on the population, and the Federal Government’s response to those 
impacts 

(i) any related matters. 

Recommendations 

Recommendation 1: The committee recommends that the National Bushfire 
Recovery Agency introduce monthly reporting requirements for state, territory 
and local governments and other external agencies that receive funding through 
the National Bushfire Recovery Fund. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The National Bushfire Recovery Agency (NBRA) continues to work collaboratively 
on reporting requirements with state, territory and local governments and other 
external agencies responsible for the delivery of programs funded through the 
National Bushfire Recovery Fund. Monthly progress updates are provided on the 
NBRA website. 

Recommendation 2: The committee recommends that the current review into the 
Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA) consider the following matters: 

 the need to streamline application processes for DRFA assistance and 
provide additional case management assistance for individuals, local and 
state and territory governments during and following natural disaster; 

 the need to harmonise eligibility criteria across jurisdictions to ensure 
equitable access to support; and 

 the need to remove impediments to applying for betterment and 
mitigation initiatives. 

Response: The Government supports this recommendation. 

In March this year, the former Council of Australian Governments agreed to review 
and if necessary, update how governments apply the DRFA to:  

 ensure equitable access to support so that Australians impacted by disaster 
are treated more consistently and fairly streamline processes where possible 

 encourage state and territories to build back better. 

The DRFA review is underway, being led by the Department of Home Affairs, with 
senior officials from all states and territories. 

A national comparison of state and territory DRFA assistance measures has been 
undertaken to better understand the different types and levels of assistance afforded 
to Australians in different jurisdictions. The national comparison report shows that 
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there are significant differences in how each state and territory applies the DRFA. 
The Commonwealth is addressing this by working with states and territories to 
develop options on how the program could deliver more equitable, needs based, 
assistance for all Australians. 

A key deliverable of the review is to streamline arrangements so that governments 
can respond quicker and more effectively to community recovery needs. This will be 
done through the introduction of a new streamlined process for activating 
community recovery assistance and the development of certain pre-agreed ‘off-the-
shelf’ recovery assistance packages. 

The review is also considering how DRFA funding can be better used to make 
damaged infrastructure more resilient through the rebuilding process. This has been 
successfully done in Queensland, with public infrastructure being built back better 
so that it can withstand the impacts of future disasters. Investment in resilient 
infrastructure not only improves community resilience, but is more cost effective for 
all levels of government in the long-term. 

The DRFA review aligns with the committee’s recommendation and 
recommendations made by the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements. 

Recommendation 3: The committee recommends that, as a matter of priority, the 
Commonwealth Government release funding for mitigation projects through the 
Emergency Response Fund. 

Response: The Government supports this recommendation. 

The Government is committed to spend $50 million from the Emergency Response 
Fund on flood mitigation infrastructure initiatives this financial year. 

Recommendation 4: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government review, with a view to increase, the rate of the Australian 
Government Disaster Recovery Payment and the Disaster Recovery Allowance as 
a matter of priority. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The Department of Home Affairs is reviewing the Australian Government Disaster 
Recovery Payment (AGDRP) and Disaster Recovery Allowance (DRA) to establish 
whether the payments are achieving their intent for Australians who are affected by 
a major disaster. 

The AGDRP and DRA review will help to ensure that the Commonwealth has the 
correct policy settings and administrative processes in place to effectively deliver the 
payments in response to future disasters. The review is: 
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 assessing the effectiveness of the AGDRP and DRA in supporting the relief, 
recovery, and building resilience of disaster affected individuals, families 
and communities more broadly 

 assessing the appropriateness of the current payment rates, eligibility 
criteria and activation processes 

 considering how the payments complement other recovery measures, 
including those under the DRFA and other Commonwealth and 
state/territory programs 

 considering ways to streamline administrative processes so that affected 
individuals can receive assistance sooner following activation and 
application processes. 

The AGDRP and DRA review aligns with the committee’s recommendation. 

Recommendation 5: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government allocate funding from the Emergency Response Fund to each state 
and territory for the establishment of a dedicated hazard reduction workforce. 
Funding should be sufficient to ensure both hazard reduction and ongoing 
research activities can be conducted on an annual basis. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The Government is committed to spend $50 million from the Emergency Response 
Fund on flood mitigation infrastructure initiatives this financial year. 

State and territory governments have responsibility for the protection of life, 
property and the environment within their jurisdiction. The Government is 
providing the national leadership needed for more coordinated and targeted action 
across jurisdictions and sectors to reduce systemic disaster risk. Some initiatives 
underway include: 

 in March 2020, the Australian Government and state and territory 
governments committed to jointly invest $261 million over five years from 
2019-20 to 2023-24 to reduce the risk and limit the impact of disasters on 
Australians. 

 investing $88.1 million to extend and scale-up funding for critical research 
into bushfires and natural hazards. 

− $2 million to boost funding to the Bushfire and Natural Hazards 
Cooperative Research Centre (BNHCRC) in 2020-21; and 

− $86.1 million to transition the current BNHCRC and establish a new, 
world-class research centre for natural hazard resilience and disaster risk 
reduction. 
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 In response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements recommendations the Commonwealth government has 
agreed to: 

− introduction of legislation to give the Government the power to declare a 
national emergency to help mobilise Commonwealth resources and help 
tackle the challenges states and local communities may face 

− enhancements to national coordination arrangements within Emergency 
Management Australia (EMA) to streamline requests for Government 
assets to assist states and territories in their preparation and response to 
disasters 

− establishing a new National Resilience, Relief and Recovery Agency, 
initially incorporating the functions of the National Bushfire Recovery 
Agency, functions of the National Drought and North Queensland Flood 
Response and Recovery Agency, and the disaster recovery and risk 
reduction functions within the Department of Home Affairs; and 

− establishing Resilience Services to meet the information needs of EMA, 
and the proposed National Resilience, Relief and Recovery Agency. 

Recommendation 6: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government provide the Department of Health with increased and ongoing 
funding for research into the health impacts of unhealthy and hazardous levels of 
bushfire smoke on the population, with specific funding allocated for research 
into the health impacts of bushfire smoke on pregnant women, unborn children, 
and infants. 

Response: The Government supports in principle this recommendation.  

Investing in health and medical research is a priority for the Australian Government. 
It is considered as a key pillar of the health system and is essential to building a 
stronger, sustainable health system. The Medical Research Future Fund (MRFF), 
established under the Medical Research Future Fund Act 2015 (MRFF Act), provides 
grants of financial assistance to support health and medical research and innovation 
to improve the health and wellbeing of Australians. 

It operates as an endowment fund with the capital preserved in perpetuity. 
Following the Government’s final credit of $3.2 billion, the MRFF reached maturity 
at $20 billion in July 2020. Further information on the MRFF is available at: 
www.health.gov.au/mrff. 

The devastating bushfire events of 2019-20 warranted concerns about the medium-
term health impacts of exposure to toxic ash, environmental contaminants and 
ongoing mental health stresses. 
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In response, the Australian Government invested $5 million via the MRFF in nine 
research grants investigating the physiological impacts of prolonged bushfire smoke 
exposure and the mental health impacts of bushfires on affected communities. 

These nine grants are funded from the MRFF’s Emerging Priorities and Consumer 
Driven Research (EPCDR) Initiative. 

One of the funded grants is to the University of Newcastle, to investigate the impacts 
of prolonged bushfire smoke exposure on pregnant and breastfeeding women with 
mild asthma and adults with severe asthma. The outcomes will inform public health 
advice and future studies. The research activities funded through these nine grants 
are expected to conclude by mid-2023. 

Under the 10-year Investment Plan for the MRFF announced in the 2019-20 budget, 
the EPCDR Initiative will invest $633 million from 2019-20 in high- quality research 
that improves patient care, translates new discoveries into practice, and encourages 
consumers and researchers to work together on emerging priorities. 

Further information and a list of successful grant recipients is available on the MRFF 
website at: https://www.health.gov.au/news/5-million-for-research-into- health-
impacts-of-bushfires-on-australian-communities 

In addition, resilience to environmental change, emerging health threats and 
emergencies is one of NHMRC’s strategic priorities identified for action for 2018-
2021. 

The majority of NHMRC funding is investigator-initiated and is not directed by 
NHMRC to any specific disease, health or research topic. The subject matter of each 
application is determined by the applicants. Funding decisions are an outcome of a 
competitive process that relies on the collective judgement of independent peer 
reviewers. 

NHMRC has committed $10.8 million since 2010 for number of research grants 
related to bushfires. These grants have supported research into the health impacts of 
bushfires, and also research on relevant issues such as the occupational health of 
firefighters, air pollution, and burns. 

A proportion of NHMRC funds are directed to specific topics primarily through the 
Targeted Calls for Research and International Collaboration schemes, or priorities 
identified in the NHMRC Corporate Plan. 

NHMRC’s Special Initiative on Human Health and Environmental Change will 
provide $10 million over five years, commencing in 2021, for research to improve 
Australia’s preparedness and responsiveness to human health threats from changing 
environmental conditions and extreme weather events. 
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Applications for this Special Initiative opened on 18 November 2020 with the 
outcomes expected to be finalised in late 2021. Further details on this initiative are 
provided on NHMRC’s website. 

Recommendation 7: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government make the Better Access Bushfire Recovery initiative and the Better 
Access Bushfire Recovery Telehealth initiatives permanent mental health support 
services, with both initiatives properly funded over the forward estimates. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The Government recognises the need for continued mental health support services 
for individuals affected by bushfire and for mental health needs to be considered in 
future disaster responses. 

Since January 2020, the Government has invested in a number of emergency 
response measures to support the mental health and wellbeing of Australians 
impacted by the 2019-20 bushfires. Through these measures, individuals have access 
to a range of mental health supports through the Medical Benefits Schedule, Primary 
Health Networks (PHNs) and digital services. 

Two key changes have been made to the Government’s Better Access initiative to 
support people impacted by the 2019-20 bushfires: 

The Better Access initiative is a demand-driven Medical Benefits Schedule program 
available to all Australians with a diagnosed mental disorder who would benefit 
from a structured approach to their treatment and have been referred by a medical 
practitioner under a GP Mental Health Treatment Plan or through another eligible 
pathway. 

The Better Access Bushfire Recovery initiative was introduced in January 2020 as a 
temporary measure to support simple and fast access to Medicare rebated 
psychological therapy sessions for individuals impacted by the 2019-20 bushfires, 
until 31 December 2021. These sessions are available without the diagnosis of a 
mental disorder or a mental health treatment plan to ensure people are able to 
receive support quickly. People who were affected by the 2019-20 bushfires may be 
eligible to continue to receive support under the Better Access initiative after the 
conclusion of the Better Access Bushfire Recovery initiative and should speak with 
their GP about whether a mental health treatment plan is appropriate for them. 

Since 1 September 2018, people living in rural and remote areas (i.e. Modified 
Monash Model 4 to 7) have been able to access all of their Better Access sessions by 
telehealth as a means of overcoming the difficulties people in rural and remote areas 
can face in obtaining appropriate mental health treatment. 
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Through the Better Access Bushfire Recovery Telehealth initiative, also introduced in 
January 2020, all people affected by bushfires who cannot access sessions face-to-
face, can claim rebates for telehealth sessions, regardless of whether they are in a 
rural or remote region. Sessions via telehealth will be available until 31 December 
2021, following the initiative’s end date, telehealth will continue to be available for 
people in rural and remote areas. 

The Better Access initiative was further enhanced through the 2020-21 Budget, with 
$100.8 million provided to double the number of individual Medicare- subsidised 
psychological therapy sessions each year from 10 to 20 until 30 June 2022. This 
expansion was in recognition of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Telehealth 
sessions are available as part of this enhancement until 31 March 2021. 

The Government has signalled the importance of providing telehealth as part of 
future emergency health responses and will consider options for the role of 
telehealth in the context of other key primary health care reforms. This work will be 
informed by the analysis of the implementation and use of COVID-19 telehealth 
items, the recently finalised Medicare Benefits Schedule (MBS) Review and advice 
from other experts including providers and patients. 

The Government will also commission a comprehensive evaluation of the Better 
Access initiative in line with the recommendation of the Productivity Commission’s 
Report on Mental Health. The evaluation will give consideration to evidence-based 
treatment and interventions available under Better Access; eligible providers, levels 
of treatment and special access arrangements; and qualitative and quantitative data 
to determine patient outcomes and provider experience. 

The Government also provides funding to PHNs to provide essential mental health 
support. In response to the 2019-20 bushfires, PHNs in bushfire affected regions are 
being funded to deliver key mental health and wellbeing support measures 
including commissioning initial trauma and grief counselling, extending existing 
services, employing bushfire mental health response coordinators, extending 
headspace services, providing community grants in bushfire affected communities 
and providing localised mental health support for bushfire affected communities. 

Mental health support for individuals impacted by bushfires is also available 
through various digital services. In response to the 2019-20 bushfires, Lifeline and 
Kids Helpline are receiving funding to bolster services, with Lifeline establishing 13 
HELP, a dedicated bushfire recovery phone line to support those affected by 
bushfires. 

The Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements provides 
recommendations on mental health needs to be considered in future disaster 
responses. In line with these recommendations, the National Mental Health 
Commission is developing the National Natural Disaster Mental Health Framework 
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to guide action and investment on mental health during future natural disasters. The 
Framework is part of the of the Commonwealth’s $76 million mental health bushfire 
recovery package and is due to Government by June 2021. 

In further support of the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster 
Arrangements recommendations, the Government is committed to enhancing the 
role of PHNs in local disaster response, in particular through engagement with state 
and local emergency response coordination mechanisms. 

The Department of Home Affairs, through the Mental Health Policy Taskforce, is 
delivering $15.9 million in mental health initiatives for emergency services workers. 
This includes an $11.5 million grants program. The Black Dog Institute is being 
funded $6 million and Fortem Australia is being funded $4 million to provide 
trauma care support services to emergency services workers who responded to the 
Black Summer 2019-20 bushfires and their families and kinship groups. Trauma care 
support services are available through to 31 December 2021. Fortem Australia is also 
being funded $1.5 million to establish a pilot of a social support and mental health 
literacy network for emergency services workers and their families and kinship 
groups. 

The $15.9 million package also includes $4.4 million to develop the first mental 
health national action plan for emergency services workers, including volunteers, 
and former and retired emergency services workers to lower suicide rates and 
improve mental health outcomes among Australia's current and former emergency 
services workers. The Department of Home Affairs is leading the development of the 
national action plan in consultation with the National Mental Health Commission, 
the Prime Minister's First National Suicide Prevention Adviser and other Australian 
Government and State and Territory Government stakeholders. The national action 
plan, pending emergency management ministers' endorsement, is due for State and 
Territory implementation by 1 July 2021. A monitoring, evaluation and learning 
framework will report on outcomes by 30 June 2022. 

Beyond the specific supports outlined above, on 11 December 2020, the National 
Federation Reform Council agreed to a vision for Australia’s future mental health 
and suicide prevention system and to collaborate on systemic, whole-of-
governments reform to deliver a comprehensive, coordinated, consumer-focussed 
and compassionate system to benefit all Australians. Reform will be achieved 
through a new National Agreement on Mental Health and Suicide Prevention to be 
negotiated through the Health National Cabinet Reform Committee by the end of 
November 2021. 
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Recommendation 8: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government develop a business case to progress the establishment of a 
permanent, sovereign aerial firefighting fleet, which includes Large Air- Tankers 
and Very Large Air-Tankers, and small and medium-sized aircraft as appropriate. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The National Aerial Firefighting Centre, established by the states and territories, 
provides a cooperative arrangement for the delivery and sharing of aerial 
firefighting resources. 

The Commonwealth Government acknowledges the maturity, experience and 
effectiveness of the operational response capabilities of the states and territories. The 
Commonwealth has no desire to replicate or replace these capabilities, including in 
aerial firefighting. 

The Government does not determine the makeup, size and positioning of the aerial 
firefighting fleet, as these are decisions for the operational experts in the states and 
territories – through the Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee 
(CCOSC). The Government must take the advice of these operational experts on 
future aerial firefighting options and requirements to meet Australia’s fire risk. 
NAFC and the CCOSC have been asked to provide this advice to Government. 

It is imperative that the Australian Government has a full understanding, informed 
by evidence, of the capability actually required. This will be pivotal to inform 
decisions on the future of aerial firefighting to deliver an operationally effective 
national fleet that is scalable, adaptive and provides value for money. This ensures 
that states and territories are able to access appropriate aerial firefighting capacity 
when needed most and can introduce new technology as it becomes available. 

The Commonwealth will continue its annual contribution of $26 million to the 
National Aerial Firefighting Centre. 

The Commonwealth also works with and encourages states and territories to work 
collaboratively and with industry to build Australian-based aerial firefighting 
capacity, consistent with their sovereign obligations to maintain appropriate 
operational response capabilities. 

Recommendation 9: The committee recommends that under Part VIIA, Division 5 
of the Competition and Consumer Act 2010, the Treasurer direct the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission to undertake monitoring of the prices, 
costs and profits relating to insurance premiums, with particular attention paid to 
the impact of climate change-driven severe weather on the natural perils 
component of general insurance premiums. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 
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In response to the Royal Commission into National Natural Disaster Arrangements, 
the Government committed to building the resilience of Australian communities to 
natural disasters and putting downward pressure on insurance premiums. 

Recommendation 10: The committee recommends that the Australian Prudential 
Regulation Authority immediately recommence its work on the climate change-
related prudential practice and governance guide as it relates to the general 
insurance industry. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

The Australian Prudential Regulation Authority (APRA) is an independent statutory 
authority that supervises institutions across banking, insurance and superannuation, 
and promotes financial system stability. 

In a letter to industry dated 24 February 2020, APRA outlined its planned initiatives 
relating to climate change financial risk. Included in these initiatives was a proposal 
to develop a climate change financial risk prudential practice guide (PPG). The PPG 
will be applicable not just to the general insurance industry, but to all APRA-
regulated entities, and will cover areas relevant to the prudent management of 
climate-related financial risks. The PPG is intended to be aligned with existing 
APRA requirements as set out in APRA’s prudential standards regarding risk 
management and governance, as well as the recommendations of the Financial 
Stability Board’s Task Force on Climate- related Financial Disclosures (TCFD). 

Work on the climate change PPG is currently underway and in early 2021, APRA 
will publicly announce the revised timeframes for the release of the draft and final 
PPG. 

Recommendation 11: The committee recommends that the Australian Prudential 
Regulation Authority should, if it has not already done so, undertake financial 
vulnerability stress testing of the insurances sector, including consideration of 
capital adequacy in anticipation of worst case scenario severe weather events 
causing catastrophic insurance losses, either singly or in combination. 

Response: The Government notes this recommendation. 

As outlined in APRA’s letter to industry dated 24 February 2020, APRA advised that 
it would be undertaking a climate change financial risk vulnerability assessment. 
APRA will undertake this work in consultation with the Reserve bank of Australia 
and the Australian Securities and Investment Commission (ASIC), and initially focus 
on Australia’s largest banks - which will provide helpful insights on the impact of a 
changing climate on the broader economy. The initial climate vulnerability 
assessment is currently in the drafting phase, with entity engagement on the design 
expected in early 2021. 
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While the climate vulnerability assessment may be extended to the insurance 
industry in the future, APRA regularly conducts stress tests of the general insurance 
industry and ensures that entities conduct their own stress tests to determine capital 
adequacy. Following the last catastrophe season, APRA was satisfied with the 
general insurance industry’s resilience and capital adequacy. 

Recommendation 12: The committee recommends that the Commonwealth 
Government reverse its funding cuts to the Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
(ABC), and in addition, provide the ABC with annual discrete funding for its 
emergency broadcast services. 

Response:  The Government notes this recommendation. 

Recommendation 13: The committee recommends that Emergency Management 
Australia, the Commissioners and Chief Officers Strategic Committee and the 
Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council complete the 
development of the Australian Warning System and the Australian Fire Danger 
Rating System as a matter of priority. 

Response:  The Government supports this recommendation. 

On 1 December 2020, the new Australian Warning System was adopted for bushfires 
in all jurisdictions except for Western Australia, which will adopt it in the near 
future. 

The Australian Warning System has been developed based on community research 
and input from Australia’s emergency services and hazard agencies. Warnings for 
other hazards such as floods, cyclones and heatwaves will be phased in over time. 

Through the National Emergency Management Ministers’ Meeting (NEMMM), 
Emergency Management Ministers will work with other members of their 
Governments to implement the Royal Commission recommendations, ensuring the 
recommendations are comprehensively addressed in a whole-of- governments 
manner. Specifically, ahead of the 2021-22 high-risk weather season, the NEMMM 
will focus on the remaining elements of the Australian Warning System and the 
Australian Fire Danger Rating System.  
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Appendix 3 
Submissions and additional information 

Submissions 
1 Dr Sophie Lewis 
2 Mr Leslie Jackson 
3 Mr Richard Miller 
4 Professor Alan Rosen AO 
5 Mr Robert Tryhorn 
6 Mr Brian Barlin 
7 Mr Rohan Byrnes 
8 Gippsland Emergency Relief Fund 
9 National Enterprise for Rural Community Wellbeing 
10 Mr David Lewis 
11 National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation 
12 Northern Territory Government 
13 Australian Academy of Health and Medical Sciences 
14 GIVIT 
15 Mr Philip Southwell 
16 Mr Ric Hurst 
17 Telstra 
18 Mr Michael Boyden 
19 Mr Aldo Giucci 
20 Mr Alan Pickering 
21 Veterinary Oncology Consultants 
22 Edmund Rice Centre, Sydney 
23 Eurobodalla Shire Council 
24 Professor Jason Sharples 
25 Ms Lesley Hodges 
26 National Women's Alliances 
27 Mr John O'Donnell 
28 Tourism Australia 
29 Durras Community Association NSW 
30 Save the Children 
31 Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission 
32 Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC 
33 Export Finance Australia 
34 Ms Nicole Carter 
35 Mr Mark Beadle 
36 Emergency Leaders for Climate Action 
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37 Australian Child & Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network and Emerging 
Minds 

38 Mr Benjamin Cronshaw 
39 Australian Medical Association 
40 Climate Council of Australia 
41 Professor Stuart Khan 
42 Department of Defence 
43 Consumer Action Law Centre 
44 Russell Island Development Association Inc. 
45 National Rural Health Alliance 
46 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia 
47 St Vincent de Paul Society 
48 Mr Ange Kenos 
49 Community Industry Group 
50 Australasian Fire and Emergency Service Authorities Council 
51 Maloneys Beach Residents Association 
52 Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources 
53 ReachOut 
54 Foodbank Australia Ltd 
55 Australian Red Cross 
56 Practical Justice Initiative UNSW 
57 Institute of Foresters of Australia & Australian Forest Growers 
58 Dr Thomas Duff 
59 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
60 The Salvation Army 
61 Royal Australian College of General Practitioners 
62 Associate Professor Heather Cleland and WGCDR Michael Rudd OAM 
63 RMIT University Centre for Urban Research 
64 Alumnae of Homeward Bound 
65 Nature Conservation Society of South Australia 
66 Local Government Association of Queensland 
67 Ginninderra Falls Association 
68 Department of Home Affairs 
69 Climate Justice Programme 
70 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 
71 Volunteering Australia 
72 Doctors for the Environment Australia 
73 Ecological Society of Australia 
74 Joint Business Group 
75 Dr Sarah Waddell 
76 Rural Doctors Association of Australia 
77 The George Institute for Global Health 
78 ACT Council of Social Service 



129 
 

 

79 National Insurance Brokers Association 
80 AIOH 
81 The Law Society of NSW 
82 HVP Plantations 
83 Griffith University 
84 Australian Communications Consumer Action Network 
85 Australian Meteorological and Oceanographic Society (AMOS) 
86 Asthma Australia 
87 Extinction Rebellion (XR) Grey Power Vic 
88 Gecko Environment Council 
89 Australian Psychological Society 
90 Confidential 
91 Mental Health Australia 
92 Foundation for Rural & Regional Renewal 
93 Geoscience Australia 
94 New South Wales Bar Association 
95 Name Withheld 
96 Gippsland Apiarist Association 
97 Australian National University 
98 Dr Tamsin Clarke and Mr Phillip Clarke 
99 Business Council of Co-operatives and Mutuals 
100 Ms Kathryn Michie 
101 Name Withheld 
102 Grattan Institute 
103 Science & Technology Australia 
104 United Firefighters Union 
105 Ashleigh Best, Professor Christine Parker, Professor Lee Godden, Melbourne 

Law School 
106 Mr Russ Temple 
107 ANSTO 
108 Australian Council of Social Service 
109 Australian Banking Association 
110 Insurance Australia Group (IAG) 
111 Australian Academy of the Humanities 
112 Business NSW 
113 Ms Angela Turner 
114 Bureau of Meteorology 
115 Public Health Association of Australia 
116 Optus 
117 Mr Neil Barraclough 
118 Mr Hercole Genovese 
119 National Legal Aid 
120 Services Australia 
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121 Mr Andrew Gray 
122 Australian Academy of Science 
123 ABC Friends National 
124 Tasmanian Government 
125 Suncorp 
126 Department of Health 
127 Austrade 
128 Confidential 
129 Bega Valley Greens 
130 Community Legal Centres NSW 
131 Australian Institute of Architects 
132 Professor Brendon Coventry BMBS PhD FRACS FACS FRSM 
133 Insurance Council of Australia 
134 Allianz Australia Insurance Ltd 
135 Government of Western Australia 
136 Latrobe City Council 
137 Australian Paramedics Association (NSW) 
138 NXT TEC. Ltd 
139 Dr Tony Bartlett 
140 Dr Keely Boom 
141 Mr Rob England 
142 Mr Michael Gorman 
143 BAI Communications 
144 Kangaroo Valley Community Bushfire Committee 
145 Confidential 
146 Free TV 
147 Mr Andrew Eray 
148 Mr Cameron Skedd 
149 Mr Matt Carroll 
150 Victorian Building Authority 
151 Climate Change Authority 
152 Mr Cris George 
153 Coonawarra Farm Resort 
154 Mr Ian Willis 
155 Woodlands Rainforest Retreat 
156 Canberra Business Chamber 
157 Small Business Mentoring Service 
158 Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman 
159 Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
160 Australian Local Government Association 
161 The Victorian Department of Justice and Community Safety 
162 Independent Bushfire Group 
163 Australian Business Volunteers 
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164 Farmers for Climate Action 
165 Mr Tony Jennings 
166 Mr Graeme Freedman 
167 Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre 
168 Catholic Social Services Australia 
169 Ms Zena Armstrong 
170 Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire Coast 
171 Cobargo Quaama Business Recovery Group 
172 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 
173 NSW Government 
174 National Bushfire Recovery Agency 
175 Mr Bruce Saunders 
176 Law Institute of Victoria 
177 Ms Sophie Rex 
178 Name Withheld 
179 Confidential 
180 Australian Taxation Office 
181 Bilpin Region Advancement Group (BRAG) 
182 Ms Penny McKinlay 
183 Mr Stephen Brown 
184 Mr Gary Jol 
185 Mr Martin Tebbutt 
186 Bushfire Building Council of Australia 
187 Professor David Lindenmayer 
188 Per Capita 
189 Ms Sabrina Davis 
190 Rural City of Wangaratta 
191 Mr Scott Russell 
192 Shoalcoast Community Legal Centre Inc. 

Additional Information 
1 Community Broadcasting Association of Australia– Opening statement 

delivered at public hearing Canberra, 12 August 2020. 
2 Save the Children – Information regarding child participation arrangements in 

bushfire-affected communities, received 21 August 2020. 
3 Foodbank Queensland – additional information regarding food storage 

infrastructure and future requirements, received 12 October 2020. 
4 Professor Roberta Ryan - Excerpts from Reconnected: A community builder's 

handbook, which references Bellingen Shire's preparation with the community 
for the pandemic, received 10 August 2021 

5 Professor Roberta Ryan - Evaluations of Post-disaster recovery - a paper by 
Professor Ryan, received 10 August 2021 
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6 Professor Roberta Ryan - Bellingen Shire's Local Government Partnerships 
Award submission, received 10 August 2021 

7 Professor Roberta Ryan - Bellingen Shire Deliberative Panel on Building 
Community Resilience - Final Report by Professor Ryan, received 10 August 
2021 

8 Professor Roberta Ryan - Bellingen Shire Council's report on the Bushfire 
Recovery and Resilience Program, received 10 August 2021 

Answers to Questions on Notice 
1 Answer to questions taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by Emergency Leaders for 

Climate Action. Answer received 27 May 2020. 
2 Answers to questions taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation. Answers received on 19 June 
2020. 

3 Answer to question taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by the Department of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet. Answer received from the Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment on 19 June 2020. 

4 Answers to questions taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by Emergency 
Management Australia (Department of Home Affairs). Answers received on 19 
June 2020. 

5 Answers to questions taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by the Department of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet. Answers received on 28 July 2020. 

6 Answers to questions taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by Allianz Australia 
Limited. Answers received on 07 August 2020. 

7 Answers to questions taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by Insurance Australia 
Group. Answers received on 07 August 2020. 

8 Answer to question taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by National Insurance 
Brokers Association. Answer received on 07 August 2020. 

9 Answers to questions taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by QBE Insurance. 
Answers received on 07 August 2020. 

10 Answers to questions taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by Suncorp. Answers 
received on 07 August 2020. 

11 Answer to question taken on notice on 29 July 2020 by the Australian Academy 
of Science. Answer received on 17 August 2020. 

12 Answer to question taken on notice on 30 July 2020 by the Australian Child & 
Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network. Answer received 21 August 2020. 

13 Answer to question taken on notice on 30 July 2020, by Emerging Minds. 
Answer received 21 August 2020 

14 Answer to a question taken on notice on 30 July 2020 by Foodbank Australia 
Ltd. Answer received on 21 August 2020. 

15 Answers to questions taken on notice on 12 August 2020, by BAI 
Communications. Answers received 24 August 2020 
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16 Answers to questions taken on notice on 29 July 2020 by the Bureau of 
Meteorology. Answers received 27 August 2020 

17 Answers to questions taken on notice on 12 August 2020 by the Department of 
Home Affairs. Answers received 31 August 2020 

18 Answer to question taken on notice on 12 August 2020 by Community 
Broadcasting Association of Australia. Answer received 1 September 2020. 

19 Answers to questions taken on notice on 12 August 2020 by Commercial Radio 
Australia. Answers received 31 August 2020. 

20 Answers to questions taken on notice on 12 August 2020 by the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation. Answers received from the Department of 
Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications on 11 
September 2020. 

21 Answers to questions taken on notice on 10 July 2020 by the Insurance Council 
of Australia. Answers received 14 September 2020. 

22 Answers to questions taken on notice on 12 August 2020 by the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation. Answers received from the Department of 
Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications on 29 
September 2020 

23 Answers to written questions on notice from Senator Rice on 14 September 
2020, by the Bureau of Meteorology. Answers received 2 October 2020. 

24 Answers to questions taken on notice on 27 May 2020 by the Department of the 
Prime Minister and Cabinet. Answers received 19 October 2020. 

25 Answer to a written question on notice from Senator Rice on 29 May 2020, 
from the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. Answer received 19 
October 2020. 

26 Answer to question taken on notice on 2 March 2021 by Australian Prudential 
Regulation Authority. Answer received 18 March 2021. 

27 Answers to questions taken on notice on 27 July 2021 by the National Recovery 
and Resilience Agency. Answers received 10 August 2021. 

Tabled Documents 
1 Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC – ‘National research priorities for natural 

hazards emergency management: Issues, Priorities, Directions, May 2019’, 
tabled at public hearing Canberra, 27 May 2020 

2 Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC – ‘A summary of workshop outputs 
supporting the statement on national research priorities for natural hazards 
emergency management: Issues, Priorities, Directions, May 2019’, tabled at 
public hearing Canberra, 27 May 2020. 

3 Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC – 'Opening statement', tabled at public 
hearing Canberra, 27 May 2020. 

4 Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet - 'Opening statement', tabled at 
public hearing Canberra, 27 May 2020. 
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5 Insurance Australia Group - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing 
Canberra, 10 July 2020. 

6 Senator Tim Ayres, Chair – Victorian Building Authority ‘A guide to retrofit 
your home for better protection from a bushfire’, tabled at public hearing 
Canberra, 10 July 2020 

7 National Insurance Brokers Association of Australia - 'Opening statement', 
tabled at public hearing Canberra, 10 July 2020. 

8 QBE Australia Pacific - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 
10 July 2020. 

9 Allianz Australia Insurance Limited - 'Opening statement', tabled at public 
hearing Canberra, 10 July 2020. 

10 Suncorp Australia Insurance Limited - 'Opening statement', tabled at public 
hearing Canberra, 10 July 2020. 

11 Australian Academy of Health and Medical Sciences - 'Opening statement', 
tabled at public hearing Canberra, 29 July 2020. 

12 Royal Australian College of General Practitioners - 'Opening statement', tabled 
at public hearing Canberra, 29 July 2020. 

13 Professor Mark Howden - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing 
Canberra, 29 July 2020. 

14 Professor Jason Sharples - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing 
Canberra, 29 July 2020. 

15 ReachOut - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 29 July 
2020. 

16 Geoscience Australia - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 
29 July 2020. 

17 Australian Council of Social Service - 'Opening statement', tabled at public 
hearing Canberra, 30 July 2020. 

18 Emerging Minds - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 30 
July 2020. 

19 Foodbank Australia Limited - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing 
Canberra, 30 July 2020. 

20 Australian Child & Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network and Emerging 
Minds - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 30 July 2020. 
21 Save the Children - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 30 

July 2020. 
22 St Vincent de Paul Society - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing 

Canberra, 30 July 2020. 
23 Australian Red Cross - 'Opening statement', tabled at public hearing Canberra, 

30 July 2020. 
24 Independent Bushfire Group – photos of Green Wattle Creek & Butcher Creek 

fires, and article titled Always the First – Greek M-18 Dromaders, Ridder.Aero, 
24 June 2018, tabled at a public hearing in North Richmond, 28 April 2021 
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25 Independent Bushfire Group – report; Lessons from the Island: An 
independent review of the fires that burnt across Kangaroo Island during 
December 2019 – February 2020, November 2020, Government of South 
Australia, tabled at a public hearing in North Richmond, 28 April 2021 

26 Megalong Valley Landowners (Mr Max Horn) – correspondence dated 5 April 
2021 to Ms Susan Templeman MP, Federal Member for Macquarie regarding 
communications infrastructure, tabled at a public hearing in North Richmond, 
28 April 2021 

27 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Bushfire Recovery Project - Report No. 1', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

28 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Bushfire Recovery Project - Report No. 2', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

29 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Bushfire Recovery Project - Report No. 3', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

30 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Bushfire Recovery Project - Report No. 4', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

31 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Bushfire Recovery Project - Report No. 5', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

32 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Conservation Letters - Forest thinning', tabled at 
public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

33 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Conservation Letters - Nonlinear effects of Stand 
Age', tabled at public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

34 Professor Lindenmayer - 'Empirical analyses of the factors influencing fire 
severity in south-eastern Australia', tabled at public hearing in Canberra, 27 
July 2021. 

35 Professor Lindenmayer - ‘Recent Australian wildfires made worse by logging 
and associated forest management’, tabled at public hearing in Canberra, 27 
July 2021. 

36 Professor Lindenmayer - ‘What are the associations between thinning and fire 
severity?’, tabled at public hearing in Canberra, 27 July 2021. 

Government Response 
1 Government Response – lessons to be learned in relation to bushfire season 

2019-20 interim report. 
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Appendix 4 
Public Hearings 

Wednesday, 27 May 2020 
Committee Room 2S1 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Emergency Leaders for Climate Action 
 Mr Greg Mullins AO, AFSM, Convenor 

Bushfire and Natural Hazards CRC 
 Dr Richard Thornton, CEO 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation 
 Dr Peter Mayfield, Executive Director, Environment, Energy and Resources 
 Dr Dan Metcalfe, Deputy Director, Land and Water 

Department of Home Affairs 
 Mr Robert Cameron, Director General, Emergency Management Australia 
 Mr Joe Buffone, Assistant Secretary, Crisis and Security Management 

Branch, Emergency Management Australia 

Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 
 Mr Phil Gaetjens, Secretary 
 Ms Stephanie Foster PSM, Associate Secretary, Governance Group 
 Mr Andrew Colvin APM, OAM, Deputy Secretary, National Bushfire 

Recovery Agency 
 Ms Caroline Millar, Deputy Secretary, National Security Division 
 Mr Simon Duggan, Deputy Secretary, Economy, Industry and G20 Sherpa 
 Ms Helen Wilson, First Assistant Secretary, Industry, Infrastructure, and 

Environment Division 
 Mr Trevor Jones, Assistant Secretary, Disaster Preparedness and Response 

Branch 
 Mr Matthew Roper, Acting First Assistant Secretary, COVID-19 Social 

Policy and Implementation 
 Ms Rina Bruinsma, First Assistant Secretary, National Bushfire Recovery 

Agency 
 Major General Andrew Hocking, First Assistant Secretary, National 

Bushfire Recovery Agency 
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Friday, 10 July 2020 
Committee Room 2S3 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Insurance Australia Group (IAG) 
 Mr Luke Gallagher, Executive General Manager, Short Tail Claims 
 Mr Mark Leplastrier, Executive Manager, Natural Perils 

Suncorp 
 Mr Michael Miller, Executive General Manger, Motor, Property and 

Specialty Claims 

Allianz Insurance (No submission) 
 Mr Nicholas Scofield, Chief Corporate Affairs Officer 
 Mr Brendan Dunne, Chief Customer Services Officer 

QBE Insurance (No submission) 
 Mr Jon Fox, Chief Claims Officer 
 Mr Phuong Ly, Chief Underwriting Officer 

Insurance Council of Australia (No submission) 
 Mr Rob Whelan, Executive Director and Chief Executive Officer 
 Mr Karl Sullivan, Head of Risk and Operations 

Australian Banking Association 
 Ms Anna Bligh AC, Chief Executive Officer 

National Insurance Brokers Association 
 Mr Eric Harris, President 
 Mr Dallas Booth, Chief Executive Officer 
 Ms Rebecca Wilson, Director 

Wednesday, 29 July 2020 
Committee Room 2S1 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Dr Sophie Lewis, Private capacity 

Professor Jason Sharples, Private capacity 

Australian National University 
 Professor Mark Howden, Director, ANU Climate Change Institute 
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Griffith University 
 Professor Brendan Mackey, Director, Griffith Climate Change Response 

Program (Submission 83)  - via teleconference 

Australian Academy of Science 
 Professor Christopher Dickman, University of Sydney, Fellow - via 

videoconference 
 Professor David Lindenmayer, Australian National University 

Ecological Society of Australia 
 Dr Ayesha Tulloch, Vice President (Policy and Outreach) and University of 

Sydney Research Fellow - via videoconference 
 Associate Professor John Morgan, La Trobe University- via videoconference 

Bureau of Meteorology - via videoconference 
 Dr Andrew Johnson, Chief Executive Officer and Director of Meteorology 
 Dr Karl Braganza, Head of Climate Monitoring 

Geoscience Australia 
 Mr Simon Costello, Branch Head, National Location Information 
 Mr Mark Edwards, Director, Vulnerability and Resilience 

Australian Space Agency - Department of Industry, Science, Energy and Resources 
 Mr Anthony Murfett, Deputy Head 

ReachOut 
 Mr Ashley de Silva, Chief Executive Officer- via videoconference 

Professor Alan Rosen AO - via videoconference, Private capacity 

Mental Health Australia 
 Dr Leanne Beagley, Chief Executive Officer 

National Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisation 
 Ms Dawn Casey, Deputy Chief Executive Officer 

Australian Medical Association 
 Dr Tony Bartone, President - via videoconference 

Australian Academy of Health and Medical Sciences 
 Professor Stephen Duckett, Director of the Health Program at the Grattan 

Institute - via videoconference 

Royal Australian College of General Practitioners - via videoconference 
 Dr Penny Burns 
 Dr Glynn Kelly 
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Public Health Association of Australia 
 Mr David Templeman, President 
 Dr Ben Ewald - via videoconference 

Thursday, 30 July 2020 
Committee Room 1R3 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Gippsland Emergency Relief Fund 
 Mr John Mitchell, President 

Australian Council of Social Service 
 Dr Cassandra Goldie, Chief Executive Officer 
 Dr John Mikelsons, Senior Adviser 
 Ms Kellie Caught, Senior Advisor 

Save the Children 
 Mr Howard Choo, Australian Social Policy and Advocacy Adviser 

Australian Child & Adolescent Trauma, Loss & Grief Network and Emerging Minds  
 Ms Nicola Palfrey, Director 
 Mr Brad Morgan, Director, Emerging Minds 

Foodbank Australia Ltd 
 Ms Brianna Casey, Chief Executive Officer 
 Ms Sarah Pennell, General Manager and Company Secretary 

Australian Red Cross 
 Mr Andrew Coghlan, Head of Emergency Services 

St Vincent de Paul Society 
 Mr Toby O'Connor, Chief Executive Officer 
 Mr John Feint, President, Canberra Goulburn Territory Council 

The Salvation Army 
 Captain Stuart Glover, Head of Community Engagement 

Australian Charities and Not-for-profits Commission 
 The Hon Dr Gary Johns, Commissioner 
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Wednesday, 12 August 2020 
Committee Room 2S3 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) (via teleconference) 
 Mr David Anderson, Managing Director 

BAI Communications (via videoconference) 
 Mr Peter Lambourne, Chief Executive Officer 

Commercial Radio Australia Ltd (via videoconference) 
 Ms Joan Warner, Chief Executive Officer 
 Ms Sarah Kruger, Head of Legal and Regulatory Affairs 

Community Broadcasting Association of Australia (via videoconference) 
 Mr Jon Bisset, Chief Executive Officer 
 Ms Holly Friedlander Liddicoat, Project Coordinator, Government Relations 
 Mr Gordon Waters, Station Manager, Braidwood FM 

Department of Home Affairs (via teleconference) 
 Mr Robert Cameron, Director General, Emergency Management Australia 

Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development and Communications 
 Mr Richard Windeyer, Deputy Secretary 
 Mr Andrew Madsen, Acting First Assistant Secretary 
 Mr Tristan Kathage, Assistant Secretary, Telecommunications Market Policy 
 Ms Rachel Blackwood, Acting Assistant Secretary, Spectrum & 

Telecommunications Deployment Policy Branch 

Tuesday, 2 March 2021 
Committee Room 2S1 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Cobargo Recovery Fund 
 Ms Zena Armstrong, President 

Cobargo Bushfire Relief Centre 
 Ms Christine Walters, Co-Coordinator 

Social Justice Advocates of the Sapphire Coast 
 Mr Michael Brosnan 

Mr Graeme Freedman, Private capacity 
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Catholic Social Services Australia 
 Dr Ursula Stephens, Chief Executive Officer 
 Ms Leanne Atkinson, St Vincent de Paul Society 
 Ms Therese Kearney, CatholicCare, Victoria 

St Vincent de Paul Society (South Coast) 
 Mr John Feint, President - Canberra Goulburn Territory Council 
 Mr Raymond Akurst, Bushfire Recovery 

Australian Business Volunteers 
 Ms Elizabeth Mackinlay – Executive Officer 

Mr Tony Jennings, Private capacity 

Australian Small Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman 
 Dr Craig Latham, Deputy Ombudsman 
 Ms Alexandra Hordern, Director of Advocacy 

Australian Prudential Regulation Authority 
 Dr Sean Carmody, Executive Director, Cross Industry Insights and Data 
 Mr Jonathan Wood, Head of Insurance Risk 
 Mr Peter Kohlhagen, General Manager, Advice and Approvals 

Wednesday, 17 March 2021 
Committee Room 2S3 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

National Bushfire Recovery Agency 
 Mr Andrew Colvin, National Coordinator 
 Major General Andrew Hocking, Deputy Coordinator 
 Ms Rina Bruinsma, Deputy Coordinator 
 Ms Tracey Bell, Acting Deputy Coordinator 
 Mr Gareth Appleton, Acting Assistant Secretary – Programs 

Wednesday, 28 April 2021 
North Richmond Panthers Club 
33 Beaumont Ave 
North Richmond 
Sydney 

Blue Mountains City Council 
 Mr Matt Chambers, Manager, Environment. 
 Ms Tracy Burgess, Executive Business Manager 
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Hawkesbury City Council 
 Mr Jeff Organ, Director, Infrastructure Services 
 Ms Meagan Ang, Manager, Community Planning and Partnerships 
 Ms Jackie Carr, Executive Manager, Operations 

Independent Bushfire Group 
 Mr Bill Shields 
 Mr Geoff Luscombe 
 Mr Ian Brown 

Bilpin Region Advancement Group (BRAG) 
 Ms Graziella Obeid, Secretary 

Ms Penny McKinlay, Private capacity 

Mr Stephen Brown, Private capacity 

Megalong Valley Community and Landowners Association (MVCLA) 
 Mr Max Horn 
 Ms Linda Greer 

Ms Kristi Bryant, Private capacity 

Bilpin Fruit Bowl 
 Ms Margaret Tadrosse, Proprietor 
 Mr Simon Tadrosse, Proprietor 

Tuesday, 27 July 2021 
Committee Room 2S1 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Professor David Lindenmayer AO, Private capacity 

Professor Roberta Ryan, Private capacity 

Bushfire Building Council of Australia 
 Ms Kate Cotter, Chief Executive Officer (via videoconference) 

Mr Matthew Lloyd-Cape, Private capacity 

National Recovery and Resilience Agency 
 Ms Hannah Wandel OAM, Executive Director, Resilience, Strategy and 

Design 
 Dr Ilse Kiessling, Executive Director, Recovery Programs and Evaluation 
 Mr Nico Padovan PSM, Chief Operating Officer 
 Ms Alison Sommerville, Executive Director, Recovery Operations 
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Wednesday, 29 September 2021 
Committee Room 2S3 
Parliament House 
Canberra 

Walwa Bush Nursing Hospital 
 Ms Sandi Grieve, Chief Executive Officer, Nurse Practitioner 

Corryong Health 
 Mr Dominic Sandilands, Chief Executive Officer 

iHealth 
 Dr Rebecca McGowan, General Practitioner 

Alpine Shire Council 
 Mr William Jeremy, Acting Chief Executive Officer 

Towong Shire Council 
 Cr David Wortman, Mayor 

Indigo Shire Council 
 Mr Trevor Ierino, Chief Executive Officer 
 Mr Mark Florence, Director Community & Economic Development 

Rural City of Wangaratta 
 Mr Stephen Swart, Director of Development Services 

City of Wodonga 
 Mr Mark Dixon, Chief Executive Officer 

North East Water 
 Mr John Day, Executive Operations 

Walwa Community Recovery Committee  
 Ms Janice Newnham 

Corryong Community Recovery Committee  
 Ms Cathy Ross 

Alpine Community Recovery Committee  
 Ms Fiona Nicholls 

North East Tourism 
 Ms Bess Nolan-Cook, Chief Executive Officer 

Alpine Resorts Management 
 Ms Amber Gardner, Chief Executive Officer 
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North East Wine Zone 
 Mr Rob Hawkings, Chair and Chief Executive Officer, Indigo Vineyards 

HVP Plantations 
 Mr Rob Hescock, Chief Operating Officer 

 




